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CHAPTER ONE

The truck’s battery was unsalvageable. I knew it the moment I lifted the bonnet. And by unsalvageable, I mean melted. And by melted, I mean it looked like a Dali painting; the trippy one with the clocks. Everything around the battery – engine included – was black and charred. I didn’t remember it being that bad when it happened, but in retrospect, it was a miracle I hadn’t died in a blaze of sulphuric acid.

Silver linings.

‘Forget it.’ I glanced sideways at Griff. ‘It’s stuffed.’

Griff wasn’t listening. His gaze was trained on the rise beyond the woodshed, where mist crept between the scribbly gums like a living thing, silent and secretive. The fur on top of his head stood up in scruffy tufts. His rust-coloured beard was flat where he’d slept on it.

He sniffed the air and barked.

‘It’s just fog, you big sook.’ I turned back to the truck’s burnt innards, a hollow behind my ribs. It had only occurred to me the night before to double-check the battery. The idea had come in a flash as the storm raged outside and lightning flickered across the ceiling and static swept my skin. If the battery wasn’t completely shot – if the truck could be revived – the task ahead became infinitely easier. Safer. Unfortunately, nothing short of new parts and an actual mechanic could fix the mess in front of me… and I had as much chance of finding those as discovering the truck had magically sprouted wings.

‘Well.’ I slammed the bonnet shut. Drips like fat tears rolled down the windscreen. ‘So much for that idea.’

Griff shifted beside me. His tail thwacked dewy grass so long it obscured the truck’s tyres. We could continue this pointless ruminating, his bright brown eyes seemed to say, or – and this is my preference – we could eat breakfast.

I pursed my lips and glanced across the yard. Puddles dotted the gravel track leading down to the barn. The landscape beyond had been swallowed; the trees, the lake, the mountains obliterated by the pale tide that had rolled in before dawn, blanketing the farm in white silence.

‘Fog’s no good for visibility,’ I pointed out, not above grasping at straws. ‘Maybe we should wait.’

Griff cocked his head to the side.

‘You’re right.’ I shoved my hands in the pouch of my hoodie and glared at the truck’s battered hood. ‘I hate it when you’re right.’

Griff lost interest. I watched him pick his way across the grass to pee against the side of the woodshed, an old lean-to that resembled something a kid might make out of Paddle Pop sticks. I blew out a pent-up breath and beckoned him towards the house.

‘Come on, then.’

I trudged across the boggy yard, over to the porch steps. Griff bounded past me, a gangly shadow as tall as my hip, all long legs and paws he was still growing into. But it was the rack of his ribs that caught my eye. Visible even beneath his scruffy coat. I shivered and hunched my shoulders against the dawn chill. He was right. I’d waited long enough. Too long.

We were out of time.



Jules’s kitchen was large and airy and always cool, even when the temperature outside crept over forty and washing dried stiff on the line. At one end, an old brick fireplace – which Jules had painted white and stuffed with cookbooks – stretched from floor to ceiling. Thin dawn light spilled through the French doors beside it, revealing a scuffed wooden dining table and mismatched chairs.

I padded past the table. Griff followed behind, his claws clicking against the lino. Fog filled the window above the battered metal sink, a solid white square in the kitchen’s gloom. The bench beneath was a sea of clutter, piled with chopping boards and crockery, and souvenir beer steins stuffed with utensils. The shelves above were just as crammed, laden with floral-patterned teacups, old decorative plates, and a pair of ceramic salt and pepper shakers shaped like budgerigars. All the ornamental crap Jules had collected like a bowerbird, coated in a fine layer of dust. Stringy cobwebs hung from the corners of the ceiling. The smell of grease still lingered, the ghost of meals cooked months before.

I stopped in front of the bulky chest freezer. A whiteboard hung from the wall above it, a single word scrawled across its surface:

WEDNESDAY

I leant against the freezer to wipe Wednesday away with my sleeve. The freezer’s motor kicked off, filling the room with its electric hum as I grabbed the whiteboard marker from its clip and wrote:

THURSDAY

There was a one-in-seven chance it was Thursday. Not great odds, but I had to mark each day somehow – I’d learnt that early on. If I didn’t differentiate between the days, they blurred together into one big mess, the way ice-cream flavours melt together in the tub. Now, writing the day was part of my morning routine, and routine was important. I knew that from having read Jules’s collection of self-help books from cover to cover. Routine was a great way to manage anxiety.

None of those books mentioned crippling terror, but I assumed the theory was the same.

At the bottom of the whiteboard there were fifty-one small strokes, tallied in lots of five. I added one more, marking fifty-two days since I’d woken up. My best guess was that placed us somewhere in late February. That made sense of the storms and the yellowing poplars along the lake. Dad always said that meant summer was at an end.

The whiteboard had a lined section for making lists. Jules had used it to remember stuff like: Griff – tick treatment or Drop eggs at Jan’s. Now I used it to allocate myself tasks. It wasn’t enough just to name the days; I needed something to make each one distinct. If I struggled to come up with something at the start of the day, I’d force myself to write something at the end. Something – no matter how small – that had made that day different. Monday: ran the washing machine. Tuesday: cleared the water filters. Wednesday: fried the truck battery.

Every day was unique, if I thought hard enough about it.

My favourite task was chopping wood. There was something comforting about the weight of the axe in my hand, the whistle of the blade as it arced through the air, the echo of the split across the lake’s surface. I liked to watch wood pile up towards the shed’s rusted roof, and know that even if we starved over winter, we’d be warm.

‘But that’s not going to happen,’ I said, glancing back at Griff.

Griff yawned and sniffed at the lino in front of him, as if it might be harbouring a tasty morsel he hadn’t found yet. A deadweight settled in the pit of my stomach. I turned back to the whiteboard and wrote my task for the day. Just the one, but a ‘doozy’, as Jules would say. There’d be no forgetting maybe-Thursday if I managed to tick it off.

I clipped the lid back on the marker, pressed it into its magnetic clip, and took a step back.

Thursday.

Day fifty-two, and one thing on my to-do list:

FIND FOOD



One bottle of salad dressing, the precise colour and consistency of pus.

