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CHAPTER 1
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A woman’s blood-curdling scream pierced the night sky. The beautiful and busty woman des­perately stampeded over the discarded debris of an obviously abandoned city. Towering buildings looked to be mere moments before gravity would topple them. The young woman’s clothes were torn in a suggestive fashion; somehow, fate had ensured all her intimate anatomy was conveniently covered. 

The woman frantically looked over her shoulder. The sight behind her urged her to increase her speed; anything to defy the cruel providence of her reality. 

“Please! Anyone? Help me!” she shrieked.

The woman ran down a dead-end alley and frantically banged on the locked door near the back wall. Sinister shuffling from behind made the woman jerk her head. Near the opening of the alley, several lumbering zombies slowly advanced on her position, their bodies horrifically disfigured. They defied logic as they lurched forward with broken limbs trailing them and entrails spilling from their stomachs. The woman panicked and continued to pound on the door, growing more terrified with each passing second as the zombies staggered forward.

Suddenly, the door denying the woman rescue dramatically swung open. She fell to the ground and looked hopefully at the opening, now filled with a pure white light. Its brilliance forced the woman to cover her face and turn away. 

A lone figure filled the doorway, dressed head to toe in chainmail armor. He held a shield and a gleaming broadsword. The hero stepped through the door and faced the woman.

“Are these gentlemen bothering you?” the hero asked her.

The woman sat in stunned silence. The hero faced the zombies, now precariously close.

“No means no!” the hero shouted at the walking dead.

The hero then promptly defeated the zombies as a cheesy 80’s rock song began to play. 

Sam internally scoffed as he watched the promo­tional video in the sterile preparation room at Zombie Walkabout. The degraded quality of the film was insult­ing. Zombie Walkabout was the dream vacation for all adrenaline-loving tourists. The cost of the tickets to get there seemed to indicate the video could be improved. Where was the Hollywood production value? Whatever. Sam forced himself to pay attention. He flexed his corded muscles as he imagined swinging the sword that decapitated the last zombie. 

Sam was an athletic man in his mid-twenties. Though his friends often stood a few inches taller, none were willing to train with him. They often told him how it was bad enough he was better looking with bigger muscles; they didn’t want to confirm how much stronger he actually was.

“God, this is corny! Is this really what we’re spend­ing our money on?” a woman asked.

Sam looked at her. Ava was always the downer. She felt the need to complain at everything. Honestly, Sam was surprised she came on the trip. More than a few would have preferred she’d stayed home in Minnesota.

“Shut up! We need to pay attention!” a man said.

Sam figured he could count on Ash to pick another fight with Ava. Although both were the same age as Sam, Ava consistently behaved several years older while Ash acted the commensurate number of years younger.

On the television, a well-dressed, athletic man in his early forties spoke with an Australian accent as he addressed the audience. He stood among the carnage the video hero left. The owner of Zombie Walkabout, Thomas Owens, nonchalantly stepped over severed limbs as he addressed the prospective zombie hunters viewing the promotional video.

“Ten years ago this was the fate of Australia. Fortu­nately, the brave men and women of the Australian Defence Force were able to evacuate many survivors and isolate the plague.” Thomas paused for a somber moment of silence. He then looked up with an inviting smile. “That was then. Now the pandemic of the past offers you the adventure of the future. Thank you for your interest in Zombie Walkabout. I know you’ll remember this amazing experience for the rest of your life. If any of you are having second thoughts, this is the last chance to bugger off and still receive a full refund. Although you may be dressed in the most state-of-the-art armor, zombie hunting is still inherently dangerous.”

Thomas paused. Nobody in the room shifted. 

Like hell I’m passing on this opportunity, Sam thought.

The recording of Thomas smiled. “Onya, mates! If you’re still here, I salute your intrepidness. I also remind you that in our seven-year history, we’ve never had a fatality or infection. Your armor is more than safe, and your guides are trained in all the most advanced combat and paramedic skills. Please wait a few minutes and your guides will be out to introduce themselves and get you suited up for adventure. Good hunting, mates!”

The promotional video ended with more rock and roll blaring as the hero aggressively made out with the hot woman over several dismembered zombie bodies.

Ava rolled her eyes, and Ash stifled his obvious anger with her. Sam ignored them as he judged the reactions of his remaining friends. The rest of the group included Eli, Kellen, Cammy, and Calli. They were all in their early to mid-twenties, except Cammy, who was only seventeen. Ava looked bored and agitated. Kellen, Cammy, Ash, and Eli just seemed relieved the video was over. Thankfully, Calli looked appropriately anxious. Eli made a good choice when he’d asked her to marry him. 

“Finally!” Sam said. “Time to crush some zombie skulls.”

“Hell yeah!” Calli raised her arms in celebration. “Best engagement trip ever!”

Ash shook his head after Calli spoke and looked at Eli to voice his obvious disapproval. “Eli, bro, what the hell? Why is your fiancée present for our bachelor party?”

“Our party?” Sam felt compelled to ask.

Ash didn’t even glance at Sam. He waved him off with a flap of his hand. “Shut up.”

Eli spoke before Sam could grab Ash in a good-natured but firm headlock. “Because, Ash, it’s my bach­elor party, and I want my wife-to-be present for it.”

Ash snorted. “Said no man ever.”

“She cares about this more than I do. I wouldn’t be getting married if I took this trip and left her at home.” Eli glanced at Calli for obvious confirmation.

