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  Chapter One

Typical Saturday louts


The steady, rhythmic tick of the large clock above the checkout desk of the small library dulls my senses. I remove the book from the trolley and file it according to author and genre in front of me, unaware of civilisation’s impending and hilarious doom creeping towards me. 
Let me introduce myself, my name is Alara and I am a librarian in a small country town in South Australia and a local nobody. Constantly the butt of everyone’s joke, I would win the award for the ‘most belittled teen’ in high school. Back then, I cloistered myself among wood and tome, my bitter tears running down my face then my hands and on to crisp white paper. That new book smell always brought me comfort, its contents filled with glamour, adventure and extraordinary friendship, all the things that were lacking in my own life.
Would you believe it, I am thirty-three and have never been pashed? For you, who are unaware of Australian slang, this refers to a passionate kiss.
I sigh, the trolley’s wheels screech with protest on the faded carpet as I wheel it behind the desk. I sit down and begin placing the matching cards in the back of returned books, ready to be reshelved. I glance sidelong at the calendar, October 31st, 1981, and smile to myself. Today is my birthday and I have promised myself an incredible dinner and I am looking forward to it.
I stand with a load of books in my hand and smile down at a few familiar titles that have given me great comfort, from tales of beings tossing evil rings into volcanoes and overcoming adversity with the aid of loyal friends, to ravens saying very little in eerie poems intended to scare the wit from you, to more mundane sources such as encyclopedias, survival guides and dictionaries. Books are an incredible testament to the wit and imagination of the human brain, and I am glad to have filled mine with their knowledge. 
After placing the books down on the “to be shelved” trolley, I finger my keys absentmindedly in the pocket of my jeans and lean down to grab my handbag.
‘Grrrrrr.’
I stiffen, unsure of what that noise could possibly be, and straighten up, forgetting my bag.
‘Urrgh.’
My hands shake and I glance around, looking for something to defend myself with, and turn to face the double doors. I blink in surprise; one door is open and slams against the wall as if a huge gust of paranormal wind has forced it open. I let out a hollow laugh, trying to still my nerves.
‘Unng.’
The hairs on the back of my neck prickle like a cat ready to pounce and I turn on my heel, the open door to my back. A figure in a tan trench coat, a shield against the still sometimes chilly spring nights, runs their hand down the spine of the encyclopedia. I gulp, fear slicing through me as if those hands had stroked my own back. The streaks of red dripping from calloused hands blends pleasantly with the maroon-backed tomes.
‘Can I help you?’ I manage to squeeze out as my mouth is suddenly dry.
‘Errr,’ says the figure.
I roll my eyes assuming this person has stumbled across from the local pub. Being a Saturday evening, we do get the occasional drinker coming in near closing, stumbling around and asking why they are here rather than in their own homes.
‘Excuse me, we are closing. If you follow me, I can show you out.’ I shake myself, realising the person is bleeding and take a step towards them. ‘Excuse me, do you need assistance?’
The figure turns and I stumble back towards a nearby shelf. The man’s face is a horrible shade of vomit green; his eyes bulge and fixate on me as he licks his lips.
‘Sir, are you okay?’ I scramble up against the bookshelf, grab the nearest thing and glance at the title. ‘The Ghouls Came Knocking,’ I mutter.
I take a shuddering breath as the man suddenly shambles towards me, his hands outstretched as if to choke me. I need to get away and seek help. I wince and groan as I toss the precious book, followed by others, reading each title to ascertain if they should be freed from destruction.
The Guide to Sunday Walks. I toss it and it slaps the man’s face. He stops suddenly as the book slides down his face. My eyes follow the book as it thuds to the floor. The man’s coat gapes open, revealing his horrific injuries. The skin is peeling away to reveal bone and a green sludge drips from a huge bite wound in the centre of his chest. I cover my nose as the smell of decay wafts towards me.
Dellen’s Guide to Romance. I hurl this book and it connects with the man’s wound. The man whimpers and cocks his head. ‘Oooowwww.’
A scream boils up from inside, threatening to overwhelm me. ‘What do you want?’
‘Br . . . Brains.’
‘Are you a zombie?’ I ask.
The man raises a brow and laughs, a strange low growl and half laugh. ‘What are you, a book short of a library?’
‘Plenty here.’ I toss another book at the man, zombie, or whatever he is. ‘Zombies don’t talk so well.’
‘How many zombies have you met?’ The man suddenly launches himself at me. ‘Now let me glean that knowledge from your tasty brain.’
I run, slamming into the shelf behind me. The man’s large body collides with mine. There is a creak as the shelves topple forward. The man’s bulging eyes widen as a pile of books crashes into him. I dive out of the way, but not before I reach back and retrieve my keys that had fallen out of my pocket, like some great researcher reaching for an errant hat. Crash, the shelf pins the man to the ground.
I hover over him and he groans. ‘While you’re under there read a book, there’s more knowledge here than you’ll ever need.’
Triumphant, I bolt towards the door. Outside, the local populace shambles haphazardly over crossing, road and footpath, mumbling to themselves about how tasty brains are. 