One can of corn spears, out of date. I knew it was probably fine – that best-before dates are bullshit, and everyone’s great-great-grandparents grew up drinking from bacteria-infested puddles – but I still couldn’t bring myself to eat it. I hadn’t survived the freaking apocalypse just to die of salmonella, or botulism, or whatever the hell you get from eating bad tinned food. I would have Googled it, but there was no internet anymore. No phone reception, either, which ruled out calling the apocalypse hotline to ask if the benefits of eating old corn outweighed my chances of dying in agony.

Three potatoes, soft and sprouting. I grabbed one off the shelf and gave it a squeeze. Maybe I’d plant them. Maybe they’d produce something before winter hit.

I put the potato back and raised my eyes to the top shelf. My tongue shrivelled in my mouth, like a slug buried in salt. The last item on my sad little inventory. The last thing in the world I’d choose to eat, if I had any choice at all.

The sardines.

I stood on tiptoe to pluck the remaining tins off the shelf. There’d been fifty or so at the beginning, stacked in neat silver columns at the back of the cupboard. I didn’t know if Jules had bought them for Griff, or if she’d had some nightmare fish casserole in mind, but it wasn’t hard to imagine her at the Stop N’ Save, deciding a bulk box of sardines was somehow a bargain. The house was bursting with her random impulse buys. I never knew when I’d open a cupboard only to be smacked in the face by a beach parasol or a solar-powered stick vacuum.

I turned the tins in my hands, weighing them up. The power had been out by the time I’d come to, and everything in the fridge and freezer had spoiled. But Jules had kept the pantry stocked so she didn’t have to drive into town every other day, so there’d been a reasonable amount of dry supplies remaining. Pasta, rice, cereal. The big bag of dog kibble under the laundry sink. I’d made it all last as long as I could, but ever since those staples ran out, we’d survived on the sardines. And fifty tins had become forty. And forty had become thirty. And I’d promised myself I’d go before we hit twenty. Before we hit ten.

Now three tins remained.

I placed them on the bench, and Griff scrambled to his feet. His tail thumped a fast beat against the cupboards. He licked his chops and slobber dripped to the floor, splotches as big as raindrops.

Griff loved sardines.

It wasn’t like I wanted to starve. In fact, not starving to death was at the top of my list of priorities – right up there with not contracting botulism. But there were risks in leaving.

‘The pack,’ I reminded Griff, plucking a fork from the cutlery drawer. ‘For starters.’

I’d first heard the dogs a week after waking up; a chorus of yips and howls rising over the forest as the sun sank below the mountains. Now I listened out for them every evening. I didn’t hear them every night, but often enough to have reservations about entering the forest on foot. Not getting ripped apart by wild dogs was even higher on my priority list than not starving to death. One thing working in my favour was that they were predictable: I only ever heard them after dusk. As long as I walked in daylight, I should be okay.

The bigger concern – though far less likely – was the possibility I’d run into someone.

I grabbed the tins off the bench, a sick flutter in my stomach. The chances of that were slim, but I couldn’t rule it—

CRACK

I startled, dropping the tins. They hit the lino as Griff tore out of the kitchen and barrelled down the hall in a volley of barks. My eyes shot to the window. My pulse hammered my throat.

It’s just one, I tried to reassure myself. One isn’t that bad.

I edged closer to the window, distantly aware of Griff’s barks, the scrape of his claws against the front door, the thunder of his heartbeat. I gripped the edge of the sink and leant towards the glass, metal burning cold beneath my fingers. One bird is progress, I told myself. One is—

CRACK

A crow this time. Black as an ink blot as it smashed against the window. A dull thud sounded when its body hit the porch.

Two, I counted, my chest tight.

The silence resettled, as thick as the fog and twice as cold. Griff padded back into the kitchen, his brown eyes sheepish. He nudged the back of my knee with his nose – a wet apology – but I didn’t move from the window.

Some mornings it was one after another: a feathery plague smashing against the glass, like something out of a Hitchcock film. Other mornings, it was just a few.

Just a few to remind me nothing had changed.

Minutes passed, but no more birds appeared, and I retrieved the sardine tins with shaking fingers. I couldn’t do anything about the birds – or what drew them here – but I could solve our most pressing problem. And if everything went according to plan, we’d be eating regular meals again.

My stomach growled, a roar in the kitchen’s silence. I could barely remember the taste of anything but sardines. The furry coat of slime they left on my tongue was like a fishy carpet.

‘Screw it.’ I glared at the tins in my hands. Maybe it was the prospect of another sardine breakfast that clinched it. Or the imminent prospect of no sardines; nothing but pus dressing and rotten potatoes. And after that, nothing at all. Either way, I couldn’t wait any longer.

Griff let out an indignant woof: Let’s hurry this up.

I retrieved my fork, grabbed his bowl, and headed for the porch. I’d leave after breakfast, before the heat set in. I’d take the forest trail, which was less exposed than the shoreline. And I’d be careful.

If anyone was out there, I’d hear them.

I’d smell them.

I’d have time to get away before anything happened.






CHAPTER TWO

Hinges screeched as I pushed out onto the porch. I held the screen door open with my foot and Griff trotted out behind me, tail wagging, his brown eyes glued to the tins in my hands.

‘Hang on.’ I placed his bowl and the tins down by the steps and made my way around the side of the porch. Water dripped from the gutters overhead, and I made a mental note to check the water tank once I got back. Thanks to all the storms, I didn’t have to worry about our water supply. I did have to worry about overflow valves and filters, and what I’d do if some crucial component of Jules’s tank system broke.

The crow was easy to spot. It lay in a black heap under the kitchen window, neck broken, wings still outstretched. I grabbed it by its curled talons and hefted it over the porch railing. I hated this part, but it had to be done. If Griff got to the birds first, he’d eat them right there on the porch, leaving a mess of feathers and entrails for me to clean up. Sometimes the feathers got stuck in his beard and I’d end up chasing him around the yard, trying to pluck them out. He loved that game, but I didn’t have time today.

The crow disappeared into the long grass. I found the other bird – a barn swallow – and tossed that over, too. A flash of red near the woodshed caught my eye: the long handle of Jules’s axe, leaning against the chopping block.

‘Shit.’ I hoisted myself over the railing and leapt down into the grass. Jules would have torn me a new one for leaving it out again. In the rain, no less. A rusty axe is as useful as tits on a bull, Piper Manning!

I grabbed the axe and trudged back around to the porch steps, mud squelching between my toes. Griff let out an impatient woof.

‘I know, Guts.’ I ducked back inside. ‘Keep your pants on.’