“That’s for damn sure.” Calli fired off a pair of finger pistols at him.

“Which brings up my second point.” Ash held up a finger, then pointed it at Eli. “You don’t care about zombies, but I know you enjoy ogling titties. Why are we even in Australia? The money spent on this trip could have paid for a lifetime of lap dances.”

Ava pushed herself up from the red leather couch she’d sunk into and marched toward Ash with an accusatory finger. “You’re such a misogynistic ass clown! You didn’t even pay for this trip! Kellen did!”

All heads turned toward their quiet and reserved benefactor.

Kellen held up his hands to barricade himself from any glances. “Please don’t bring me into this.”

“Kellen, I respect you for bringing out the dollars for this.” Ash rubbed his fingers together. “I’m just saying this trip seems to be taken for the wrong reasons.”

Ava poked Ash in the chest with a highly manicured finger. “No one asked you to come! At least you aren’t a single parent like some of us.”

Shit, Sam thought. Not this fight again.

Ash slapped her hand away. The smack sounded harder than most would consider polite, but Ava didn’t react like it had hurt. Eli reached for Ash’s shoulders and pulled him a step away from her.

“Bitch!” Ash yelled. “You are not a single parent! You’re just a slut who got caught cheating and divorced as a result! Your ex can always be relied on to watch the kids, something that real single parents don’t have.”

“Over the line, Ash,” Sam said.

Ash ignored him as he continued to berate Ava.

Sam sighed. He rolled his eyes and backed away to the wall opposite the television. He leaned next to a cracked-open door. One parent or another had gifted him with excellent hearing. Sam used this ability to eavesdrop on the two Zombie Walkabout employees who had instructed them to watch the twenty-minute safety video.

Mark and Chloe were the guides for Sam’s tour of Zombie Walkabout. Mark was a strong man in his fifties. He had the stereotypical outback bushman vibe going on. His shaggy beard and steely eyes added to his mystique. Chloe was a fit woman in her forties. Sam noticed she seemed to have an ever-present smile. It complemented the laugh lines punctuating her face. Clearly, she was a woman who enjoyed life. 

“This is just great,” Mark said with a subtle accent. “We got a bunch of Yanks.”

Chloe’s voice had a stronger Australian accent, but it sounded sweet and motherly. “It won’t be that bad.”

“Not that bad?” Mark scoffed.  “Have you watched them? They were only here long enough to watch a short video and already we’ve got the earbashing sheila going at it with that figjam.”

“Yeah, but they paid in advance for the private package,” Chloe responded. “Money is money. Just pile on the extra-thick accent, and we’ll make some extra coin.”

“Is that you giving me permission to make up and misuse slang?” Mark smirked.

Chloe only chuckled in response.

Sam could practically hear Mark smile as he said, “Ace! Let’s start the show.”

Chloe and Mark entered the prep room and walked into a loud screaming match. Sam quickly jumped from the wall and acted as if he hadn’t been invading their privacy. Mark marched straight toward the main culprits of the shouting match, Ava and Ash. Chloe’s lips curled slightly as she looked at Sam before following her partner.

“Stop screaming at my Maid of Honor!” Calli shouted at Ash.

“There’s plenty of room on my shit list for you too!” Ash responded.

Now it was Eli’s turn to get into Ash’s face. Sam half expected Eli to push Ash and begin their vacation with a full-out brawl.

“Bro, don’t speak to her like that!” Eli poked Ash.

Mark cleared his throat. None of the hunters beside Sam seemed to notice. Mark blew a whistle instead and got his intended result.

“G’day, mates. I’m glad to see we have a spirited group. It always makes for a more exciting trip,” Mark said.

Chloe held out her hand. “Thank you for your interest in Zombie Walkabout. Please have a seat.”

The hunters regained their composure. Chloe ges­tured toward the stylish leather chairs and couches. Sam and his six friends silently took their seats. Kellen pulled Ash to the farthest chair from Ava. She likewise had Calli and Cammy attempt to calm her down with soft pats on her back. After he forcefully cleared his throat, the perspective hunters gave their attention.

“Good. My name is Mark Tanaka, and this lovely lady is Chloe White.”

Cammy tucked her lips and pressed them moments before giggles spilled out. She covered her face as sev­eral in the room stared at her.

“Something funny?” Mark crossed his arms.

Cammy stared sheepishly at the floor after being called out. Still, the defiant teenager in her apparently had to share with the group.

“Nothing, Mawk,” Cammy teased. “Don’t you know there’s an R in your name?”

Mark sighed and shook his head. Calli nudged Cammy with her elbow.

Mark aggressively rubbed his face before speaking. “You Yanks always seem to think that only your way is right. I know my own name, but feel free to piss the guy off who will have a gun on this trip.”

Calli stared at Cammy with pleading eyes. “Sis, please don’t. Just behave. I need this trip.”

Cammy offered a weak smile. “Sorry. I apologize.”

Mark shrugged. “She’ll be right. Let’s start again. My name is Mark, and this lovely lady is Chloe. We’ll be your guides during the greatest holiday of your life!”

The group cheered. Sam clapped extra long, thank­ful the tense situation seemed easily forgotten.

Chloe offered one of her radiant smiles. “Before we get started, let’s go over the rules of the hunt. First, Mark and I are in charge. If at any point you don’t listen to us, we’ll end the trip early. You won’t receive a refund. It’s dangerous out there, and we’re not going to lose a perfect record to a bunch of cowboys.”

