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			CHAPTER 1

		

		
			I shovelled the last of my spag bol into my mouth as Jason’s phone buzzed. Putting down his fork, he lifted his bum, pulled the phone from his back pocket, and checked the screen.

			On Dad’s knee, my little sister Ava cupped her tomato sauce covered hand over her ear and said, “Hellooo.” She puckered her lips. Ava could be a pain, but she was ultra-cute.

			“Jason, you know the rules. No devices at the table,” Mum growled.

			“Sorry. Got to go,” Jason said, standing up. Pocketing his phone, he handed Mum his empty plate. “Bruce and Dave are waiting outside for me to let them into the garage. We’re mixing a new song.”

			Bruce and Dave were the argonauts from Jason’s band, Jason and the Argonauts. The band was going to be a house­hold name one day, moving the world with the beat of their music. At least, that’s what Jason said. Hardly the whole world. So far, the only households that had heard them were ours, and the house on the other side of the fence.

			“Remember the neighbours,” Dad said, “Keep the volume down.”

			“No worries.” Jason gave me a wink as he skived out the back door, closing it behind him so Cody, our Labrador, couldn’t get out.

			Shaking her head, Mum stepped around Cody as she carried the plates to the kitchen, her high heels click-clacking. With Jason gone, she was going to ask me to load the dish­washer. He was a pro at getting out of the dishes.

			I gave it my best shot anyway. Letting my shoulders slump and exaggerating a yawn, I opened my mouth wide, surprising myself when it turned into a real one. “I better get going too,” I said, from behind my hand. “I’ve got some maths homework to finish. Probably be up late.” I heaved a sigh for good measure.

			Mum smiled. “You go and make a start then, Seb. Your dad and I will wash up.” She stooped to pick up a piece of spaghetti that Ava had flung on the floor.

			My yawn had worked. I could hardly believe it. “Thanks Mum!”

			Dad threw me a look. “Thanks Mum, thanks Mum. What about, ‘thanks Dad’?” he grumbled. “I make the beds, clean your clothes, cook gourmet spaghetti bolognaise, and now I’ve got to wash up too? Everyone takes me for granted around here.”

			Ava grabbed his nose with her tomato sauce fingers. “Fank you, Daddy,” she said.

			Dad wrinkled his tomato sauce smudged nose.

			I grinned. “Yeah, thanks Dad.” I pushed back my chair, scraping the legs on the floor in my hurry to make it out of there.

			“Sebastion, how many times have I told you not to do that?” Mum said. “You’re going to ruin the floors.”

			“Sorry,” I called, already half way up the stairs.

			“Grace, you’ll never guess what Ava did today…” Dad was saying as I slipped into my room. I closed the door, took my maths book out of my bag and flipped through the pages. I only had three equations left to do. They wouldn’t take long, especially if I copied my mate Darren’s answers tomorrow, before school.

			Dropping the maths book on the floor, I picked up my tablet and powered up. The tablet kicked into gear with a cheery drawn out joooop.

			I’d barely finished typing in my password when the graphic I’d seen earlier surged across the screen:

			Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse!

			Awesome.

			A warrior, clad in leather, a scar on his right cheek, stalked through a desolate street in my direction, the graphic zooming out so he never quite reached me. Zombies slunk out of the shadows, their clothes rumpled, their faces slack and listless. They raised their arms and shambled after the warrior, sunken eyes following him hungrily. The hero ignored them. It was as if they weren’t there.

			Totally badass.

			Words popped up: “For a limited time, Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse is available for free download. Touch here for a free demo.”

			I hesitated. It wasn’t safe to download freeware. Still, it was only a demo.

			I held my breath, not expecting it to open. Mum had virus protection and parental controls on our devices. Without her password, even the Hulk would struggle to get through.

			It opened.

			A zombie hand emerged from the screen. Blackened fingernails extended, and, dripping blood, it grasped at me, the tendons raised. Whoa! My heart thumped out a rap song. I snatched my hands away, the tablet balanced on my knees. The gruesome hand, finding nothing, slipped back into a blanket of fog.

			I inhaled deeply to slow my pulse. Wicked 3D effect! I wasn’t even wearing any dorky glasses. Chaos Games were the best.

			The hero from the trailer stepped out of the fog. “I am Bastion Axestone,” he said, a derelict urban landscape appear­ing about him. “Zombies have taken over the world. I need your help. Join me on my quest to seek out survivors.” A warehouse exploded. Bastion didn’t turn to look, just strode away, giving one of those man-of-the-world winks, the sort that make girls giggle.

			Bastion. Short for Sebastion. The same name as me. That was about all we had in common, though. If I even dared to wink at a girl, I’d probably trip over my own eyebrow.

			“Zombies are everywhere…” Bastion intoned, his expression stern. “They’re your co-workers, your brother, even your best friend. We must take up the challenge, avoiding the plague that has infested our loved ones, and forge a new world…” He looked me in the eye. “Or die trying.”

			I shuddered.

			A split second later, a car careered into view, brakes scream­ing. A businessman in a grey suit dived out, rolling away in a swirl of dust. The car exploded into a brick wall. Black and orange flames billowed from the wreck. His sleeve in tatters, the man got up, then staggered and fell. The zombies were approaching. Almost there. The man’s face contorted in terror. He raised his arms to shield himself. They were going to get him! Slowly, Bastion Axestone turned. The scene froze.

			Noooo. It couldn’t just stop there. Was he going to die or not?

			“Free today. Join Bastion in his quest. Click here.”

			I had to know what would happen next. I touched the screen.

			“Add explosive effects.”

			Explosive effects, I definitely wanted those.

			“Add 3D option.”

			And that. I pressed again.

			“Add subliminal quotient.”

			I wasn’t sure what a subliminal quotient was, but if the preview was anything to go by, it was bound to be good. I tapped again, thinking that had to be it, but there was more.

			“Select setting: Small town or global adventure.”

			Small town.

			“Give your town a name.”

			Maybe the game was customised: if you put in New York, you got to fight zombies in Central Park; you put in Antarctica, you battle zombies in the snow. Cool! I was about to write Antarctica, but at the last second I changed my mind and typed Bridgewater, the name of our town. I liked the idea of fighting zombies on my home turf.

			“Add heavy metal soundtrack.”

			Might as well have that, too. My fingerprint hadn’t dis­appeared when a cymbal boomed. Quickly, I switched off the sound.

			“Seb?” Dad called.

			Whoops. I was supposed to be doing maths homework. I thrust the tablet under my pillow. Scrambling forward, I leaned over the edge of my bed and picked up my maths book.

			Dad opened the door, carrying Ava who was twisting and squirming. Holding Ava was like trying to grasp an eel still wet from the creek. Or a kitten who’d just spied a dog. Across the hall, the water was running for her bath. That explained everything. Ava hated baths.

			“You okay in here?” said Dad, fending off Ava’s palm on his chin.

			I waved the book in the air. “Dropped my book on the floor,” I said.

			Dad paused a second, then nodded. “How are you getting on?”

			“Just three problems left to do,” I said. Well, it wasn’t a lie.

			“Good stuff,” he said while grappling with Ava, who was leaning backwards like an ice-skater in a death spiral. “Pleased to see you’re being more responsible about your homework.”

			I forced a smile. Mum and Dad had been going on and on about priorities since parent-teacher conferences. Mrs Pike had told them that with a little regular attention to my homework, I could be Prime Minister if I wanted. Personally, I had no intention of being Prime Minister, but maybe Mum and Dad thought I’d make them pay less tax or something because they’d been on my back ever since.

			“I’d better not interrupt you, then,” Dad said. “Come on, Jitterbug, let’s get you clean,” he said to Ava.

			“Noooo, no barf,” Ava wailed. She had trouble pronouncing the ‘th’. Dad closed the door, cutting out the drone of the water and Ava’s moaning.

			When the coast was clear, I lifted my pillow and retrieved my tablet, resting it on top of my maths book.

			“Special offer! Today only. Touch here to install your free copy of Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse.”

			I hesitated. Mum wouldn’t like it.

			The game was cool, though.

			And free.

			What if Chaos never made the offer again?