I leant the axe up against the bookcase in the hall. Carefully, so as not to knock any of Jules’s ugly knickknacks: blown-glass rabbits and porcelain babushka dolls and googly-eyed ceramic owls. Then I headed back out to the porch, grabbed the sardines, and raised one hand in the air.

‘Sit.’

Griff sat.

Holding my breath, I peeled the lid off one tin and upended it into his bowl. A blob of silver chunks slithered out. I stifled a gag as Griff stared at the fish, stock-still. Waiting.

‘Eat.’ I snapped my fingers, and Griff launched himself at the fish. I settled on the steps beside him and peeled the lid from the second tin, trying to breathe through my mouth only. Sardines were hideous to begin with, but they smelled even stronger now. Everything smelled stronger since the day I’d woken up. The day Orwell died.

My eyes crept to the empty pen down by the barn. I looked away, stabbed a chunk of fish with my fork, and shoved it in my mouth. Pancakes, toast, eggs. Chew, chew, swallow. The trick was to get it down before my stomach knew what was happening.

Across the lake, the mountains remained shrouded in fog. The lake’s surface had cleared, though, and sparkling fingers of sunlight stretched across the water, all the way to the thin crescent of shoreline on the other side. Beyond the shore, almost hidden among the trees, a scrap of silver roof winked like a beacon.

‘It’s just one night.’ I plucked a tiny, hairlike bone from my forkful of fish, my stomach a hard ball of nope. ‘We can manage that.’

Griff didn’t look up from his bowl. His ears dangled in the oil at the bottom, and I abandoned my sardines to hold them back while he ate. My plan was simple enough. I’d take the forest track around the lake. I’d scope out the neighbours’ house until I was sure it was empty, then I’d break in and – fingers crossed – find food. Then we’d crash there for the night before heading back at first light.

I pulled a bindi from Griff’s fur and flicked it into the grass. I’d debated long and hard about whether to leave him behind, but the only way to make him stay would be to tie him up or lock him inside the house, and if something went wrong – if I didn’t make it back – he’d be trapped. I couldn’t risk that. Jules had asked me to take care of him. Look after him, Piper, she’d whispered, her eyes fever-bright. Keep him safe.

I wasn’t going to break my promise.

And I didn’t want to be alone.

Griff finished his fish and went about the business of licking his bowl clean. I grabbed one of his paws and pressed the pads to my nose. They always smelled like corn chips. It brought me endless joy.



On clear nights, I’d sit out on the porch and gaze up at the stars. So many of them, scrawled across a sky so vast it made my head hurt. And I’d tell myself that if the stars could do it – if they could exist for billions of years in isolation – I could do it, too. I’d just pretend I was a star, that’s all. A ball of energy, burning up, light years from anyone and anything.

I spotted the ISS one night. I shot to my feet and yelled for Griff to come look – only to remember he was a dog and didn’t give a shit. But I tracked its arc across the sky. I followed it all the way to the horizon and wondered if there might be someone still alive up there. Staring down at me while I stared up at them.

I hoped so.

I hoped they had something better than space-sardines to eat.

I hoped they had some way of getting home.

Looking at stars has a way of picking the locks inside your head. Before you know it, all the vaults are open, and you’re thinking about things you manage to bolt down during the day. Things that hurt.

I’d think about Iris.

About the day she got her Ps and drove us all the way to Bondi in her shitbox Yaris just so we could eat gelato and people-watch. About the time she did my makeup for the year ten formal and let me use a spray of her Jo Malone perfume. She’d told me my freckles were amazing. She’d said if I ever tried to cover them up, she’d fart on my pillow. Sometimes we’d forget we didn’t like each other. Sometimes we’d act the way sisters are meant to.

I’d think about Mum. Her laugh, which could go from regular to witch cackle in the space of a millisecond. Her hair; the same shade of red as mine, but curly. The way she could blitz through an entire book in a day, and finish cryptic crosswords, and grow almost anything. The way she’d held my hand at the funeral, boa constrictor tight, as if I might float away.

I’d think about the likelihood they’d survived.

I’d chew it over and over, again and again; every guesstimate, every rumour, every scrap of news I’d heard about the survival rate before the TV turned to snow and the radio turned to static. The chances weren’t great… but they weren’t non-existent, either. And it didn’t mean anything that they hadn’t come for me. Maybe they were waiting for me to come home.

I wanted to go home.

I wanted that more than anything.

Some nights, staring up at the stars, I’d almost convince myself I could. That it would be fine. That it would be safe.

Then I’d think about the birds. And the lights. And the truck battery.

And Orwell.

I’d think about Orwell most of all. I’d think about Orwell until I couldn’t bear to think about Orwell, and I’d know I couldn’t leave yet. Couldn’t go near anyone until I knew for sure I had things under control, or I’d found a way to fix it.

A way to fix me.



I buried our empty tins, rinsed my fork, and headed upstairs to change. T-shirt, jeans, thick socks. Griff watched me drag on boots, lace them tight. What now? His brown eyes asked. Chase? Fetch? Dig?

I headed back out to the hall, eyeing Jules’s door as I passed. The bottom was etched with long scratches, each like the straggly I of a kid learning to write. Griff had pawed at the wood every day for weeks. As if she might have snuck back in there without him knowing.

I dragged a couple of backpacks out of the hallway cupboard. I rolled one up, stuffed it inside the other, and headed for the stairs. The light switch at the top of the stairwell caught my eye. I stopped in front of it, biting my lip. I normally waited until Griff was safely outside, chasing rabbits in the orchard or stalking ducks by the lake; but I was in a hurry today, and it was an important part of my morning routine to double-check. To test the waters, so to speak – on the off-chance things had magically reverted back to normal overnight, and I could finally call time on all this Castaway bullshit.

No need to check, a voice at the back of my mind whispered. The birds. The freezer.

I reached for the switch anyway, a familiar flutter in the pit of my stomach. I might have imagined the freezer. And the birds weren’t a good sign… but there’d only been two. Maybe they’d been confused. Muddled by the fog. They were just birds, for God’s sake.

Stupid, kamikaze ones.

My fingers brushed the switch. The response was instant; an electric flash down my arm, sparking heat into my fingers. The lights flared, throwing my shadow across the stairwell. Static crackled across my skin.

Griff whined behind me.

I yanked my hand back and the lights flickered out, taking my shadow with them.

I trudged down the stairs, hands clenched into fists.