Mark took over. The two guides seemed like they were performing a familiar dance that they’d long ago memorized every nuance. “Rule two: You’ll obviously have weapons, but only Chloe and I’ll have firearms. The armor you’ll all be issued is strong enough to protect against the blunt weapons you’ll get. You shouldn’t even hear a shot.”

Chloe’s turn again. “Besides, I know a group with such fit young men would prefer a melee fight. See which of you can launch a ZB head the farthest.”

Sam’s smile spread further. His friends looked equally chuffed as their egos were stroked.

“Rule three: Never remove your armor. I don’t care how heavy you think it is. I don’t care how hot you are or that it’s messing up your hair. The armor stays on until we’re back at F Camp.” Mark halted long enough to stare each hunter in the eyes. “Our armor doesn’t come off on hunts. Never in Never Never.”

Chloe held up a finger and firmly pointed it at each hunter. “Rule four: Never separate. We’re one team. We don’t search different buildings and fossick for supplies. We’re here to bash ZBs . . . nothing else.”

The moment overwhelmed Sam. “Hell yeah we are!”

Calli apparently decided to tap into her inner woo girl to complement Sam’s affirmation. “Woo!”

Chloe beamed another smile to Sam and Calli. “I see you’ve already learned rule five: Stay excited and have fun.”

Sam led his friends in another cheer.

Mark patted his hands downward to quiet the hunt­ers. “Alright, now follow us and we’ll get dressed up for the hunt.”

Kellen held a timid hand in the air. “Excuse me, do you mind if we say a prayer first?”

Sam rolled his eyes. If zombies completely deci­mating Australia hadn’t proved God either didn’t exist or didn’t care, then what would?

Chloe appeased the request, possibly even appre­ciated it. “Sure, love.”

Kellen closed his eyes and folded his hands. “Dear Lord, please give us the strength to end the suffering of your children whose souls are trapped in their decaying prisons. Let us be true in doing your work. Amen.”

Sam begrudgingly said “Amen” with the rest of his friends.

“Really?” Sam asked.

Before Kellen could reply, Ash defended him. “Hey, leave him alone. If Captain Money Bags wants to end their suffering, I’ll help him. He can say all the prayers he wants.”

Kellen smiled at his supporter. “Thanks, Ash.”

Mark took a moment to look at each of the hunt­ers. Sam got the impression he was confirming all delays were finally out of their systems. 

“Well now, please follow us.” He cocked his head toward the door leading beyond the prep room.

The group filed behind the guides. They walked through a sterile hallway with minimal wall decorations. Near the end of the hall was a door that said: Armory A. Mark held the door open while Chloe led Sam’s crew inside. The interior produced yet another extreme smile for Sam. Inside this room were metal racks holding various pieces of the tourist armor. Chainmail hauberks and greaves, plated boots, gauntlets, and modified riot police helmets waited for Sam and his friends.

Cammy scrunched her face as she glanced between the racks. “It looks like you have protection from different eras.”

Chloe smiled. “This is the scientifically proven and field tested combination that’s kept Zombie Walkabout with a perfect return record.”

Calli posed with a hand on her hip and another on the back of her neck. “Good enough for me. I’m hot enough that even this outfit can’t take away from it.”

Eli blew a kiss at Calli. “Damn right you are, babe.”

Ava closed her eyes and groaned. “Get a room.”

Calli smirked devilishly. “Don’t worry, we did.”

Cammy groaned with disgust. Sam understood. He didn’t want to picture his siblings getting it on either.

Chloe stood in the center of the room and clapped her hands. “Please, everyone start selecting your armor, and we’ll go over some likely scenarios and additional rules. See Mark or me when you think you have it on right, and we’ll show you why you don’t.”

Mark held up his hand to keep the hunters’ atten­tion. “This is especially important when it comes to the radiation suit worn underneath your armor and proper calibration of your radiation dosimeters.” All hunters jerked their heads toward Mark. He had their complete attention. “I figured that would end some conversations. Yes, there is radiation out there, but no, not anywhere close to where we’ll be. And, before you ask, we do have SCBAs too. We put them on only if we reach the appropriate thresholds of radiation present. We always come back clean, but it isn’t worth risking your lives over. Plus the other governments of the world frown on letting hunters back into their countries without this precaution.” This appeased Sam. It seemed his friends were equally calm, with the possible exception of Ava. Sam focused once more on properly fitting his gear when Mark spoke again. “Also, make sure you take care of the cameras attached to your helmets. We use them for some ace point of view shots in your personalized videos. Yet another benefit of the VIP experience. Also, the comms gear can be confusing. Make sure we confirm it’s working properly. You’ll be completely sealed inside your armor, so unless you want to shout through acrylic glass, you’ll need to understand how these channels work.”

The hunters began to grab their gear. Chloe and Mark suited up with more durable-looking armor that was on a shelf labeled for staff. The pieces were still chainmail hauberks, riot helmets, plate boots, and gauntlets, but they had red stripes running along them. As the guides donned their own armor, they continued to give instructions.

“Alright,” Mark said. “After we suit up and select weapons, we’ll take a hundred kilometer trip to F Camp. The Australian government requires one hundred klicks of a no-fly zone. This is to ensure nobody bitten can fly over quarantine.”

“Quarantine?” A slight quiver in Cammy’s voice.

“Yes, after each trip into Dead Z Town, you’ll have to spend three days in quarantine at F Camp. This is to ensure nobody’s hiding a bite,” Chloe explained.