			A shriek of outrage came from across the hall. I nearly jumped out of my skin. 

			Ava.

			That girl could wake the dead. But luckily the screeching made me look up—I saw the door handle move. I shoved the tablet under my duvet just in time.

			Mum breezed in.

			“Mum! You should’ve knocked first. What if I’d been getting dressed?”

			“Oops.” She tapped her head. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I have a Skype call to make for work, so I’ve come in early to kiss you goodnight.”

			I was twelve and she still thought I was a baby. In a waft of perfume, she leaned in. Closing my eyes, I screwed up my face. She dropped a kiss on my forehead anyway.

			“You won’t forget to brush your teeth, will you?”

			“Mu-um,” I groaned. She’d busted me once, when I was six, by feeling the bristles of my toothbrush and discovering they were dry.

			She ruffled my hair. “Just reminding you. It’s my job to check. You only get one set of teeth, you know.”

			Actually you get two sets, more if you count false teeth, but I didn’t dare say it.

			“Night, love. Don’t stay up too late, okay?”

			“Okay. Night, Mum.”

			The door safely closed behind her, I lifted the duvet.

			Whoops. I must have touched the screen when I shunted the tablet under the covers. The game was already installing. I waited for it to load, but my battery winked low. Sighing, I got off my bed and plugged the tablet into my computer to charge.

			I’d have to wait until tomorrow for the Zombie Apoc­alypse.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

		

		
			7.55am!

			Mum forgot to wake me. I was running late for school. I got dressed, unplugged my tablet, and hurried downstairs.

			Mum wasn’t in the kitchen. Nor was Jason, but then he never got up until the last minute. Nearly sixteen, Mum says my brother’s made procrastination an art form.

			“No point in getting there early,” Jason always says. “What if the Earth was invaded by aliens overnight? I’d have wasted a sleep-in.”

			Ava and Dad were at the breakfast table, though. Wearing their pyjamas, Ava was in her high chair, licking the Marmite off her toast, while Dad was watching television on his tablet. Cody sat at their feet, his tongue out and his big tail whumping on the floor.

			Ava squealed when she saw me. “Seb.” She waved her toast at me. “Open wiiide,” she said, mouthing an ‘O’ herself.

			I stopped to take a bite. The toast was soggy and a bit squished, but I was late and it was easier than arguing.

			I bent and gave Cody a quick pat. “Hey, boy,” I said, my mouth still full of toast.

			He followed me to the fridge.

			“Where’s Mum? Did she leave early?” I asked Dad as I shifted a jar of gherkins, looking for my lunch.

			“Mum’s in bed,” Dad said. “She was up all night at her computer.”

			Wow. Mum often worked at night—her company had a lot of international clients—but she never let that stop her getting up at a sparrow’s fart. She never let me say fart either.

			No sign of my sandwich. I poked my head around the door. “Dad? Where’s my lunch?”

			Ava must have had nightmares again because Dad looked dreadful, even worse than usual. His skin was grey, like crumpled newsprint, and his eyes were puffy. He waved a hand in the air. “Sorry, haven’t had time,” he said, his eyes not budging from the breakfast news. Another first—Dad not making my lunch. He must be tired. Either that or he’d meant it last night when he said everyone takes him for granted.

			Shrugging, I grabbed a packet of chips and a muesli bar from the pantry, stuffing them in my lunchbox just as Ava flung her toast. It sailed over the table and landed face down on the floor. Cody bounded over and scoffed it in a gulp, mopping up the floor with his tongue. That’s weird. Cody doesn’t like Marmite.

			I checked his bowl. Empty. “Dad? Has Cody been fed?”

			“Huh?” Dad said.

			“I said, has Cody been fed?”

			Dad brought the heels of his hands to his forehead. “Cody, Cody…”

			He really was spaced out. Normally he feeds the dog and takes him out for his morning walk.

			“That’s okay. I’ll feed him,” I said, glancing at the clock. Ten past eight. I was going to have to burn rubber. Quickly, I shoved a cup into the bin of dog food and poured it into Cody’s bowl, topping his water up while I was at it. Cody wolfed down his breakfast.

			I put my lunchbox in my bag, snatched a banana from the fruit-bowl and grabbed my bike helmet.

			“Bye!” I called.

			“Bye, bye, Seb,” Ava said.

			Dad waved vaguely as I let myself out.
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			The first bell sounded. I locked my bike, tossed my banana peel in the bin, and raced to class, sliding into my seat beside Darren as the second bell rang. Mrs Pike wasn’t there yet.

			“Quick! Lend me your maths book, will you?” I said to Darren.

			Talia Wilson, in the row in front of us, turned and threw me a look I’ve gotten used to over the years.

			Darren sighed, but he got his book out, opening it to yesterday’s homework. “You do know that you’re supposed to do these equations yourself,” he said.

			I laid the book flat and started copying his answers. “Yeah, I know. I was going to do them, but I got busy. Keep a look-out for Mrs Pike for me, okay?”

			Talia turned her back to me, and sniffed.

			“You got busy. Doing what?” Darren said.

			“New Chaos game,” I said. “Dawn of the Zombie Apoc­alypse.”

			Darren’s eyes widened. “Chaos. Nice. How did you con­vince your parents to get you that?”

			“Easy. All I had to do was complete my homework for a week.”

			“What?” Darren folded his arms across his chest. “You’re kidding, right? You never do your homework.”

			I grinned and passed him back his book. “Yeah, just kidding. I downloaded it last night for free.”

			He frowned.

			“It was fine,” I said. “Nothing crashed or anything. You should’ve seen the preview. It’s awesome: explosions, 3D effects, a killer soundtrack, even a subliminal quotient.”

			“Subliminal quotient? What’s that?”

			“I’ve no idea, but whatever it is, it’s amazing. I could show you on my tablet…”

			Darren shook his head. “Not worth the risk. Mrs Pike’ll be here any minute. If she catches you, she’ll confiscate your computer and put you on litter duty.”

			“My place after school, then?”

			Darren pulled a face, the light brown freckles over his nose squishing together. “Can’t,” he said, picking at the desktop with his fingernail. “I’ve got footy practice.”

			“After, then.”

			Darren beamed. “Okay.”

			It was nine fifteen. Mrs Pike still hadn’t arrived. I could’ve copied ten equations by now. It was boring waiting. Some of the kids started throwing spit balls.

			“I bet she’s setting us a test,” Darren moaned. He sighed. Sometimes my best mate could be a bit of a drama queen.

			Talia stood up. “Someone should go to the school office and let the principal know that Mrs Pike hasn’t turned up,” she said.

			Darren rolled his eyes. Talia had gone to the same primary school as us, and every other week our teacher would award her with a certificate for Politeness, or Diligence, or Being Responsible, or having the Best Science Project. If there’d been a certificate for Withering Looks That Made You Feel like a Worm, then she would’ve won that one, too.

			And the one for Prettiest Girl in School.

			“Well?” Talia said. “Anyone?” She scanned the class. No one met her eye. She sighed heavily and stalked into the corridor, her ponytail sweeping out behind her. Everyone went back to launching spit balls. Talia returned a few minutes later, looking puzzled. “There’s no one in the school office,” she announced.

			“No teachers? That’s strange. Maybe there’s a staff meeting?” said Talia’s friend, Penny.

			Talia shook her head. “I looked in the staff room. There was no one in there either.”

			“Maybe there was a fire drill and we didn’t hear the siren,” said Darren. We hurried to the window to check, but there were no classes lined up at the assembly area.

			“Doesn’t look like it,” said Andrew.

			“Could it be a Teacher-Only day?” Penny said.

			“If it was, the school would’ve sent a notice home,” Talia replied. “And Teacher-Only day means the day the teachers come. And the students don’t.”

			“Hang on,” said Darren. He slipped into the corridor. Less than a minute later, he was back. “Mr Huffington isn’t in Room 12 either.”

			“That’s really weird. No teachers. There must be some kind of emergency going on. An earthquake or flooding or something?” Talia said.

			“Oh no!” Penny brought her hands to her face.

			“Emergency updates are listed on the school portal. I’ll check,” I said, pulling my tablet from my bag.