I didn’t like testing it, but it was the only way to monitor if things were improving or not. I clung to the hope that I’d wake up one day to find it had resolved. Disappeared.

No more birds. No more lights.

No more accidents.

I was careful. I didn’t test during the storms because they made it more unpredictable. And I made sure Griff was elsewhere. Just in case.

The truck wasn’t the worst of it. There was a graveyard of burnt-out appliances down in the barn, including a toaster that made the truck battery look like a scuff mark.

But among the trial and error, I’d discovered little things I could do with minimal risk. I had no idea why I could do them without triggering a low-level disintegration, but it gave me hope. If I could manage little things, maybe – in time – I’d get the rest under control.

I could power the washing machine. I just had to be touching it. So, I’d sit with my back against it, or lie on the floor with my feet pressed to the side, reading as I waited for the wash cycle to finish.

That was actually kind of relaxing.

The oven was a no-go. It was gas. But I could power the microwave and the kettle. I could use Jules’s decrepit CD player, too, but the piece of crap wouldn’t eject the CD inside and always got stuck on the first song. So, I had to listen to the same one, over and over. Even when I wasn’t touching the CD player, that song was on repeat inside my head, looping as I chopped wood, as I threw balls for Griff.

I love ABBA as much as the next person, but you can only listen to Chiquitita so many times without wanting to kill someone.



I filled a drink bottle with water, shoved it in the backpack, and headed out to the porch. Griff trotted along behind me as I crossed the yard. We turned at the gravel track, followed it briefly downhill – then veered left, into the orchard.

Only thin spears of sunlight pierced the purple canopy, making it cool and dark beneath the trees. The sweet stink of rotting plums hung in the air like a curtain. The fruit was soft and sticky underfoot. I’d eaten as many plums as I could when the crop had come in, only to discover there’s a limit to how much stone fruit the human digestive tract can handle. Cue a catastrophic intestinal event. If I were to write a handbook for the apocalypse, that would be in there: don’t eat the plums.

Fruit flies swarmed in black clouds above my head, and I swatted at them as I walked along the rows. I’d have to walk right down to the boundary to enter the forest… but there was something I needed to do first.

The rough rectangle of bare earth sat halfway along the middle row, like a raised scar between the trees. I knelt to clear the plums that had fallen on it. Rotten fruit disintegrated beneath my fingers, staining them scarlet.

I hadn’t been back since I’d buried her.

I hadn’t been able to face that mound of dirt or reconcile it with the Jules I’d known. The Jules who blasted Alanis Morissette in the truck whenever we drove to Wayo’s Weir. The Jules who drank beer straight from the can and was forever telling me the same stories over and over; usually the one about how my grandfather had killed snakes with a saucer of milk and a shotgun. The Jules who never tried to force me to talk about Dad, when it was all anyone else seemed to want.

That Jules was gone. Rotting beneath the pile of dirt I’d thrown on her, shovelful after shovelful, until my arms burned and my skin was slick with sweat. I’d patted the sods down with shaking hands, the first flickers of fever spreading beneath my skin like fire licking at kindling. And when I’d wiped the tears from my eyes, my fingers had dripped red. Blood tears.

The first sign of the infection.

I spared the grave one last look before continuing towards the boundary line. Griff raced ahead, and I smiled in spite of myself, glad I’d brought him after all.

It’s better this way, I thought. Safer for both of us.

Right?






CHAPTER THREE

At the start of summer, before life turned into an end-of-days shitshow, Jules and I had walked the trails a lot. Most of the time – especially on weekends, when tourists drove up from Wayo’s Weir – we’d pass other people. Cheerful retirees with walking poles. Huffing runners clad in lycra. Locals from town, who’d smile and greet Jules by name.

The lakeshore track was popular because it was a flat loop with good views of the mountains. The forest trail was more challenging, and Jules said it got harder the closer you got to the foothills on the other side of the lake. We’d never actually ventured that far; she didn’t trust Griff on the steeper sections. Dumb-arse would chase a rabbit off a cliff, she’d said.

There were no cliffs, but she’d been right about the trail. It wound through the forest like a twisted python – up and down gullies choked with ferns, over trickling creeks, around deadfall and vine thickets. The track was narrow in parts, and so steep in others I had to cling to rocks and low branches to steady myself while Griff bounded past with the agility of a mountain goat, looking back every so often as if to ask what the hell was taking me so long.

By the time the path levelled out again, afternoon sunshine dappled the ground. Rabbits scattered as we rounded each bend, tails bobbing in the air like furry exclamation marks as they darted into the undergrowth. When we’d first set out, Griff had raced after them, but now he just followed them with his eyes, his tongue dangling.

‘Not far now,’ I promised him.

We were close. I could tell from the curve of the lake, occasionally visible through the trees. We’d made good time in spite of how often I’d frozen up at the start, when every bird screech and every rustle in the undergrowth had stopped me in my tracks. I’d stared into the trees, heart thundering. But there was no one. No voices, no footsteps. Time had wiped the forest clean of all human existence, save for the trail and me.

Assuming I still counted.

Pine branches above us whispered as if swapping secrets. I lifted my face to a puff of breeze, my hair clinging to my neck, a thousand maybes swirling inside my head.

Maybe those of us who’d survived would end up dying anyway – of starvation, or botulism, or sheer fucking boredom – and the world would sit empty until an advanced alien race arrived, and when the aliens got here, they’d see all the McDonalds and assume they were churches of a species who’d worshipped hamburger gods.

Maybe not.

Maybe the other survivors were just like me. Maybe this was just the next step in human evolution, and my self-imposed isolation was stupid and pointless because everyone was melting toasters by accident. Maybe this was life now, and I was the only one making a big deal about it.

Or maybe no one was like me.

Maybe I was a glitch.

Maybe if anyone found out what I was capable of, they’d stick me in a glass cell and poke me full of holes and conduct experiments with my blood. I’d be a post-apocalyptic guinea pig. I’d be given food through a slot, like Hannibal Lecter.

Maybe they wouldn’t bother with the cell.

Maybe they’d decide I was too dangerous to live.

Maybe they were right.

Maybe I’d found some version of equilibrium on the farm, but the moment I ventured further afield it would be a different story. Maybe, faced with the unpredictable, I’d lose what little control I’d gained. Maybe it would be that first day all over again… only worse.