“Sounds boring,” Cammy said, but Sam heard the relief in the teenager’s voice.

Chloe shrugged. “I guess if you think a VIP pent­house with all the amenities is boring?”

Mark smiled nearly as inviting as Chloe. “You guys have the VIP package. It’ll be a lot better for you. You’ll have plenty of activities, but the best one is watching your kills over and over again on a 250 centimeter screen.”

Mark ended his goofy chuckle when nobody else laughed.

“In English, please?” Cammy said.

Sam closed his eyes as he clenched his newly armored fists. This is why the rest of the world hates us.

Chloe appeared diplomatic as she answered. “That’s close to a hundred inches.”

Mark pressed his lips together as he smiled. Sam noticed how tight his jaw looked. Thankfully, his friends finally appeared impressed.

“Kellen, you didn’t have to go all out,” Eli said.

Kellen held out his hands and flicked his fingers inward to gather more praise. “You only get married once. I know how much this means to you and Calli . . . and Sam.”

Sam gave his friend a subtle nod at the slight. He rubbed the fingers of his gauntlets. They had a wire mesh on the tips that was surprisingly agile and reduced the dexterity loss he’d expected. Sam turned the middle finger up to admire it closely. Coincidentally, Kellen was now able to observe the back side of this sole finger.

Ava threw up her hands in apparent disgust and waggled them to get the attention of the guides. “Back to this quarantine issue, I thought infection only took a few hours to show up. Why do we have to hang out long enough to warrant a VIP package?”

Mark adjusted the helmet on Ash. The loudmouth hunter was pointed in the direction of the larger hel­mets. As he walked away dejected, Mark spoke. “True, but would you want to risk another outbreak that takes two more years to control?”

Ava momentarily stared at the floor. “No. I understand the caution.”

Chloe confirmed the cameras on Calli’s shoulders were operating properly. She tapped the bride-to-be on the head and pointed to the ready side of the room. 

“Now from F Camp, we’re free to use our heli­copter to get you deep into Never Never, where a lot of the ZBs now wander,” Chloe said.

Mark indicated Sam was ready to join Calli and Kellen, while he helped Ash again. “We know of a few Woop Woop towns that never fail to have a nice-sized group to bash.”

Sam perked up. “What’s the biggest sized herd you’ve ever come across?”

“We’ve seen them in the dozens, maybe even hundreds,” Chloe answered with a smile.

Mark turned Ash away again. This time he needed smaller greaves. “Yeah, but you guys seem like the type who know size isn’t everything and quality is more important.”

All the women laughed.

“Do you want to catch trophies?” Mark nodded, indicating he suspected the answer was an obvious yes.

“What are trophy zombies?” Cammy asked.

Chloe placed her fists on her hips and assumed a stuffy, robotic voice to answer. “A trophy ZB is one that used to be a friend or relative of someone famous in Australia who escaped. They pay bounties to those who can put the souls to rest of the victims they care about.”

Calli hopped with eagerness. “Have you seen any trophies?”

“Reckon.” Mark gave a single, slow nod. “In fact, a local bagged one in our last outing, but unless you follow cricket, I doubt you’ll have heard of him.”

Blank stares confirmed Mark’s obvious suspicion.

Calli clasped her hands together and hopped higher. “You guys must get us to a trophy! That would make this trip beyond memorable.”

Chloe beamed her smile. “We’ll see what we can do.”
After several attempts, the group was finally fully dressed.
“Alright, now follow us,” Chloe said. “We have a bit of a tradition in the next room. Please hold the hand of the hunter in front of you.”

Mark chuckled. “Yeah. Now we’ll figure out who truly belongs here.”

Sam felt his pulse quickening. Years of fights had his instincts honed to a razor’s edge. He prepared himself for a prank of some form or another.

The group went into the next room with Sam in the trail position. It was completely dark. Once Mark closed the door behind them, the pitch black was magnified to paranoia-inducing levels. Sam formed fists and shifted into a fighting stance. He relaxed his posture when he felt Ash pull against the hand he held.

“What the hell? Pay the light bill much?” Ava asked the same question Sam was thinking.

Sam’s acute hearing, or perhaps the radio he now had, alerted him to another presence. A sound emanated from the far corner. He felt the line of hunters move closer to the sound that stood his hair on end. Someone must have bumped into Ava or stepped on her, because Sam heard a pained yelp. Sam ignored the curses that followed and focused on the sinister hissing that grew closer with each step.

“I don’t like this. Turn on the lights. Please!” Eli pleaded.

Mark chuckled. It was an unnerving sound. The sound of a bully. 

“Alright,” he said. “Keep your shirt on.”

The lights turned on, and the hunters screamed in unison. A chained zombie was mere feet from the semi-circle Sam’s posse had formed. It swung erratically and nearly snagged the camera on Sam’s shoulder.

“Oh shit!” Sam ducked away.

“What the fu—” Calli started.

Mark and Chloe laughed hysterically, doubling over as they shared in a joke performed several times a week.

“It never gets old,” Mark declared between cackles.

Chloe held a hand in front of the clear visor protecting her face, somewhat obscuring her mouth. “We’re sorry—”

“I’m not,” Mark interrupted.

Chloe swatted at him. “It’s just a bit of fun. This is Jackson. He’s the mascot of Zombie Walkabout.”

Sam, along with the other hunters, finally calmed down once he realized Jackson was chained, and he was already wearing armor.