  
  Chapter Two

Cricket, the hero’s game.


Itry to be as inconspicuous as possible. The night is suddenly chilly and I shiver, drawing my lightweight jacket around me, covering my blue t-shirt. My name badge perched across my chest captures the sudden light as the streetlights flicker on. I lower my head and shuffle forwards. I just need to get to my car and home. I turn my head and sigh as I stare at the pub where I would have had my evening repast. 
A woman stops in front of me, hunched over and panting. I halt and wait. My car is parked across the road. The only set of traffic lights change from red to green. My mouth is agape as cars slowly move forward, swerving across the road and gently colliding into a car on the opposite side. A car door opens and a man sprints towards me, his mouth set in a grim frown, his white tank top smeared with blood, a cricket bat in hand.
‘Four!’ he cries as the lady in front turns and runs towards me, her perm dishevelled, her perfectly manicured nails now chipped.
‘Stop, Irene,’ I yell, recognising my neighbour.
As the stranger swings his bat, I scream, the noise alerting the others around me. Growls and slurred words greet me as Irene’s head is knocked clean off her body and lands straight in my hands. I stare at her green face, the bulging eyes blinking with recognition as she smiles. ‘Hello, Alara love.’
I drop the head, my body trembling. I clench my legs together as my bladder becomes my enemy threatening to release its contents. A hand covers my mouth; the heat of another body suddenly pressed up behind me.
‘Strewth, be quiet or these drongos will chew you to bits.’ The man behind me suddenly grabs my arm and sprints to the car in front of me. ‘Get in,’ he hollers as I am pulled along.
‘I don’t ride with strangers,’ I mutter.
The man shrugs, releases my hand and hurries around to the driver’s side, hopping in and closing the door. ‘Suit yourself.’
A collective growl shatters the preternatural quiet, and the sound of thongs slapping bitumen spurs me forward as I climb into the car, slamming the door as twenty zombie sheilas and blokes rush us. My saviour plants his foot down and the Holden Commodore accelerates rapidly. I turn in my seat, glancing out the back window as the stranger’s gallant steed whisks us away to safety.
‘Hello, Alara, I am Gavin,’ says my rescuer.
‘How did—’
Gavin laughs heartily and tilts his head to my name badge. ‘So, you’re a librarian.’
I nod and his attention returns to the road. ‘I’m a local farmer. Cattle mainly. Nothing better than a steak.’
He licks his lips and my body begins to shake uncontrollably. ‘You aren’t—’
My new acquaintance slows the vehicle then pulls over and puts it in park. He leans across and pats my hand. ‘I’m not a zombie, okay.’ His eyes soften and I realise he is handsome in an Australian workhorse kind of way: big calloused hands, strong jaw, kind eyes and sandy blonde hair styled in a mullet. ‘You look like you’re about to chunder.’
I scramble out of the car as I hastily throw open the door. Rushing away from the vehicle, I empty my guts. I turn my back to a tree trunk and slide down its surface, avoiding the bush I vomited into, and hug my knees to my chest. Hot tears slide down my cheeks and my breath quickens. Zombies. How is that possible? ‘Zombies are real!’ I cry.
Gavin approaches me and leans down. ‘Where do you live, love? I’ll drop you off.’
‘Did you really knock someone’s block off with a cricket bat?’ I ask, the question almost shuddering out of my body.
‘Did you know them?’ asks Gavin.
I nod. ‘My neighbour.’
‘Ah, so you live next to old Irene.’ Gavin stands and stretches, the palms of his hands on the back of his head, arms bent at the elbow. ‘I’m sorry to bother you, but we best get going.’
I stand and look around. We are on the outskirts of my little town. The red soil now dark shadows under a star-filled sky. Slightly green salt bush blanketing the dry soil almost invisible due to a lack of light.
I raise my eyes to the servo in front of me. Three petrol bowsers near an ancient building; the white paint peeling under the scrutiny of the streetlights. I smile as my eyes alight on the glass phone box; dirt streaks the panels. The black coin-operated rotary phone encased within beckons to me of services that will rush to my aid if I just call.
‘I think we should call the police,’ I offer.
Gavin shrugs. ‘Can’t hurt.’
I try to remain quiet. My heels click on the road, the sound almost taboo in the deadly silence. A cold wind plays cheekily at the tendrils of my strawberry blonde hair as I pull open the glass doors and step up into the cement-floored booth. It smells faintly of cigarettes and ammonia. I reach for my handbag. Bloody heck, I left it behind.
Gavin knocks on the open glass door and I turn. He shoves his large mass inside the tight space. His warmth presses against my back as he reaches into his pocket and removes some coins. The coins clatter as they are pushed into the coin slot. I gulp, nervous at his nearness, and raise the receiver to my ear, flicking the dial towards the appropriate numbers and relief floods through me as the line connects.
Gavin leans closer as I speak. ‘Hello.’
‘Grrrr,’ the recipient on the other end says.
‘Umm . . . we need help, something strange is going on,’ I spit out.
There are some horrible crunching and squelching noises before I shiver as the voice