Griff stopped short in front of me. I snapped my head up, certain he’d spotted someone – but it wasn’t a person up ahead.

It was the house, looming through the trees.

My pulse picked up. Seeing it from the farm was one thing. Seeing it a few hundred metres away was another.

They might still be in there, a little voice cautioned. They might come out. Might come close.

I drew a shaky breath. It was too late to chicken out now. Either the house was empty, and this would be straightforward, or it wasn’t, and things would be…

Messy? The little voice prompted. Hot? Electrifying—

Static prickled like a thousand tiny needles down my spine. I balled my hands into fists and dropped my eyes to Griff, who lay panting in the afternoon heat. He was tired and thirsty. I was tired and thirsty – and hungry, and scared, and pissed off, and quite possibly losing my mind. Weeks of one-sided conversation with a canine will do that to you. Or maybe it was the constant speculation about what would kill me first: slow and agonising starvation, wild dogs, or the bizarre after-effects of a virus that had turned me into a human battery.

‘I’m definitely losing it,’ I muttered.

Griff cocked his head, presumably in agreement. I dug the water bottle out of the pack and poured some into my cupped palm for him to lap up. Then I took a swig from the bottle, stashed it back in the pack, and turned towards the house.

Towards the pointy end of things, rumours about the fatality rate had firmed up, prefaced with words like savage and catastrophic. It was highly unlikely the owners had survived. Not impossible – but unlikely.

Only one way to find out.

I picked through the scrub towards the fence line. Griff followed, stopping beside me as I hunkered down at the edge of the forest, curling like a bug among the undergrowth.

The front lawn had grown into a wild green sea.

It flowed up and over the house’s foundations, where painted boards had begun to blister. Plants dotted the porch, brown and withered in their pots, and drifts of dead leaves had piled up between them. On the upstairs level a strip of guttering had torn away. It hung in the air at an odd angle, like a snapped limb.

‘Empty,’ I told myself, as if saying it aloud made it true. Yet something about the house made my chest tight. I ran my eyes over everything again, tallying it up. The grass, the plants, the gutter. The feel of neglect, hanging over the place.

The windows.

I released a sharp breath. That was it. Curtains had been drawn across every single window. At some point, someone had wanted to block the world out.

And maybe – just maybe – they were still in there.

I squirmed among the bushes, wincing at the snap of twigs beneath me. Surely I’d know if someone was inside.

I’d hear them.

I nibbled a thumbnail, my eyes locked on the front door. I’d been so focused on the electrical stuff – namely, how to get rid of it – I hadn’t given the sensory stuff much attention. It was just another weird, occasionally useful ability I’d acquired. It wasn’t all that reliable, though. More like a radio station I could tune into, only to lose it at random. But if I could tap into it now… I might be able to figure out if there was someone in there.

I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath.

The lap of the lake came first. Rhythmic. Soft as a sigh.

The shiver of leaves came next.

Then, mosquitos whining. Bugs scurrying and worms burrowing. Soil shifting and hearts beating and life – the forest was teeming with life, layers of it above, below, all around. Crawling and creeping and rustling and screeching. Birds in their hundreds, their hearts a frantic chorus in the trees, filling my skull, drowning everything else out.

My head swam. I shook it and forced my eyes open, breathing hard. The forest was chaos. Too noisy for me to pick up anything inside the house.

I turned to Griff and raised a hand in the air. ‘Stay.’

He clambered to his feet and shook himself off. I dropped my hand with a sigh and crept forward towards the fence line.

Sunlight hit my face like a spotlight. I fought the urge to scurry back into the safety of the trees and ducked through a gap in the fence instead. I moved silently across the lawn, Griff following beside me. My eyes locked on the porch, the front door less than thirty metres away. We were in full view now. If anyone was inside, they’d be able to see us. I braced for a twitching curtain. For a yell to shatter the stillness.

My heart punched. The last voice I’d heard – other than my own – had been Jules’s. Jules, telling me she was sorry. Telling me to bury her beneath her beloved plum trees.

Focus.

Twenty metres.

Ten.

Sweat stung my eyes, but I didn’t dare blink. I could smell Griff’s breath, still tinged with fish. I could smell the grass, long and lush, a green crush beneath my feet. I could smell—

I stopped dead metres from the porch steps. Griff stopped beside me and whined.

‘I know.’ I stared at the shrouded windows, gorge rising.

The house was a tomb.

A warm puff of breeze sent leaves skittering across the porch, and the smell of death swelled like a putrid boil. I closed my eyes and saw Jules. Her twisted shape on the living room floor. Fluff under her nails from where she’d clawed at the carpet. Eyes closed, crusted with dried blood.

Just bodies. I forced myself forward, gripping the porch railing. Bodies were no big deal. Months before they’d been everywhere; as common as dandelions along a curb. I’d buried Jules, for God’s sake.

I could do this.

I climbed the steps up to the porch. Weathered boards creaked beneath my feet as I stopped in front of the door and grabbed its handle. The metal was warm from the afternoon sun, yet the feel of it still made me shiver.

Enter a house full of corpses, or starve to death? Even by existing standards, the options seemed especially shitty.

I tried the handle, but the door didn’t budge.

Good. We’ll go home.

I glared at the metal handle. Prickles of electricity swept my spine, as if to remind me it was there.

Bad idea, I told myself, glancing back at Griff. Best not.

I exhaled through clenched teeth and gripped the handle tight. Current stirred, a restless hum inside my bones. I let it surface this time. Let it surge. Power rippled white-hot down my arm, lending strength to my muscles.

I twisted the handle again, one sharp motion.

The lock snapped with a brittle crunch.

I released the handle and stepped back from the door, the current thrumming, hungry beneath my skin. I held my breath and waited until the power faded – a beast withdrawing – before pushing at the front door.

The door swung inward. Fetid air rushed out and I backed up, gagging, almost tripping over Griff. He’d splayed himself across the porch boards behind me, flat as a rug.

I’ll stay here, his brown eyes said. Keep guard.

Jerk, I replied with mine.

I drew a shuddery breath and stepped inside the house. It took several seconds of blinking for the hall’s shadows to form solid shapes; a set of stairs was on my right, a hall stand on my left. A jumbled nest of shoes in one corner, and picture frames on the wall above the stairs.

Don’t look.

My eyes crept to the frames anyway. I caught a glimpse of wedding dress white. School uniform blue, and a gap-toothed smile. I tore my eyes away and took another step forward. The death smell intensified as I neared the stairs, and my stomach squeezed.