			“You’re not supposed to log on to your computer unless it’s for a lesson,” Talia said, her lips pursed.

			“I’m checking to see if there is a lesson,” I said, tapping. But there was nothing on the school portal. As far as the school was concerned, it was a normal day.

			Only, there were no teachers.

			“Cool.” Andrew twirled his basketball on his finger. “No teacher. I’m going to shoot some baskets in the quad.”

			Most of the class followed him out, Talia watching with her hands on her hips. Afterwards, she sat down and got out her maths book. Seems she was looking to get the certificate for Doing Unnecessary Math Equations, too.

			Penny looked at the door, then back at Talia. Sighing, she sat down.

			I was gathering up my stuff to join the others outside, when Darren nudged me. “Zombie Apocalypse,” he said. “Maybe we could have a quick look?”

			It took me less than a second to decide. Mrs Pike was three quarters of an hour late. She could hardly give us litter duty. Pulling my tablet out, I logged on, and showed Darren the preview: the revolting hand exploding from the screen, zombies shuffling and lurching through the streets, and Bastion Axestone winking at us both.

			“Awesome,” Darren breathed, clearly as impressed as I’d been.

			I felt a bit stink. The game had been free yesterday. I should’ve called Darren and told him about it when I had the chance. Now I had the game and my best friend didn’t. I couldn’t make him a copy either. Chaos software came with copy protection.

			That’s when an icon popped up in the top right corner of my screen, so tiny I almost missed it—an upward arrow with lettering underneath. I squinted at the screen. Upload.

			The icon flickered and an idea hit me. I logged off and logged on again, this time using my school username. Then, I uploaded Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse to the school portal. I grabbed Darren’s laptop.

			“What are you doing?” Darren said, reaching for it, but I twisted away from him, the laptop on my knees.

			“Nothing. Just trying something,” I said. “Is your password still DeBaron12?” I didn’t wait for his answer. Apart from his age, which he tacked on the end, his password hadn’t changed since primary school. “The school portal is designed to share information with students, right?”

			“Yes…”

			“I might not be able copy the game for you, but maybe I can share with you.”

			“But Seb…” Darren said warily, “are you sure we should be doing that?”

			“No one will know,” I said.

			“You’d better hope they don’t find out,” came Talia’s voice. I’d forgotten she was there.

			 “It’s okay, I’ll delete it in a sec,” I replied, handing Darren back his laptop. “Just as soon as Darren has a copy.”

			“Hang on,” Darren said, his face puzzled. “I’ve just got a message box. It says the file The Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse already exists. Do you want to replace? You must have invited me to the game last night, Seb. I don’t need to download it, after all.”

			That’s odd. I didn’t remember specifically inviting Darren, but I couldn’t tell him that.

			“High five, man,” Darren said, beaming. We bumped palms. 

			Talia, however, was not beaming. Her stare drilled through my eyeballs and into my brain. “If I were you, I’d delete that game from the school system, right now, Sebastion Mackay,” she said. “If the principal finds out, you’ll be expelled.” Beside her, Penny nodded vigorously.

			“Okay, okay, I’m deleting it now.” 

			I picked up my tablet and pressed delete to erase the game from the school site. Nothing happened. I mustn’t have clicked properly. I touched the delete key, harder this time. Still nothing. Something was wrong. I couldn’t delete the game. The system wasn’t letting me.

			“Seb,” Talia warned.

			“It’s gone. I’ve done it,” I lied, logging off and deliberately slipping my tablet back in its neoprene sheath. I’d have to delete the game from the school site later, when Talia wasn’t breathing down my neck. 

			Darren’s eyes were fixed on his laptop. I gave him a quick shove. “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

			“But Seb, the game—”

			I cut him off before he could say any more. “The basketball game, yeah. Don’t want to be a couple of benchwarmers, do we?”

			He was still fumbling with his laptop as I hustled him outside.
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			The teachers were still missing in action, and three hours is enough basketball for anyone, so after lunch everyone went home.

			Cody bounded over to greet me when I opened the door. I kneeled, expecting him to turn over for a belly rub, but instead he rushed past me and out into the yard.

			Dad was busy watching something on his tablet. Ava, though, was pleased to see me. In her highchair, she raised her chubby arms in the air—a Mexican wave of one. Her face, smeared with butter and Marmite, was streaked with tears.

			“Up, up. Ava get down,” she pleaded.

			I lifted her out of the highchair. It took some doing and some grizzling from Ava because her legs had stuck to the chair’s plastic covering, but eventually I managed to prise her out. Ava threw her arms around my neck. I gave her a bit of a cuddle. Euw, she ponged! Her Pull-Up was like an over-inflated water bomb. It was so full it could blow at any second.

			Had she been in her highchair all morning?

			With Ava wrapped around me like a baby spider monkey, I turned to Dad. He was watching television on his tablet, his morning coffee stone cold beside him. Since I’d arrived home, he hadn’t moved and he hadn’t said anything either. Not even, “How was your day, Seb?” or “Don’t dump your bag on the floor. Put it where I can’t trip over it.” His face was covered in stubble and, like Ava, he was still in his pyjamas. Come to think of it, he was exactly like he was when I’d left this morning.

			“Dad? Are you okay?”

			He didn’t reply, entranced by whatever was on his screen.

			Maybe an unthinkable world catastrophe was unfolding somewhere, like the earthquake in Nepal. Still holding Ava, I checked his screen. It was just the regular news, an article about the cricket test.

			“Dad?”

			Dad didn’t look up. I waved a hand in front of his face. “Seb? You’d better hurry, or you’ll be late for school,” he said.

			Late for school? It was after lunch.

			Ava shook her head. She pointed her index finger at Dad. “Daddy’s sleeping,” she said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

		

		
			Ava was right. Dad needed a nap. He was showing signs of being sleep-deprived, something Dad says happens when you have small children. Mum had it just after Ava was born. Half the time she was cranky, or dozy, and the rest of the time, she forgot stuff. Important stuff like attending school interviews and paying the garden contractor. I gave Dad a nudge and encouraged him to go up to his room to have a quick nap, but I couldn’t get him to move from the table. It was as if he was a flagpole, cemented in place. He stared at the screen with hollow haunted eyes. Something was definitely up. I was going to have to look after Ava until Mum came home.

			Even though it wasn’t my job to change her, I took Ava to her room and set her down on the floor while I rummaged in a drawer for a clean Pull-Up. I found one with a pink and blue Disney Sleeping Beauty on the front. But when I turned back to Ava, my little sister had stepped out of her soggy nappy and was dashing down the hall, giggling. I caught a glimpse of her bare bottom as she skedaddled into Jason’s room.

			Oh no. I had to get her out of there. Jason would have a hissy-fit if he found out Ava had been in his room. There was no telling what he would do if she touched his things—medieval torture sprung to mind.

			“Ava,” I called. “Come on, out of there.” I looked around the door frame. Ava was jumping on the bed.

			“Jump-ing, jump-ing,” she said when she saw me. It was understandable. I’d jump for joy too, if I’d been squeezed into a high chair all morning.

			“Ava, let’s get your pants on,” I said, dangling the Pull-Up in the air.

			“No pants,” Ava said, jumping even harder. A couple of bounces and she’d moved to the other side of the bed and out of reach. Jason’s pillow fell on the floor.

			This could be a problem. Ava didn’t always cooperate at changing time. Sometimes, she’d clamp her hands to her sides like a toy soldier and refuse to be dressed. Dad called it her screaming-iron-girder trick. I needed to play this carefully or I could end up chasing her around the house for hours.

			“No pants, huh? Well, if you’re going to be a rudey-nudey, I should turn the bath water on…” I said.

			“Pants on,” said Ava quickly. She stopped jumping and slipped tummy-side-down off the bed. With her hand on my shoulder for balance, she stepped into the Pull-Up.

			I took Ava to the kitchen and gave her a cracker and some cheese. The kitchen clock said three thirty. Still hours until Mum came home. I didn’t know how Dad looked after Ava every day. Just a couple of hours on the job and I was already exhausted. Maybe that’s why Dad had stayed in his pyjamas today. Could this be a strike? Maybe he was refusing to work until his demands were met. No, he wouldn’t deliberately ignore Ava. It had to be something bigger.