“So what’s the tradition?” Sam asked. “Scaring the shit out of us and charging an extra laundry fee?”

“I like this Yank,” Chloe proclaimed.  “That’s an out­standing idea for the next board meeting.”

Kellen looked askance at the guides. “Wait a min­ute, what was all that quarantine shit if you have a zombie well inside of it?”

The other hunters murmured in agreement.

“Very astute.” Chloe grinned. “I’m sure you all saw the extreme security when you entered this building. Jackson is one of four ZBs that are inside the quarantine for testing purposes. Trust me when I say he is not a threat.”

The hunters didn’t seem too relieved to hear this, but Ava looked especially agitated. She stepped from foot to foot, inching toward the exit.

“Can we please just leave this room?” Her glance darted among the others. “Jackson’s hissing gives me the creeps.”

Mark slapped his thighs. “Fair enough. To answer the original question, the tradition is to prove your gear will save you.”

Mark then stretched out his protected arm to Jackson. Jackson immediately grabbed his limb and bit it. Nothing happened to Mark. It reminded Sam of a trainer with his police dog.

“Forget that shit you’ve seen in the movies and on the tele. We can’t bite through this armor with healthy teeth, gums, and jaws. So, I guarantee a severely decayed body can’t either.”

Chloe moved forward and offered her arm. “This is the only bite of the hunt. Now each of you follow suit.”

Each hunter went one by one and offered an arm. Sam sensed the pressure as Jackson closed his mouth on his forearm but nothing else. What began as fear soon transitioned into pure excitement. Ava was about to reach out her arm when Ash placed his hands on her shoulders and screamed behind her. She jumped a foot into the air as she yelped.

“Aww! Damn it, Ash! What the hell is your problem? Were you the runt of the litter who was always denied the pig milk?”

The hunters likely didn’t hear Ava’s insult because they were too busy roaring with laughter. Ava flipped her peers off with a giant armored finger and rushed toward the door opposite the one they entered.

“Where are you going?” Mark asked. “You still have to offer up your arm.”

Ava’s eyes pierced her friends with ferocious intent, then settled on Mark.

Calli approached Ava and placed a calming hand on her shoulder. “Please? For me?”

Ava sighed, rolled her eyes, and nodded. “This is the most messed up duty a Maid of Honor has ever had to perform.”

Ava held out her arm, allowing Jackson to bite again. As he chewed on woven metal, a small, yellow tooth popped out of his mouth and bounced off Ava’s armor before clattering onto the floor.

“Popcorn!” Mark and Chloe yelled in unison.

Ava jerked her arm back. “What?”

“You have to say popcorn whenever Jackson loses a tooth,” Chloe explained.

Mark nodded. “It’s good luck for the person bitten.”

Mark picked up the tooth and placed it into a small pouch lined with a smelly blue gel. He then hung the pouch around Ava’s neck. She retched and held a hand in front of her protected mouth.

“Watch out for splash back,” Ash joked. 

It wasn’t a secret he relished Ava’s constant discomfort.

Mark ignored Ash. “This will keep you extra safe. The gel has rendered the saliva inert. You get used to the smell.”

Ava shook her head. “I feel safe enough. I don’t want to wear it.”

A second stomach spasm interrupted her next statement.

Chloe rubbed Ava’s back. “It also gets you free drinks back in town.”

Ava looked Chloe in the eyes and stuck out her bottom lip as she appeared to consider the statement. “On second thought, may I have another?”

“That’s more like it.” Mark chuckled. “Alright, if you all follow me, we can now move on to one of the best parts of the boring part of the trip . . . weapon selection.”

Sam nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, I hope you have some good stuff. Killing zombies will be excellent practice for my next tournament. The octagon won’t be able to handle me once I have a true kill under my belt.”

“I thought I recognized you.” Mark shook a finger toward Sam. “Ain’t you the bloke training with Slamnami Jones?”

Sam cocked his head and winked at Mark. “He said if I can make myself more relevant, he could line up some professional fights for me. Nothing makes you relevant faster than going viral on a zombie safari. Just give me a weapon and watch me work.”

“I’m sure you won’t be disappointed,” Chloe said. “We have everything you can think of. Blunt weapons, unusual weapons, and even blades, although they’ll be a bit duller than knights would have used. For safety, of course.”

The group transitioned from Jackson’s depressing lair into the weapon room. Racks of melee weapons from every discipline filled the area. Style and skill level categorized them. There was also a locked container labeled staff only that contained sharp blades and fire­arms. Sam’s eyes were the brightest among his peers as he quickly moved to the section labeled advanced and sifted through the martial arts weapons.

“I’m in heaven,” Sam said to himself, not quietly. His headset had announced his geek moment.

“We all are,” Calli agreed.

“Speak for yourselves,” Ava grumbled.

Mark spread his arms as he gestured toward the instruments of zombie dismemberment. “Each of you may select one weapon only, unless it’s part of a pair. Feel free to take anything, but once we leave, you won’t be able to change your mind. So take a few swings at the training dummies to make sure it’s a good fit.”

Like children in a candy store, the group spread out to find the perfect zombie-hunting weapon. Mark and Chloe moved to the locked container and selected some firearms.

Eli held up two different weapons and balanced them as if he was a scale. “Babe, what do you think, brass knuckles or studded baseball bat?” 

Eli held up the pair.

Calli smirked. “I’d go with the brass knuckles. You’ll probably be running a lot like a little girl and will appreciate the lighter weight.”