Just bodies, that’s all, and I don’t even need to go up there, I’ll find the kitchen and the food and we’ll stay the night in the shed, totally fine, just bodies, I’m just alone in the house with rotting corpses, that’s all.

I stumbled down the hall and through the doorway at the end. Razor-thin shards of light cut through closed blinds above a sink. A fruit bowl sat upon a countertop, overflowing with frothy mould. I whirled, scanning the shadows. Cupboards, benches, stovetop. Refrigerator, oven, microwave—

Pantry.

A big one with double doors, twice the size of Jules’s. I staggered towards it, my heart knocking at my throat. If it was fully stocked, we’d have enough food to last months. If it was empty…

I gripped the handles with clammy palms and ripped the doors wide open.

A rainbow of colours swam before my eyes.

The reds and yellows and blues of cereal boxes stacked like books on a shelf. Canisters of white sugar, rice, pasta. Jars of pink jam, red sauce, honey. Gleaming foil packets of noodles, chips, crackers. And tins: silver towers of fruit, vegetables, soup.

I stared at the shelves, statue-still, trying to convince myself it was real.

That I could choose anything. Eat anything.

My stomach growled like a cornered dog. I snatched up the first thing I touched, tore the packet open with my teeth, and shoved its contents in my mouth so fast I didn’t even see what it was. The sugar hit was instant. A nuclear explosion on my tongue.

Biscuits.

Chocolate biscuits.

I sank to the floor, cradling the packet to my chest, and proceeded to cram biscuits in my mouth, one after another. By the time the packet was empty, crumbs littered my lap, and my head buzzed with the sugar rush. My stomach gurgled, yet I felt better than I had in months.

We weren’t going to starve.

I tossed the empty packet aside and examined the contents of the pantry with fresh eyes. A big bag of dog kibble sat beneath the bottom shelf. I dug around behind it, found a box of liver treats, too, and smiled.

All your Christmases have come at once, Guts.

I shrugged the backpack off my shoulder, dragged the second bag out, and began loading it with tins – careful to distribute the weight evenly. There was too much food to take it all in one go, but I could pack a good month’s worth. Who knew – maybe by then I’d be back to normal, and we could leave for good.

Things will be better now, I told myself, examining a tin of chicken soup. I can feel it.

That’s when Griff started barking.






CHAPTER FOUR

He wasn’t out front.

I jumped the porch steps and hit the ground running. A rough gravel track curved around the side of the house, leading to a hulking steel shed. Beyond the shed lay a paddock; a jungle-thick sprawl of grass and thistle and splintered timber posts. Dust filled the air as I skidded to a stop, breathing hard.

There.

Griff was at the far end of the paddock, his stance stiff, eyes locked on something hidden by the overgrowth. I hurried towards him, long grass dragging at my feet, and a new scent hit. A lick of something warm and coppery, like a coin left out in the sun.

A rabbit. The biscuits churned in my gut. He caught a rabbit, that’s all.

I saw the ribs first, poking up out of the grass like broken spears. When I saw the rest, my legs turned to rubber, and I sank to my knees among the weeds.

It was a horse.

Sprawled across the grass, sliced open from throat to bowels. Its organs had been ripped from its belly, and fat blue intestines lay strewn across the weeds like tangled party streamers.

What did this?

An electric shiver hit my spine as I stared at the horse’s blood-soaked mane, its gaping abdomen. The cut down its middle was straight. Straight, neat, precise… which meant it wasn’t the dog pack. Wild dogs don’t bisect their prey with surgical precision.

Then who?

The hairs on my arms lifted. Only one question mattered at this point – and it should have already occurred to me.

Where are they now?

I scrambled to my feet and scanned the clearing. Cicada song filled the air as my eyes swept the surrounding forest.

Were they watching us?

Griff whined. I nodded, not taking my eyes off the forest, an impenetrable wall of green.

‘Good idea.’

I backed away from the horse and turned for the house, a new plan taking shape.

Bag up as much food as I could carry.

Get us the hell home.



Rice, tins, cereal, kibble. I stuffed the packs until they were ready to burst, then hauled them out to the porch, where Griff was waiting.

‘Let’s go, Guts.’ I slung a pack over each shoulder. They hit like boulders against my back as I hurried across the yard, down towards the lakeshore. The shoreline was exposed, but it was a faster route than the forest trail. It would be easier to navigate in the dark. We were less likely to run into the pack.

And if anyone followed us, there was a chance I’d see them coming.

The horse’s mangled corpse flashed behind my eyes. I snapped a look over my shoulder, but there was only the house, white and silent behind us. I turned back and ploughed through the boundary trees, down to the rocky shore. Jules’s house was a pale fleck across the water. It’d take us at least two hours to get there, three maybe, depending on the light. I gripped the packs tight and locked eyes on the curve of the shore ahead. A few hours. Just a few hours, and we’d be home. We’d be safe.



Last light leeched from the sky, leaving indigo layers in its wake. Weeping willows hugged the water’s edge, and I ducked beneath their drooping branches, careful to sidestep the chunks of gnarled driftwood that littered the shore. After all the summer storms – and with no one around to do basic maintenance – it was an obstacle course of sandy trenches and debris.

The lake’s silken surface reflected the fading sky as Griff darted in and out of the shallows, shook himself off, then raced ahead again. I adjusted the straps of the packs for what felt like the four-hundredth time. I ignored the burn in my shoulders and focused on my shoes. On putting one foot in front of the other, which was all I had to do now. We’d gotten what we came for. And so what if there was a dead horse in the paddock? What was one horse when millions, possibly billions of people were—

Griff’s bark came short and sharp.

I snapped my head up.

‘Shhh!’

In the gloaming, he was nothing but a skinny silhouette, a shifting shadow among the rocks and branches that lined the shore.

A long piece of driftwood lay at the water’s edge. He circled it and barked again.

I broke into a run. The packs smashed against my back, and my heart drummed in my ears as I scanned the forest to our right. If whatever had killed the horse didn’t hear him, then the dog pack still might.

Not tonight, I prayed to no one, racing towards Griff. Don’t let them come tonight—

The shape of the driftwood sharpened into something else. I skidded to a stop, and my lungs emptied in a ragged rush.

It wasn’t driftwood.

It was a body.

A choked sound escaped my throat.