			The doorbell rang. I couldn’t leave Ava.

			“Visitor, Ava,” I said. She ran to the front door ahead of me, tiptoeing and stretching her fingers to the limit trying to reach the handle.

			“Me, me,” she said.

			I opened the door.

			It was Darren. His face was red, and he was puffing. He must have biked here because his hair was plastered to his head where he’d taken off his bike helmet.

			“Hey,” I said, but already he was pushing his way into the house.

			“Everything’s wrong,” Darren said, his eyes wild. “I think it could be the beginning of the apocalypse.”

			Ava was climbing down the front step, about to make an escape onto the street. I pulled her back by her t-shirt and closed the door while Darren caught his breath.

			“Well, maybe not the apocalypse, but something,” Darren went on. “First, no teachers, which was weird. Then, Mr Davies didn’t turn up to coach football practice. He didn’t come, Seb! That never happens. We played for twenty minutes, until J.D. took his ball, then we called it a day. But when I got home, Mum was sitting on the couch checking her social media. And not just now and again. She was checking her phone for updates every minute. Sometimes after less than a minute. And she hardly spoke to me.”

			Now I knew he was serious. Darren’s mother not speaking? Mrs Howard never stopped talking. Words sped out of her like kids from a waterslide. Whenever I went over there, she was all, ‘How was your day, boys? Anything interesting happen in school? Any teachers I need to have a word with? Would you like a slice of cake? How about a biscuit?’

			Darren shook his head wearily. “I don’t know what to do, Seb. She just ignored me.”

			Nodding, I stepped aside so Darren could see Dad at the kitchen table. It wasn’t a pretty picture. Dad’s skin was as grey as day-old Weet-bix. His eyelids were drooping, and his dressing gown hung from his shoulders. He looked pathetic.

			Darren gave a low whistle. “Your dad, too? What are we going to do?”

			“It’s okay. Mum’ll be home soon. She’ll know how to handle it.”

			Darren didn’t look convinced. “It’s all right for you. You have your mum and Jason. I don’t have anyone else. There’s just Mum and me.”

			I’d forgotten Jason. I checked the kitchen clock again. Where was he anyway? He was usually home by now.

			All of a sudden, Darren broke into a grin.

			“What?”

			“Jason. When I came up the driveway, I saw a light in the garage.”

			I felt a wave of relief. My brother was home. If anyone knew what was going on, he would. I picked up Ava and the three of us dashed outside and across the yard to the garage. Ava giggled at being jostled and jolted, but there was nothing funny about it. It was like trying to run while juggling a cabbage.

			I had to put her down on the driveway while I yanked up the roller door. The door was a bit sticky at knee height, so Darren got his fingers under it and together we heaved it up. Ava raised her arms too—although by that time the door was already over her head. I made a grab for her hand before she got any ideas about running off.

			We peered inside.

			Jason was sitting at the back of the garage, silent in the gloom. Wearing the same clothes as last night, he was hunkered over his desk with his headphones on. The eerie glow from his laptop lit his face.

			“Jase?” I said.

			My brother took a swig from a bottle of neon yellow energy drink. His eyes didn’t stray from his screen.

			“He can’t hear you,” Darren said, cupping his hands over his ears. “Headphones.”

			Slipping her hand out of mine, Ava copied Darren, only instead of cupping her palms to her ears, she jammed the heel of her hands in, her fingers outstretched the way Mum did when Jason and the Argonauts were making a racket. She screwed up her face. It was cute, but it didn’t stop the hair on the back of my neck prickling. So Jason hadn’t heard me. Hardly surprising with his headphones on, sound blasting in his ears, but why hadn’t he noticed the daylight spilling in when we raised the roller door?

			I held Ava’s hand, and we crept forward. My neck tingled—it was as if an entire flea circus was practising somersaults back there. This was Jason, my brother. I’d known him all my life, and as brothers go, he was a pretty good one—providing I didn’t mess with his stuff—but right now I couldn’t be sure what he would do.

			I reached out and touched him gently on the shoulder.

			Jason jumped, and I gave a little jump myself. He took his headphones off and hung them around his neck. For a second, I thought I could hear the beat pumping from them, but my heart was pounding pretty hard, so I couldn’t be sure.

			Jason turned to face me, his movements slow and stiff as if he could do with a good stretch. “Yeah?”

			Those circus fleas were killing me. “You okay?”

			“I’m fine. Lost track of time, I guess. Tell Mum I’ll head up to bed in a tick. I just want to sharpen the bass on this track…” He turned his attention back to the screen and slipped his headphones back on. It was as if we weren’t even there.

			My mouth went dry. Jason had been in the garage all night and half the day working on his computer. He was behaving just like Dad.

			“Jason!” I shouted. I swivelled his chair and yanked his headphones down.

			“What?”

			I put my hands on his shoulders and shook him hard. “Come on! Dad’s acting really strange. I need your help!” My chest heaving, I stared into his eyes.

			But Jason pushed me off, twisting out of my grip. Putting his headphones on, he turned back to the screen. “Yeah, I said I’ll be a minute. Just let me finish this,” he said. He went back to his tapping.

			I looked at Darren and shook my head. We backed out of the garage and pulled down the roller door.

			“Ta-ta, Jason!” Ava said, bending over to wave as the gap got smaller and smaller.

			We stood on the driveway in the sun. There was no one about. Darren wiped his face in his hands. “What did I tell you? It’s the apocalypse.”

			“No, it’s not. It’s not the end of the world. It can’t be. Things are a bit weird, that’s all.”

			I marched the pair of them inside, one hand grasping Darren’s elbow and the other on the top of Ava’s head. Twisting free of my grip, Darren flopped on the sofa. “Well, what is it then? Your dad, my mum, Jason. They’re all acting like somnambulists.”

			“Like what?”

			“Somnambulists. Sleep-walkers.”

			It did seem that way. Even Ava had said Dad was sleeping. I glanced at Dad, who was mesmerised by whatever he was watching. He didn’t look up.

			Tipping a puzzle of coloured shapes on the floor for Ava, I said, “I thought Dad might be tired from looking after Ava.” I stood up. “You know, it could still be that, because Jason was up all night…”

			“It doesn’t explain my mum though, does it?” Darren said. “Or Mr Davies. Not everyone can have sleep deprivation.”

			“It’s not the end of the world,” I said again, as Ava mashed the yellow circle into its space, pushing it from side-to-side until it fit. “We’ll figure it out.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

		

		
			“I could call Mum,” I said, more to hear the idea spoken out loud than anything else. I didn’t really think I should call her, and I wasn’t certain that I would, but it was an option that had to be considered. “But I’m not allowed to call Mum at work, except in an emergency.”

			Darren sat upright and hugged a sofa cushion to his chest. “It is an emergency,” he said.

			I wasn’t so sure. Mum and I had different ideas about what an emergency was. Running out of chocolate milk didn’t qualify. Neither was asking her to pick up a new inner tube for my bike.

			“Life or death, Seb,” she’d said the last time I’d called the office to ask if she’d seen where I’d put my hockey kit. “If it’s a matter of life and death, then you can call me. Or if the Rest Home calls about Grandma. Anything else, get your father to deal with it, or it can wait until I get home.”

			I thought about what I could tell her if I called:

			Darren’s mum was addicted to social media.

			Jason had stayed up all night obsessing over his music.

			It was the middle of the afternoon and Dad was in his pyjamas and dressing gown watching television, and, Ava had a pongy nappy.

			Nothing on my list was what you would call a life and death situation. I glanced at Dad. Still at the table, he was sucking the last drops out of Ava’s breakfast juice box. The droplets rattled through the straw like someone drawing their last breath.

			“This is stupid. I’m going to call her,” I said.

			I tipped the puzzle pieces out of the tray for Ava to play again and went to the kitchen to fish my cell out of my school bag. Back in the family room, where I could keep an eye on Ava, I selected Mum’s number.

			Dropping the cushion on the sofa, Darren stood up. “Is it ringing?” he said.