“Burn!” Ash yelled from a rack over.

“Yes, ma’am,” Eli answered Calli.

Ash, Kellen, and Sam stopped perusing weapons and stared at Eli in disbelief.

Eli shrugged. “I know my place.”

Sam laughed and went back to confirming the flawless balance of a ninjato.

After a quarter hour of intense deliberation, the final selections were made. Eli slipped extra-large brass knuckles onto each gauntlet. Sam grabbed a pair of metal nunchaku and began to expertly swing them around and catch them, despite the awkwardness from wearing armor. Kellen selected an aluminum baseball bat. Ash chose a bo staff, but he was an amateur and nowhere near as elegant as Sam. Ava picked a claw hammer. Calli took a crowbar.

Calli observed her sister and scoffed. “Are you serious, sis?”

Everyone looked at Cammy, who was holding a standard frying pan with an eight-inch diameter.

Cammy simply smiled as she answered. “I’m think­ing about the movie. You’ll thank me later when you get epic shots of me crushing domes with this.” She swung the red frying pan back and forth for emphasis.

Mark and Chloe stepped forward, each with a machete and a 9mm pistol. Mark also carried a 12-gauge shotgun and Chloe slung a .22 rifle.

Chloe held out her hands and nodded approvingly. “Now this is a deadly group. The ZBs better watch out.”

Each of the hunters let out a mixture of a primal war cry and an excited cheer. They all raised their respective weapons as they celebrated. 

Mark held a camera ready. “Everyone say crikey.”

“Crikey!” Sam shouted, along with his friends.

Mark replaced the camera inside a pouch on his belt. Both he and Chloe wore utility belts that had several pockets worth of what Sam considered essential gear.

“Alright. Now load up the utes,” Mark said. “Gents with me and all you lovely sheilas with Chloe.”

Ava sighed loudly as she placed her hands on her hips. “Sexist much?”

Mark bit his lip and seemed to count for a few seconds before answering. “I’m sorry, I thought this was a bucks party.” He pointed at the men. “And a hens party?” Now he pointed at the women.

Ash snickered. “He’s got you there, and you know you don’t want to ride with me, anyway.”

The groups began to load two sport utility vehicles, men in one and women in the other. The trucks roared to life and began their journey to F Camp. Sam leaned against the window in the middle row as he took in the quiet Australian morning. It felt weird that back home spring was just beginning, but here the world was preparing for a brisk autumn. 

There weren’t many people on the streets of Cairns. Zombie Walkabout may have been a great tourist attraction, but the rest of the country’s economy barely existed. Too many people emigrated after the zombies decimated the interior of the massive island. The severity of this statement seemed to resonate with the other men, because none spoke about the eeriness of Australia’s new reality. Mark seemed inclined to bask in the silence; he didn’t even turn on the radio.

The SUVs eventually cleared the city limits and approached an Australian military outpost. Mark, in the lead SUV, stopped and spoke to the sergeant in charge while handing some passes through the window.

The sergeant accepted the passes with a grin. “Hey, Mark, what’ve you got today?”

“Two utes with nine passengers,” Mark replied.  “I’m taking these Yanks to F Camp, then into Dead Z Town.”

The sergeant glanced at the passes so briefly that Sam guaranteed he hadn’t read anything on them. 

“Sounds like fun,” the sergeant said. “I hear the Jackal was spotted by a group a few days ago in your favorite Woop Woop.”

Mark rubbed his helmet near his chin. It seemed a bit too theatrical for Sam’s taste. 

“Is that so?” Mark asked. “I’ve got a couple of Yanks who’ll be happy to hear that.”

The sergeant handed back Mark’s identification. “Be safe out there. Only bite.”

Mark accepted the passes and put them away. “Thanks, mate. Only bite.”

The SUVs wove through several layers of walls and concertina wire, finally passed some military tanks, then they were in the abandoned part of Australia.

“Who’s the Jackal?” Sam asked.

Mark smiled and answered Sam while locking eyes in the rearview mirror. “The Jackal is the biggest trophy in Australia. He’s worth ten million dollars.”

Ash sat straighter in his rear seat. “American or Australian?”

Mark snorted. “Does it matter when it’s that much?”

“Not for me it doesn’t,” Eli said, next to Sam.

Kellen just nodded while riding shotgun. Sam may have called the seat, but Kellen pulled the I-paid-for-this-and-you-didn’t card. It probably helped that Sam raced to the front right side of the SUV. His face burned with shame as Mark tapped the glass to point at the steering wheel. Kellen was especially loud with his laughter as he closed the passenger side door on the front left side of the vehicle. Stupid backward country!

“So, who was the Jackal?” Sam asked.

Mark was slightly cryptic in his answer. “Think of the most famous Australian actor you can. The one who likes mutant superheroes.”

Ash stuck out his lower lip as he bobbed his head with appreciation. “No shit? Now I wish I’d selected the hand claws for this hunt. It seems like they would’ve been more appropriate.”

“Possibly.” Mark steered with his knees as he unlatched his helmet. He exclaimed a loud sigh as he stuffed his headgear between the front two seats, then began to steer properly with his hands. “Feel free to remove your buckets. We’re not too casual while driving in Dead Z Town.”

Sam’s hand hesitated by the latches of his own helmet. “Is this safe?”

Ash smacked him on the back of the head. “This shit is stifling. Don’t make him change his mind.”