Griff barked again.

‘Shhh!’ I dropped the bags and lunged at him. ‘Shut up!’

He darted out of reach and circled the body, sniffing, pawing at the gravel around it. I swayed upon the shore, suddenly lightheaded. I wouldn’t look. I’d had enough dead bodies for one lifetime, for a thousand lifetimes. I wouldn’t look.

I looked.

It was a guy about my age, maybe a little older. It was hard to tell for sure – the face was a purple mess, bruised and bloodied, half-buried beneath a crust of dirt. He lay supine, arms outstretched, feet trailing in the water.

Sound swept in as I locked eyes on his boots.

Thump.

His boots.

Ker-thump.

There were grooves in the shore near his boots, as if—

He’d hauled himself out of the water.

The corpse’s chest hitched. Water sprayed from its lips.

Dead guy took a breath.






CHAPTER FIVE

I reared back. The crust of the shore gave way beneath me, and I hit the sand arse-first, teeth sinking into my tongue. Pain flared, bright and blinding, and the body in front of me blurred.

Not a body. Blood filled my mouth. Current flooded my veins. Notabodynotabodynotabody. Bolts of electricity shot hot threads into my limbs.

I scrambled backwards, clutching handfuls of gravel and squeezing; muscles burning, my bones alight. I zeroed in on the pain as gravel pierced the meat of my palms. I wouldn’t lose control this time, wouldn’t do what I’d done to Orwell, poor Orwell with his pink ears and wide eyes and bubbling skin, the smell of pork crackling—

Griff’s barks echoed through the valley, dissolving the thrum in my bones.

‘Shhh!’ I scurried like a drunk crab towards him. ‘Be quiet!’

Griff darted out of reach, his eyes fixed upon the body.

‘Calm,’ I hissed at him. At myself. ‘Just stay calm.’

I inhaled a shuddery breath… and not-dead-guy’s scent hit. Salt and sweat. Skin and hair and—

My stomach roiled.

I rocked back on my heels, all traces of current receding into my bones. Something dark lurked within his scent. A hot, feverish note that reminded me of hospitals and vomit bags, the time Iris caught strep throat and her breath could have killed a lion.

A sick smell.

His chest rose with another ragged breath that sounded like water being sucked down a plughole. I edged closer and peered down at his battered face.

Blue-black bruises marred his dusky skin. Blood caked his hairline, his throat, the curve of his ear, and blood stained the sand beneath. His features were hard to make out in the deepening gloom. Dark curls. A curved nose. Full lips, parched and cracked. One normal-looking eye, and one swollen in its socket. The swollen one was the exact same colour and shape as one of Jules’s plums, like overripe fruit set to burst.

I knelt beside him, and heat settled against my skin. Fever, I thought. Something was wrong inside him. A punctured lung, maybe, or pneumonia. Yet he was still here. He was—

‘Alive,’ I heard myself say.

The word floated, unfamiliar, like something in a language I’d forgotten. I searched the ruins of his face. He wasn’t dead. But he was close – and there was no one left to help him.

The truth of it sank like a stone through my gut.

No one but me.

I shot to my feet and staggered to the water’s edge, electricity swirling tight circles across my skin. It wasn’t enough that I’d risked everything to get food. That I’d raided the home of dead people like some deviant. No, this had to fall into my lap, too.

A static wave hit my spine. I turned back – and did the only thing I could think of to release it.

I kicked sand at him.

‘What are you doing here?’

Sand peppered his skin, but not-dead-guy didn’t move. I laced my fingers behind my head and paced the shore, back and forth, carving a shallow trench through the grit. This wasn’t my problem. Keeping me and Griff alive, staying hidden, staying in control and not killing anyone – those were my problems, and they were enough. I didn’t know this guy. He might be a psychopath. He might have killed the damned horse for all I—

My breath caught. I stopped short in the sand and eyed the wreckage of his face. Bruises, blood, trouble breathing. Maybe the horse had thrown him. Kicked him in the ribs or something.

So he ripped it in half and then went for a swim?

I shook my head. He would have been too injured to inflict the damage that had been done to the horse. But he’d clearly run into trouble somewhere, and trouble was the last thing I needed.

I turned my face to the sky, as if an answer might fall from it.

Leave him.

The thought came out of nowhere. As if it were someone else’s.

I shivered and rubbed my hands on my shirt, leaving grubby streaks. It was an ugly thought. Obscene.

Enticing.

He’s barely breathing as it is. You have no drugs. No idea how to help. What are you going to do – offer him a Band-Aid?

I watched Griff sniff the guy’s boots. One shoelace drifted in the shallows, like seaweed.

Leave.

Unthinkable once, but the world was different now. I was different now. And I had to think about what was best for us. Griff and me.

Leaving was the smart thing to do.

It’s the wrong thing to do.

Right, wrong. Yes, no. Things weren’t that simple anymore. Minutes ago, they had been. Me, Griff, food, the farm. If I could just rewind ten minutes, obliterate them from memory, things could be simple again.

I tore my eyes from the body and glanced around for the packs. I snatched one up, swung it over my shoulder, then picked up the other.

There. That wasn’t so hard.

I started walking along the shore. Ten steps. Twenty. I locked eyes on the bend ahead and ignored the watery moon rising over the lake like an unblinking eye.

Watching me.



Stars speckled the sky. Too many to count. I trudged beneath them, gripping the packs’ straps tight as Griff padded along beside me, a silent shadow.

What would Dad say?

I shook my head and glanced across the water. It was too dark to see it now, but the farm was there somewhere. As soon as we arrived, I’d collapse into bed. I’d sleep. I’d eat. Sleep, eat, rinse, repeat. I wouldn’t think about any of this. I wouldn’t think about the guy’s messed up face. His eye, plum-red and bulging. My dad had copped a similar injury during a sparring session once. A right hook at the wrong moment, and within hours his eye had puffed out of its socket. I’d told him he looked like Admiral Ackbar, and he’d chased me around the house, yelling—

‘It’s a trap,’ I muttered.

The shoreline blurred. I swiped at my eyes and shook my head again. Ice. That was the only thing you could do for an injury like that. I didn’t have any ice, and I couldn’t fix pneumonia, or a punctured lung, or sepsis—

You know what he’d say.

‘Shut up!’

My voice cut the air. Griff jumped, and I stopped to look back the way we’d come. I could just make out my footprints, a spotted line stretching back into the dark.