			Impatient, I waved my hand at him. I wouldn’t be able to hear her answer if he was rabbiting on in the background.

			Darren looked up. He shook his head. I pulled the phone from my ear.

			“What?” I said.

			He raised his index finger to the ceiling. That’s when I heard it—the faint and familiar wim-a-ways of The Lion Sleeps Tonight.

			“Hello, Mummy,” said Ava.

			My heart sank. Mum’s ringtone.

			We charged up there and into Mum and Dad’s room. It was tidy. The curtains were pulled back, the bed was made, and the cushions were piled neatly on the bed, the big ones at the back and the little sparkly ones at the front the way Mum likes it.

			“There’s no one here,” Darren said, stating the obvious.

			I went to the bedside table where Mum’s phone was performing its little song and dance number. She must have forgotten it when she left this morning. But even as I turned off the phone, I knew it wasn’t likely. Mum used her phone a lot. I checked the hook on the back of the bedroom door where she kept her handbag.

			“Noooo!”

			“What now?”

			I rushed across the hall to Mum’s home office. The door was closed. I threw it open.

			Mum wasn’t at work at all. She was home at her desk!

			But Mum didn’t move. She didn’t raise her head the teeniest bit, not even to growl at me for interrupting her while she was busy working. At least, she’d got dressed in her work suit and combed her hair. She looked the way she always did, only something wasn’t quite right. Like a pie not properly baked. I didn’t need to speak to her to know she would be just like Dad and Jason.

			Out to lunch. Out of her head. Out of it.

			“Your mum, too?” whispered Darren, from behind me.

			“Yes.” I hated saying it.

			Darren heaved a sigh. “This isn’t just the apocalypse, it’s a fully-fledged dystopia.”

			Apocalypse. Somnambulist. Dystopia. Darren was really getting on my nerves with all his fancy words.

			“Look,” I said, swinging about to face him. “Hang on, where’s Ava?” I scanned the hall, the office.

			“Ava? I thought she was with you.”

			“I’m not allowed to carry her on the stairs in case she wiggles and I drop her.”

			“Well, if she didn’t come up with us, then she must still be downstairs,” Darren said.

			We hurried downstairs to the family room. Ava’s puzzle was on the floor, the pieces snug in their spaces. Ava was nowhere to be seen. I bit my bottom lip. Ava could be a pain, but I didn’t want anything to happen to her.

			“Dad!” I rushed over to the table. “Have you seen Ava?”

			“Hmmm?” Dad murmured.

			“Ava, where is she?” I gave him a rough shake. But, eyes wide, Dad pulled away from me. He cradled his tablet in his arms.

			Panic bit me.

			Ava was missing and Dad was playing Gollum with his tablet? Up until yesterday, Ava was his precious. What was going on?

			“You better help me look for her,” I said to Darren.

			Darren clapped his hands together. “Right. We should probably conduct a systematic room-by-room search,” he said, going into detective mode. “The doors are closed, so she has to be somewhere inside.” It was a relief to have someone else take charge.

			We started downstairs, checking all the places Ava might hide. We dragged aside curtains and swam through the clothes in Mum’s walk-in wardrobe. We upturned the pile of dirty washing in the laundry, tossed the junk under Jason’s bed, and tunnelled into the mountain of soft toys in Ava’s room. I even checked behind the bath, although her chances of being in there were pretty low. She wasn’t anywhere.

			“Ava. You win, you’re the best at hiding,” I called. “Time to come out now. Darren has a lollipop for you.”

			Beside me, Darren’s head whipped around. “What? I haven’t got a lollipop.”

			“Shh, will you? I’m trying to get her to come out.”

			“Oh.” His shoulders slumped. “Sorry.”

			I felt a bit stink. Darren didn’t have a little sister. He didn’t know what it was like.

			“That’s okay,” I said, shrugging. “I’m freaking out a bit. Dad says Ava’s in her Terrible Twos. It only takes her two seconds to get into terrible trouble.”

			Darren rubbed his nose. “Okay so we’ll start over. From the beginning,” he said. “Go room-by-room again.”

			We were on our way to do that, heading through the family room past the sliding door, when I caught a flash of pink. Stopping, I gazed through the glass. “Look.”

			Ava was in the yard, trying to spray Cody with the hose.

			“But the doors are all closed. How did she get out there?” Darren said.

			I slapped my hand to my forehead. I was an idiot.

			“Cody’s dog door,” I said. “It’s too small for Cody now, but Dad hasn’t got around to putting in a bigger one. Ava must have crawled through it.”

			Cody was dripping wet, so we left him in the yard. Ava was slightly damp too, but I carried her in and gave the little escape artist a juice box. I gave one to Dad too, pushing the box into his hand. He guzzled it, without saying a word.

			Darren and I sat on the sofa and shared a packet of BBQ chips. Ava toddled over the minute she heard the packet crinkle. “Ava chip,” she said. I handed her one.

			“Do you think all the grown-ups in town are like this?” Darren said, throwing his eyes towards Dad. “In the world, maybe?”

			I shrugged. I didn’t know. It was a possibility. I gazed out the window at the empty street, straining for the whine of a lawn mower or the roar of a motorbike revving. All I could hear was the crunch of potato chips.

			“Chip,” said Ava. She held out her hand.

			“Say please.”

			“Peas.”

			I rustled in the bag and gave her another one. She licked all the salt off it and smushed it into her mouth.

			“What do we do now?” Darren said, cramming a handful into his mouth.

			I wasn’t sure. I’d pinned all my hopes on Mum, but she was as spaced out as everyone else. Who did you call when your mother had checked out?

			“I’ve got it.” I stood up and thwacked my hands on my trousers, dusting orange BBQ salt off my fingers. “Grandma.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

		

		
			For the first time since lunch, I felt a surge of hope. We had a plan. We’d go to Sunnynook Rest Home, a few blocks away, and speak to Grandma. She’d know what to do. Grandma was old. As old as Methuselah, she said. I think Methuselah was someone she went to school with. Anyway, you didn’t get to be as old as those two without learning some things.

			“Chip,” said Ava, interrupting my thoughts. There were none left. I showed her the empty bag. She peered inside, shook it a few times and checked again. Then she threw the bag on the floor and went to investigate something in the toy box. Cody dashed in to lick the empty packet.

			“We’ll have to take Ava to the rest home with us,” I said.

			I went to the wash-house and got Ava’s pushchair. It wasn’t very heavy. I carried it through to the family room and laid it on the floor. Folded down, the designer buggy was the size of a skateboard, but where the deck should be, there was knot of tubes and fabric.

			“Right, all we have to do is open it,” I said.

			“How does it work?” asked Darren, stepping around it.

			“Simple. It’s 3D. It folds in half and then in half again, like a Transformer.” Dad had researched buggies before ordering this one online from Europe. Ultra-quick and easy-to-use was what the website had said.

			“Okaaay.” Darren eyed it as if it were a suspicious pack­age left at the library. “So, how do we get it open?”

			I put my hands on my hips. I had no idea. I’d seen it unfolded of course. I’d even pushed Ava in it, but I’d never actually worked it myself. I shrugged. Dad used it nearly every day. Surely it couldn’t be that hard?

			We peered at the tubes.

			“Maybe here?” I suggested. Crouching, I twisted the thick black plastic cog. It swivelled and spun, but the pushchair remained tightly folded.

			We turned it over.

			“No, that can’t be right,” Darren said. “Now the wheels are facing up. What if we stand it on its end?”

			We stood the contraption up and jiggled some sticky-out bits that might have been levers. They weren’t.

			“What about there?” Darren said.

			Nope, that didn’t work either.

			“It must be broken,” I said finally.

			Darren nodded. “Looks like it,” he replied. “We’ll have to find some other way of getting your sister to the rest home.”

			“Mum has a shopping cart,” I said.

			I dragged it out from under the stairs. I didn’t bother to dust it off. It was obvious it wasn’t going to work. We’d have to stand Ava up in the bag part. Even if she was tall enough to look over the flap, her feet would be resting on the metal cage at the bottom. You didn’t have to be a brain surgeon to know the bars would hurt. Ava would grizzle all the way there.