Mark rapped the door to his right. “It’s an armored ute, mate. We don’t have to worry about an ambush. When we get on the helicopter, you’ll put it back on and keep it on, but here, we’re good. You can take the buckets off when sitting behind armor, but never in Never Never.”

“That’s a bit confusing—” Sam started.

“Just copy the big boys,” Mark interrupted.

Laughter interrupted any comeback Sam could have delivered. The two SUVs continued to drive along the battered Australian highway. One hundred kilomet­ers later, the SUVs approached F Camp. It resembled any other military camp but had an interior with several posh-looking buildings, a contradicting combination of luxury, military, and prison complexes.

As the trucks pulled up, a group of ten people watched in identical zombie-hunting protective gear. Eight grinned from ear to ear; the other two wore armor with the telltale red markings of the Zombie Walkabout staff.

Mark and Chloe approached one of the other guides.

“I’m glad to see you,” the guide said to them.

“I’m sure you are.” Mark tossed the SUV keys from gauntlet to gauntlet. “I filled her up for you. Please do the same for me when you come back to get us.”

“That happened one time, three years ago,” the guide said before chuckling. “You need to let that shit go.”

Mark and the guide slapped hands and exchanged the keys.

“Never,” Mark admitted.

The guide looked over Mark’s shoulder at Chloe. “You take care of this bastard.” 

Chloe waved at him. “I always do.”

The guide gave a final nod to Mark and Chloe, then spoke to his pack of hunters, “Alright, my group, let’s load them up and go home.”

The veteran group cheered. One man looked over at Sam’s group.

“You blokes are going to have the time of your life,” the veteran hunter said. “We almost had the Jackal, but I guess he’s now your big opportunity.”

“What’s he look like?” Sam asked.

“Like a bloody ZB, quite literally, actually. He’s rather distinct. His left arm has rotted off, but it fell into his gaping chest. I don’t know if it was done on purpose or not, but the arm is now lodged in his ribcage. You see the ZB with an arm bouncing among a tattered, canary-yellow dress shirt, and you’ve found the Jackal.”

“Hurry the hell up!” the guide yelled at the veteran.

“Anyway, your gain,” the veteran said.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Sam replied.

The veteran nodded, smiled, and jumped into the trail SUV. The two vehicles immediately left.

“They didn’t waste much time.” Ava fidgeted with the helmet she held.

Chloe took a silent inventory of her gear before answering. “Quarantine is a lot rougher for those with­out the VIP package. I don’t think you’ll be quite as eager.”

Sam scoffed. “I couldn’t care less about those perks. When do we get to kill some zombies?”

“Yeah!” Calli agreed as the hunters converged on the guides.

Mark smiled as he waggled his eyebrows. “I like you two. We could set out now, but it’s a lot more fun when the sun sets a bit. We’ll only be out for two hours.”

Fear once again hinted inside Cammy’s voice. “Is it safe at night?”

Chloe gave another of her reassuring smiles. “He didn’t say night. Just before night. We’ll still be able to see you, but the fear of what if makes starting late that much better.”

Mark waved over his shoulder for the hunters to follow him inside the nearest building, the one with several antennae and marble pillars. “We still need to take an hour flight into Never Never. That’ll get us into the heart of Dead Z Town.”

“Where they spotted the Jackal, right?” Calli eagerly asked.  

“Exactly,” Mark answered.

Sam pounded his right fist into his left palm. “Then what are we waiting for?”

Mark stopped in his tracks and slowly turned to stare at Sam. “For dusk. I just bloody said that.”

Sam tried to make himself smaller as his friends laughed at him.

“Sorry. I’m just excited,” Sam admitted.

“I’m sure the ladies appreciate that,” Chloe joked.

The two hours Mark waited for drug slower than the entire flight from Minneapolis to Australia. Sam’s friends took the time to remove their armor, safely inside thick, tall walls, to enjoy the amenities of the equivalent of a five-star hotel. Sam was too excited to enjoy any of the luxuries. In fact, he kept his armor on and considered it a discipline exercise. It gave him the opportunity to practice fighting with armor and nun­chaku that had extra long chains. He was soaked for his efforts. The combination of heavy armor, a rubber radiation suit, and the ridiculous humidity of Australia made for a miserable combination.

Ava’s gonna hate this. 

Eventually, it was time for the flight into Dead Z Town. Sam led his peers as they boarded the waiting helicopter. Some pilots working for Zombie Walkabout took off with two attack helicopters flying cover.

After an agonizing and nerve-wracking hour, the helicopter landed on top of a building that had heavy barricades on it and a few more heavily armed guards manning multi-barreled machine guns.

The hunters unbuckled as Mark spoke over the roar of the rotary wings, “Alright, time for your holiday to begin. We’ll all pass through the doors and assemble in the next room. Once we do, we’re officially on our own. You’ll all follow me, and Chloe will take the rear. You will always be between us. Any questions?”

Kellen raised a hand. “Do we need to be silent?”

Chloe shook her head. “No. Make all the noise you want. It’ll attract the ZBs to us even faster. They can’t hurt you, and the sooner you learn that, the better your two hours will be spent.”

“Remember, if you violate any rule, this hunt is over for everyone. I hope you’re prepared to reimburse pissed off hunters,” Mark said.

Everyone looked at Ash.

“Why are you looking at me?” Ash asked. “Ava is more likely to ruin this.”

“Is everyone ready?” Mark asked before Ava protested.

They all nodded.