I knew what my father would say. What he would do, if he were here. But he wasn’t.

I turned back and continued walking. I’d made my choice, and there was no point—

A howl sliced through the twilight.

I froze mid-stride, my heart catapulting. Electric shivers rocked my spine as the sound rose above the forest. My eyes shot from the trees, to Griff, to my hands, caked in blood and sweat and filth. Not-dead-guy’s bloodied face flashed behind my eyes.

The pack would smell him for sure.

They’d tear him to pieces.

‘Goddamnit.’ I raked a hand through my hair. Letting nature take its course was one thing. Letting a guy get ripped apart was another.

You know what he’d say.

I looked towards the farm. Don’t do it, a voice inside me screamed. The voice of self–preservation. The voice that had kept us alive for months. Don’t do the stupid thing.

Run, my father whispered.

I let the packs slip from my shoulders. They hit the sand with a soft whump, and I took off, following my footprints back through the gloom.

To do the stupid thing.



I almost ran right past him. It was only my nose that stopped me. I locked onto his scent – sour and thick and wrong – and followed it to the water’s edge.

Not-dead-guy was just as I’d left him. I grabbed his hands and dragged him away from the water. He groaned deep in his chest and water spurted from his mouth. I dropped his hands, rolled him onto his side, and smacked him between the shoulder blades. More water came up. It splashed the gritty shore, and not-dead-guy began to cough as if he might heave up his own lungs. He rolled face first towards the sand. I hooked my hands beneath his armpits and hoisted him upright.

‘Shit.’ The packs had been heavy, but this guy was soaking wet – and a deadweight to boot.

‘I could be eating right now,’ I hissed at Griff, who capered around my heels. ‘But no.’

A howl broke the night’s stillness. It trembled the air, drawing my skin tight, and I whipped around to scan the forest.

The dogs were closer now.

I gripped not-dead-guy underneath the armpits and dragged him along the shore, not bothering to be gentle.

If the dogs caught up, we were all dead meat.



Minutes passed into hours. Time reduced to sweat and stars wheeling overhead. Screaming muscles. Burning arms. The crush of not-dead-guy’s weight against my chest, and yips and howls in the distance; sometimes far away, sometimes close.

Finally, after a black eternity staggering along the lakeshore, we hit the orchard.

Griff raced past us and headed towards the house. I slipped and slid and dragged not-dead-guy over grass slick with dew and clumps of rotten fruit. He smelled like impending doom in my arms. I didn’t smell much better; my skin was slimy with sweat and caked with a layer of blood and grit.

‘A bath.’ A lock of his hair caught in my mouth. I spat it out and hauled him back another step. The house was visible through the trees. The sight of it was the only thing stopping me from keeling over. ‘No – scrap that. Sleep first.’ I’d sleep in the bath if I could be sure I wouldn’t pass out and drown.

Not-dead-guy groaned. He’d been making noises for the last half hour or so – grunts mostly, and a few agonised moans whenever I dragged him over a tree root or lost my footing. But every so often he’d throw out a sort-of word. Look? Lose?

‘Loo,’ he croaked now.

‘Uh huh.’

‘Loose!’

I rolled my eyes and heaved him backwards. We’d made it out of the orchard. Ribbons of moonlight danced upon the lake’s surface below, and the mountains were sleeping monsters against the blue-black sky. It hit me again how remote the farm was. Kilometres from anyone and anything.

What was he doing out here?

The question kept circling. I intended to ask him if he ever came to, but I had serious doubts that was going to happen. He looked like death. He smelled like death. And if he needed more than water and paracetamol, we were in deep shit.

‘I don’t even like removing splinters,’ I muttered. ‘Just so you know.’

I dragged not-dead-guy across the yard, carving a trough through the grass as I made for the steps. Griff was waiting at the top and watched me set not-dead-guy down on the bottom step.

‘Christ.’ I collapsed beside him, my arms numb. I let my head fall back a moment. The stars were tiny pinpricks of light above. Diamonds scattered across black velvet.

‘Loose,’ not-dead-guy groaned.

Heat still radiated off him. He needed paracetamol before anything else. There was a dropper in one of the kitchen drawers; I could crush some Panadol into water and drip it into his mouth like a mother bird. Beyond that, it was going to be a case of wait-and-see.

Maybe he’d live. Maybe not.

‘Okay—’ I dragged myself upright. ‘—home stretch.’

I hooked my arms under his armpits and heaved him up the steps, one at a time. We hit the top, and my legs finally gave out. We toppled backwards, down onto the boards, and not-dead-guy groaned.

‘Shit.’ I staggered to my feet. ‘Sorry.’

I yanked the door open. The hall was a tunnel of shadows. I grabbed not-dead-guy by the hands and dragged him down it, my limbs shaking with exhaustion. I hooked him around the doorframe, into the living room, and across to the threadbare couch. I wrestled his deadweight up onto the cushions, grabbed his feet, swung those up, too – and sank to the floor in a heap, my arms like burning rubber.

One minute. I slumped back against the couch, my eyes drifting shut. Just a minute’s rest.

‘Comb,’ not-dead-guy muttered.

The effort it took to frown was exhausting. ‘Huh?’

‘Comin.’

Come in?

I turned my head to look at him.

The lid of his good eye fluttered. Rolling white flashed beneath.

I hoisted myself off the floor. ‘What did you say?’

His breath hitched, caught in the swamp of his lungs.

His cracked lips moved in a soundless whisper.

I leant closer, and his sick smell pressed in. Fever radiated off him the way heat shimmered above the road on a boiling day. He’s a goner, I thought, that empty ache in my chest again. I dragged him all that way just to bury him tomorr—

His good eye shot open. I jolted back, but he snatched my wrist, gripping it like a manacle. Sparks flew beneath my skin. Current gathered like flames in my palms – but before I could press them to his skin, he’d pulled me close. His good eye looked jet black in the gloom. It locked on mine.

‘They’re coming,’ he whispered.

His eye rolled back. His fingers slipped from my wrist as he sank back against the cushions, limp as a wet rag.



I stared at him, my arm frozen where he’d held it. Hairs lifted along my skin.

They’re coming.

What the hell?

‘Hey!’ I shook him by the shoulders, lifted the lid of his good eye with my thumb. The white rolled, but he didn’t stir.

I sat back, cold all over.

It’s the fever. He’s delirious.
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