			Darren must have realised the shopping cart was a dead-end too, because he said, “We could sit her on Cody’s back. He’s big enough.”

			I shook my head. “Too unpredictable. The first sign of a cat and we’ll lose them both.”

			“Good point,” said Darren. “We need something that rolls. Something inanimate. What about her high chair?”

			It was a great idea. We didn’t need an all-terrain vehicle or anything. The high chair would be perfect. Not only did it have rollers, it came with a safety belt. If we lifted the little brakes, we’d be able to push her all the way to Sunnynook on the pavement.

			I picked up Ava and carried her to the high chair.

			“In we go,” I said. It was a mistake. Ava kicked and bucked and like rodeo bull. After being in her high chair half the day, Ava refused to go back in. She shrieked at the top of her lungs. It was worse than trying to get her into the bath. Darren took the other side of her, and we managed to lift her up over the seat, but she went as stiff as a hockey stick.

			“Noooo,” she wailed. “No chair.” She wouldn’t bend her knees. It was her screaming-iron-girder-trick.

			“Darren.” I sighed. “Forget it. This isn’t going to work.”

			We put her down again.

			Darren took Cody’s leash from its hook by the back door. “How far is it exactly? Could she walk? We could attach her to a leash so she can’t escape.”

			I frowned. “It’s only a few blocks, but too far for Ava. She’ll get grumpy and we’ll have to carry her. And we can’t put her on a leash. She’s my sister, not a puppy.”

			Cody nuzzled Darren’s thigh. Darren pushed him away gently. “Yeah, sorry. I’m a bit short on ideas.”

			Suddenly, I had one of those light-bulb moments. “Watch her for a sec, will you?”

			I sprinted upstairs to my room and grabbed my computer chair. Made of orange plastic, it was an old one—it’d been Jason’s before mine—and the plastic was scratched and battered, but that didn’t matter. It had what we needed: wheels and a seat.

			It took a bit to get it down the stairs. I might have scraped the wall in a couple of places, but this was definitely an emergency. A few nicks in the walls didn’t matter.

			Darren’s eyes widened when he saw the chair. “That’ll do it,” he said. “But how are we going to stop her falling off?”

			“No worries.” I rummaged in my school bag for my hockey shirt, which I slipped over Ava’s head. I pulled her teeny arms through the armholes. It was miles too big for her, the shirt hanging below her knees, but as Dad always says, ‘Life isn’t a fashion parade.’ Lifting Ava onto the seat, I slipped the shirt over the seat back.

			There. Ava wasn’t just belted in, she was t-shirted into the chair.

			Darren grinned. “That’s awesome,” he said.

			My tablet and my maths book were still in my bag. I ditch­ed the maths book and slipped it over my shoulders. “Okay, let’s go.”

			“I’ll be right there,” said Darren, “just let me put the leash back.”

			But Cody had already seen him holding it. He looked first at Darren and then at me with his big brown Labrador eyes. He did a little moonwalk on the floorboards with his paws. I’m kind of telepathic when it comes to Cody. My dog was begging me to bring him too.

			“Let’s take them both,” I heard myself say. “Cody’s been cooped up all day. He could do with a run.” Taking the leash from Darren, I attached it to Cody’s collar and slipped the loop over my wrist.

			I took one last look at Dad, and we set off. Darren went first and I pushed the computer chair out the sliding door and around the side of the house.

			The street was spookily quiet. There was no traffic at all, no cars or people. Probably just as well because the castors on the computer chair were insisting we go one way, while Cody wanted to go another, and neither of them had any intention of going to Sunnynook.

			“Fat way, fat way,” Ava said, the t-shirt seat belt straining as she leaned forward and pointed towards Sunnynook. The chair wove from one side of the path to the other and back again. For a second, it got away from me, banging into the back of Darren’s legs.

			“Ow, watch it,” Darren wailed.

			“Whoopsie,” said Ava. She grasped the seat with her hands and tucked her knees up by her chin. “Whoopsie-daisies.”

			“Sorry,” I muttered to Darren, pulling the chair back as best I could, but Cody chose that moment to swing off, following a smell, his nose to the ground. He yanked on the leash and my arm nearly dropped off.

			“Cody! Heel!” Keeping one hand on the back of the chair, I tried to haul him back. I was in the middle of a tug-of-war between Cody and the chair, and Cody was winning. But the castors had minds of their own too. The chair spun, Ava on it, and ripped from my grasp. I was dragged behind Cody as he chased after a whiff of something. I couldn’t get free. My hand was stuck in the leash. I glanced over my shoulder. Ava’s chair rattled over the curb and onto the road. “Ava!” I shrieked helplessly.

			What if the chair toppled? Or worse, a car came?

			Darren came to my rescue, his arms stretched wide to create a roadblock. Cody ran around him, charging forward. I had no control. I hurtled straight into him. We landed in a heap on the grass verge.

			“Ooof!”

			Scrambling to my feet, I checked my wrist. Still attached, Cody had stopped for a sniff of dried up poop. I let go of the leash and spun to face the road. Blood thundered through my veins. I feared the worst.

			“Seb!”

			I blew out a long breath. We’d been lucky.

			Ava stretched her arms out in front of her as the orange chair spun like a merry-go-round. It had puttered out when it hit the pothole outside Number 36.

			Ava curled her fingers inwards in a tickling motion, a sign to come and get her. I looked both ways. No cars. I ran into the road and grabbed the chair, forcing it up the driveway and back onto the path. Puffing, I picked up Cody’s leash.

			“Just as well you’re wearing your football gear,” I said.

			Darren was busy brushing the grass off his pants. “I probably should’ve kept my bike helmet on too,” he replied.

			“Sorry about that. Maybe you should take Cody,” I said, “and I’ll push the chair.” I held out the leash. But Darren’s attention was on something further up the path. I followed his eyes. It was his coach, Mr Davies. He was walking towards us, his head down while he checked his phone messages.

			My heart skipped a beat. Mr Davies was an adult, the only one I’d seen today not hunched over a computer in a daze.

			Darren thought it was important too, because he ran forward. “Mr Davies?” he said. “Is everything okay? You weren’t at footy practice, so we—”

			Without even a flicker of his eyes, Mr Davies stepped around Darren and kept walking.

			“Mr Davies!” Darren called.

			The coach shuffled over on the grass verge to get past Ava and me. He must have used extra-sensory perception to know we were there because his eyes didn’t budge from the phone. I checked out his face. He looked as haggard as Dad.

			Darren trotted beside him a few steps, waving his hands in front of Mr Davies’ face. The coach grimaced and pulled his mobile to the side. He carried on, his attention fixed on the phone, treating Darren as if he was nothing more than an annoying fly. Darren stopped, his shoulders sagging. We watched Mr Davies’ back as he walked away.

			Darren looked at me and didn’t say a word. What was there to say? Things were seriously bad. I handed him Cody’s leash and clamped my hands on the back of the orange computer chair. “Let’s get going,” I said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

		

		
			Grandma had been living at Sunnynook for four years now, not because she was sick or anything—although her eyesight wasn’t great—but because she’d been lonely. After Grandpa died, she’d complained there wasn’t anyone to talk to at her old house, but Sunnynook had lots of people her own age to hang out with. It was pretty nice with a library, pool, gym, even a bowling green. Dad reckoned it was like living at a resort. I said he had to be kidding. What kind of resort kept a vegetable garden for Brussels sprouts and broad beans? Although, Sunnynook did look a bit like a hotel, with drive-up access, a porch to stop the oldies from getting wet, and automatic sliding glass doors.

			Leaving Cody tied up under a tree out front, I wheeled Ava into the lobby. Darren held the computer chair steady while I lifted her off it.

			As always, Mrs Wentworth, the receptionist, was at the counter. Only she really wasn’t. I knew she wasn’t because she didn’t say, ‘Hello Sebastion. Here to see Constance, are you? That Constance is the lucky one, isn’t she? So many handsome young men popping in to visit her!’ I knew because she didn’t nod at Darren and ask me who my ‘little friend’ was in that clucky voice of hers. She didn’t remind me how important it was to use the hand sanitiser to prevent the spread of infectious diseases, and nor did she hold out the pen—the one attached to a chain of tiny steel balls—so I could sign the Visitors’ Book allowing her to keep track of who was and wasn’t in the building in the event of a fire. Mrs Wentworth was like every other adult I’d seen that day. Spaced out.