“Ace!” Mark waved his arm in a wide arc. “Follow me.”

The hunters did as instructed. They passed the guards without a word and followed Mark into a reinforced elevator. Sam felt his heart pound as the elevator traveled down seven floors. The doors opened, and Mark led them through one last locked and reinforced barricade. Soon after, Sam found himself staring at the crumbling infrastructure of what used to be someone’s community. 

The town, Sam wasn’t certain of its name, was dilapidated. Death seemed to linger in the air. Sam felt a twinge of regret for having taken this trip. It briefly felt wrong to look forward to witnessing what must have terrified millions only ten years earlier. The other hunt­ers must have had similar feelings because none spoke, and most walked with downcast eyes. 

The minutes dragged on. Soon, most of the hunters walked with slumped shoulders, but now Sam knew the reason was because their armor was getting heavy.

“Fantastic vacation, everyone,” Ava complained. “We’ve wasted a full hour and haven’t seen anything.”

Cammy shifted her shoulders and arched her back. “This armor is killing me. Let’s just go back.”

Calli whirled on her sister and Maid of Honor. “Stop being babies. Your fueling all the stereotypes against women.”

Kellen raised a finger and cringed. “I think this sucks too. I wasn’t expecting it to take so long to find zombies.”

Chloe flashed her award-winning smile. “Cheer up. It takes some time to find them. We’ve been hunting for years, and it isn’t like many new zombies are being made. Only the occasional bushranger gets infected.”

Eli canted his head. “Didn’t over fifteen million people turn?”

Mark stomped and slowly turned to face Eli. Sam almost stepped between the two men.

Mark jabbed a finger into Eli’s chest. “Listen, mate. Try to show some respect when you speak of my countrymen. I’m positive they didn’t think turning into a ZB was a worthy sacrifice to boost the Australian economy.”

Eli stared at his feet and noticeably held his breath. “Sorry. That was insensitive.”

Tension hung in the air and was only released when Chloe spoke, “Quiet. Look over there.”

Chloe pointed out two zombies devouring a small rat.

Mark gestured at the pair. “Have at it.”

The group started to charge the zombies, but Sam, with his superior athleticism, quickly beat them to their targets. The zombies looked up as Sam charged, scream­ing like a banshee, and swinging his nunchaku. They stood to grab him, but Sam turned his charge into a flying side kick. He hit the first zombie in the chest and forced it back. The zombie hit its head perfectly on the corner of a brick building and split it open like an over­ripe watermelon. The corpse slid down the wall, leaving a bloody trail.

Sam quickly followed this by swinging his nun­chaku into the face of the second zombie. He then kicked its right knee out, forcing it to the ground, and wrapped the chain of one of his nunchaku around the zombie’s head. A few quick tugs and the head popped off. As the head dropped to the ground, Sam brought down his heel with a vicious axe kick. This attack ended with a second crushed cranium.

As Sam stood over his two kills, quite pleased with himself, the rest of the hunters caught up.

“What the hell?” Calli screamed.

Sam scrunched his face.

Calli stared at Sam wide-eyed. “Didn’t feel like sharing? I thought I was the one getting married!”

Realization finally washed across Sam’s face. “Calli, I’m sorry, girl. I just got caught up in the moment.”

Ash picked at the remnants of the zombie dripping down the wall’s corner. He wiped the residue on his greaves with obvious disgust. “Yeah, well, your moment means we didn’t even get the chance to try and hit a zombie.”

Chloe and Mark walked up.

“Calm down, everyone,” Chloe said. “I took a Captain Cook and saw another herd about a klick away.”

“It had a few dozen,” Mark added. “Plenty for everyone!”

This information appeased the group.

Mark turned his attention to Sam and beamed. “That was ace, mate. A truly fair suck of the sav! Good onya. Normally I don’t care during these hunts, but I’m genuinely cheering for you to get the Jackal.”

Sam stood straighter and smiled.

“Speaking of,” Calli began, “did you see the Jackal in that herd?”

Chloe shook her head. “No, but it sounds like the group he was last seen with.”

The hunters cautiously walked toward their new prey. Sam was careful not to make too much noise as rubble slid beneath his feet. The hunters finally overtook their targets. Over two dozen zombies were in varying states of decay. Unfortunately, the Jackal wasn’t present. Sam sighed, his disappointment easily replaced with adrenaline as the zombies noticed the hunters and began to hiss.

Mark gestured again and stood out of the way. “There you go. More than enough for all. Remember to stay in eyesight.”

“And try to have fun,” Chloe added.

Sam and Calli instantly charged the zombies. The rest of the hunters shrugged and raced after them. Mark turned on the mp3 player on his belt and blasted rock music to serenade the hunters’ bloodlust.

Sam was once again amazing as he promptly dispatched a group of six zombies with superior martial arts. He felled the group before any of his peers had eliminated a second zombie. Mark gawked at his ability.

Eli beat a zombie with his brass knuckles. He threw a haymaker and hit the zombie in the shoulder. The arm began to sag and eventually fell off after the blow. Eli’s second punch connected with the zombie’s head and removed it from the shoulders; viscera rained on him.

Eli hunched over to protect his head as he spoke to himself, “I love decay.”

Kellen swung his bat in a full 360-degree circle. He kept the zombies away from him with wild swings that often connected with a satisfying crunch. He stepped over a prone zombie and brought the handle of the bat straight down on its head. 

Ash tripped two zombies with
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