			“Let’s just go in,” I said to Darren, hoping I’d made a mist­ake and she’d call us all back with one of those, ‘Where do you think you’re off to, young man?’ looks of hers.

			I would’ve done anything to see her glaring at me over the rim of her glasses.

			I glanced back. No way. She was breathing, but otherwise Mrs Wentworth was as still as a shop mannequin.

			We traipsed through the doors leading from the reception area, and turned hard left.

			“Grandma, where are yoooou?” called Ava, running along the corridor to Grandma’s room. It was empty. Grandma’s bed wasn’t made. Her rose coverlet was pushed back and the sheets were wrinkled. That was weird. Perhaps she was sick? I knocked on the bathroom door.

			“Grandma?”

			“She’s not here,” Darren said.

			“I can see that,” I said. “She must be in the lounge.”

			“Fis way,” said Ava, running ahead. Ava and Dad came here most days, so she knew her way around, although it wasn’t hard to guess where everyone was. We followed Ava—and some tuneless singing—to the lounge, where we found Grandma and a string of her friends dancing The Locomotion. Ava ran to Grandma and threw her arms around her knees.

			“Ava, don’t!” I shouted, rushing forward. I was too late.

			Grandma wobbled and fell backwards, landing safely on a squishy floral sofa.

			“Hey, no upsetting the train!” a man grumbled.

			“Ava, that was naughty!” I growled.

			“Whoopsie-daisy,” Ava said, looking out from under her eyelashes.

			I gave Grandma my hand and helped her sit up. A sappy slow song came on the sound system and the other dancers collapsed into the armchairs and sofas.

			“It wasn’t her fault,” Grandma said when she was settled. “It was me, tripping over my own feet.” She patted the couch beside her. “So, my best wee girl, have you come for a visit?” 

			Why do old people insist on asking obvious questions? Of course we were there for a visit. We hadn’t come for the Brussels sprouts. I rubbed my face with my hands. Why had I thought Grandma could help?

			Ava climbed onto the sofa, turning so her bare feet stuck out over the edge, and started playing with the wrinkles on the back of Grandma’s hand.

			“Hey Seb, look, it’s Talia,” Darren said, nudging me.

			I turned to see Talia pushing a tea trolley into the lounge. She looked up and spied us and her face darkened. Frowning, she stormed over to Darren and me. “You!” She poked her index finger at my chest. “This is all your fault.”

			Startled, I took a step back. “My fault? What’s my fault? What are you talking about, and why are you here, anyway?”

			Talia must have been aware that people were looking at us because she inhaled deeply and smoothed her skirt. “I’m here every Wednesday,” she said. “I’m doing my community service badge.” She poured a cup of tea from a large urn, adding a chocolate biscuit to the saucer before handing it to Grandma. “Here you go, Mrs MacKay. I didn’t add any sugar because I know you’re sweet enough.”

			Grandma giggled. “Thank you, dear. That’s so kind. This handsome fellow here is my grandson, Seb, and his friend Darren.”

			“Um…yeah Grandma, we’ve met. Talia’s in my class.” My face went hot.

			“In your class? Really? Isn’t it a small world?”

			Nodding, I pulled Talia away from Grandma. “What’s all my fault?” I hissed.

			“You should ask Talia on a date, Seb. Take her to the movies,” Grandma called before turning her attention to Ava.

			My neck prickled with embarrassment. Luckily, Talia was scanning the lounge and didn’t seem to have heard Grandma’s comment. Several of the oldies were ambling over to the trolley and were helping themselves to tea and biccies.

			“Talia?”

			“Not here. In the corridor,” Talia said. “You too, Darren.” She was acting like a secret service agent.

			I checked on Ava. She was eating Grandma’s chocolate biscuit. That should keep her busy for a bit. We followed Talia out into the corridor where she whirled to face us, her hands on her hips. “You know how there were no teachers at school today?”

			“Yeah,” Darren and I said in unison.

			“Well, there are no staff here at Sunnynook either.”

			Darren groaned, thumping his hand theatrically against the wall.

			“Actually, that’s not entirely true,” Talia said. “Some of the staff are here, but they’re completely out of it. All they’re interested in is their computers or their phones. They’re practically glued to the screens. They’re here, but at the same time, they’re not really here at all.”

			“Somnambulists,” said Darren.

			“Mrs Wentworth,” I said.

			“Exactly,” said Talia.

			Darren put his hands behind his head. “I knew it. I told you it was the apocalypse.”

			“It’s not the apocalypse,” I insisted. “And I still don’t get why you think it’s my fault.”

			Talia whipped her head around. “You don’t get it? Apart from the residents here, who hardly ever use the Internet, all the adults we know are behaving like zombies.”

			“So?”

			“They’re zombies, Seb.”

			I shook my head.

			Talia’s eyes flashed. “It’s your game, isn’t it? The one you got off the Internet last night. The one you shared with Darren.”

			Darren’s eyes widened. He slapped his hands to his mouth in horror. “Perhaps it was you, Seb.”

			Whose side was he on? He was supposed to be my best friend. So I uploaded The Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse onto my computer. What was so bad about that? It was just a game. I didn’t see how…

			My face went hot.

			I’d selected the small town option. All it had to do was trawl my email contacts, and the contacts of those people… I shuddered.

			But surely people must have played the game to be affected? Unless the game introduced other weird stuff to people’s computers. I remembered that extra effect—the one where I hadn’t known what it meant and I’d clicked the button anyway.

			“Could it be something to do with the subliminal quotient?” I asked.

			“The what?” Talia said, her eyebrows coming together.

			“The subliminal quotient. It came free with the game,” I replied.

			Darren was pacing the corridor like a caged panther. “That must have been it. The subliminal quotient. Subliminal. Something that works without you being aware of it. A suggestion that influences a person’s behaviour.”

			This wasn’t sounding good. I was beginning to feel like I’d just eaten a cockroach.

			“For example,” Darren went on. “Remember this morning when we were playing basketball in the quad? Andrew chanted, ‘Missy, missy, missy’ and then, when you laid up the ball, you missed the basket.”

			“Yeah, so?” I wished he would hurry up and get to the point.

			“That’s how subliminal messaging works. Andrew planted the idea of missing the basket in your head, and you missed. He used the power of suggestion, a subliminal technique.”

			“That was not subliminal. It was a fluke. I almost never miss the basket.” I gave Talia my most dazzling grin.

			“That’s not what Darren means, Seb,” she said. She threw her hands in the air the way Mum did when Jason was being dense. ‘It’s…it’s—”

			“A subtle form of brainwashing,” Darren finished.

			“Exactly,” Talia said again.

			She folded her arms across her chest. “So? What are you going to do about it?”

			“Me?”

			She tapped her foot. “You downloaded the game.”

			“Well, then,” I said, running a hand casually through my fringe. “It should be easy to fix, shouldn’t it? I’ll go home and delete the game from my computer, and everything will go back to normal.”

			Darren shot a look at Talia. She sighed. They both shook their heads.

			“It’s too late for that,” Talia said. “It’s a virus. It will have spread everywhere by now.” Talia’s parents were doctors, so she knew about diseases and stuff. For her science fair project she’d taken photographs of a cream cake decomposing. It had gone all green and furry. It was really gross.

			“Talia’s right,” Darren said. “Once a virus makes it through your virus protection into a system, there’s no way to call it back.”

			“Well, what do you expect me to do?” I said.

			Talia didn’t have the answer. “I don’t know,” she said. “Something. Anything.”

			I looked at Darren, but he just shrugged. I knew then that we were in big trouble. This wasn’t the kind of virus you fixed with a squirt of hand sanitiser.

			Ava appeared, her face and t-shirt smeared with chocolate. “Fingers icky,” she said. She opened and closed her fingers in a Vulcan salute. I sighed.

			Live long and prosper.

			“Look, I’ve got to get back to work,” Talia said. “Here’s my number.” She thrust a scrap of paper into my hand. “Call me, when you’ve got it sorted.”

			Dropping my head, I stared at her tidy even handwriting. My heart did a flip. The Prettiest Girl in School had given me her phone number. I could call her.

			All I had to do was save the world.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

		

		
			I cleaned up Ava’s hands with a tissue in Grandma’s room.

			“I’ve got my toothbrush, my nightie, and some extra clothes,” Grandma said as she squeezed the items into a pink leather handbag with an over-sized rose buckle. Also pink. “How long will I be staying?”

			“It’s just for a few days, until Mum and Dad are feeling better.”

			Grandma put her bag down so she could slip on her coat. “This should do it then. You can come back and get anything I’ve forgotten, although, it must be a really nasty cold if Rob and Grace are as poorly as you say.”

			Darren raised his eyebrows.

			“We think it could be a virus, Grandma.”

			She nodded. “Yes, it sounds like it. Well, there’s no cure for a virus.” She picked the bag up off the bed. “All we can do is give them lots of fluids and wait it out.”

			I sighed. If only it was that simple.

			We went to the lobby. Through the automatic doors, Cody went berserk, straining at his leash. He must have been lonely out there waiting.

			“I’ll go,” Darren said. He hurried outside.

			“Just stepping out for a few days to check up on the kids, Valma,” Grandma said to Mrs Wentworth while I signed her out. “You know, my son, Rob and his family? Their contact details are on file if you need to get hold of me, or in case the lottery people pop by with my winnings.” She winked conspiratorially. 

			“Hmmm?” the receptionist said, not bothering to look up from her screen.

			Grandma frowned.

			“I think she’s busy, Grandma,” I whispered.

			Grandma’s face softened. “Yes, the poor dear. There’s been some sort of staffing problem today.” She leaned in close to me. “The beds haven’t been made.”

			Outside, Darren was struggling with Cody. We needed to get going. I rolled the orange computer chair out into the porch, and was about to sit Ava on it when I realised I couldn’t ask Grandma to walk home. She was pretty fit and healthy for an oldie—she’d been dancing The Locomotion after all—so she could probably make the distance, but I remembered the pot hole outside No 36 and Dad telling me that old people are like race horses; their spindly legs are almost guaranteed to break if they tripped over. I couldn’t risk it. There’d been that near miss when Ava tackled Grandma around the knees earlier and I already had enough to cope with today, especially since the zombie apocalypse was all my fault.

			Instead, I got Grandma to sit on the chair.

			“Oooh, I feel just like the Queen in her carriage,” said Grandma, spinning a little from side to side. She raised her palm and gave a slow wave.

			Ava’s scowl could’ve stripped paint. She looked like someone had mentioned bath-time. Things were already bad enough. I didn’t want her throwing a tantrum, too.

			“You can be the beautiful princess, Ava, and sit on the Queen’s knee,” I said quickly, relieved when Ava’s scowl flip-flopped into a smile. She put her arms up for me to lift her.

			“Take Grandma’s handbag, will you?” I said to Darren, holding out the bag.

			Darren raised his eyebrows. He curled his fist tighter around Cody’s leash. “No way,” he whispered. He turned his back to Grandma and whispered in my ear. “I’m not carry­ing any old lady’s handbag. You carry it. She’s your grandma.”

			“Come on, Darren. Help me out here.”

			Darren shook his head.

			“Okay. Okay, I’ll carry it then.” There was no way I was going to carry it. I put the bag on the ground while I lifted Ava onto Grandma’s lap. That’s when I spied the rain hood on Grandma’s jacket. It was the perfect pocket for stowing a pink handbag. I wouldn’t have to carry the bag over my shoulder and, tucked behind Grandma’s back like a cushion, no one would see it. Although, I’m not sure why I was worried. There hadn’t been a single car on the road all day.

			On Grandma’s lap, Princess Ava was waving enthusiastic­ally to her pretend subjects. She was too wiggly. Grandma wouldn’t be able to hold her. I unclipped the shoulder strap from Grandma’s handbag, clipped it to the base of the chair and fastened it over Grandma and Ava’s hips.

			“Safety belt,” I said.

			Grandma patted my hand and gave me a smile. “Thank you, darling.”

			Trying not to roll my eyes, I slipped the pink handbag into the rain hood and we set off, Cody ahead, dragging Darren. The chair was a bit heavier with Grandma on it, so it was harder to push, but the added weight gave me more control and I was able to keep it on the straight and narrow as we retraced our steps.

			We were half way down Hulme Street when Darren stopp­ed. He turned to face me, Cody twisting the leash about his legs. “Seb, can you hear something?” he said.

			I strained to catch the sound. It was a car, and it was coming this way! All at once, I felt like a little kid seeing a train for the first time.

			“Darren. A car! Someone’s driving a car. Someone who isn’t a zombie.”

			I stepped around the computer chair for a better look as a red hatchback swerved into the street. You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know it was going too fast to take the corner. It bumped over the curb, the impact slowing it slightly, and barrelled along the white line in the middle of the road.

			Darren yelped and jumped back, startled.

			The car sped past us. It roared over the grass verge into a driveway where it hit another car, shunting it into a garage door. The door crumpled in a shriek of metal. A car alarm blared briefly, then whined to a stop. The street was quiet again.

			We ran along the footpath making for the wreck, me push­ing Grandma and Ava, and Darren grappling with Cody.

			“Bump-ity, bump-ity,” Ava said.

			Opposite the crash site, I parked the computer chair to dash over the road. Darren grabbed my arm. “Seb,” he said. “Don’t go over there. Don’t you know anything? A crash like that? The fuel lines are bound to be severed. The whole thing could explode at any second.”

			I looked across the road at the car sandwich. “I have to,” I said. “Whoever it is, we have to help them.”

			“It’s too dangerous,” Darren said. 

			We looked at the crashed cars. There was no movement. No sound. Didn’t explosions always happen within seconds of impact? I thought of the video game—Bastion Axestone strolling away while the car went up in smoke behind him. It’d taken us a few minutes to get here. Surely, if the cars were going to explode, they would’ve done it by now?

			“I’m going in,” I said. “Look after these two.” Not waiting for Darren’s reply, I sprinted across the road.

			“Seb,” Grandma called after me. “Be careful.”

			“Careful,” echoed Ava.

			I tiptoed through the chunks of glass, keeping an eye out for smoke. The car in the middle was crushed like a coke can. I peered through the space where the back window used to be. The seat was squished and littered with glass, but I couldn’t see any passengers.

			Turning to the hatchback, I threw open the door. Air bags oozed out of the gap. The driver was a man about Dad’s age, his face as white as the foam on Ava’s fluffies.

			“You okay?” I said.

			Dazed, he nodded.

			He was conscious, at least. “Let’s get you out of there,” I said. But the shock of the crash must have affected him because he made no move to get out of the car. It was as if he’d forgotten what to do.

			Suddenly, I thought I smelled petrol. It occurred to me that I might’ve imagined it. A subliminal thingy because Darren had warned me the car might explode. But what if it wasn’t? What if there really was a fuel leak? I had to get the driver out.

			I stooped and, whipping a piece of stray metal off the driveway, I plunged it into the airbag, freeing him from the billowing cushion. I pushed the floppy fabric out of the way and unclipped his safety belt, taking his arm to pull him out.

			He shook me off. “Wait!” he said. “I have to get…” He leaned sideways, plunging underneath the passenger airbag, searching the foot-well on the far side of the car. “Where are you?” he said, his voice urgent.

			Who was he looking for? A baby? A pet? Without a seat­belt they would’ve been hurled forward, possibly hitting the windscreen in the crash. Had the airbag saved them from injury? But the hood of the car was totally mangled, crammed against the vehicle in front.

			“Quickly!” I said, fighting the urge to run back across the road.

			The man moved his arms, feeling for something.

			I held my breath. Come on, come on…

			“There you are!” he said finally, relief in his voice. I was pretty relieved myself.

			Beaming, he sat up.

			My heart sank. It was his phone. He unplugged it from the charging station.

			“How am I supposed to charge it now?” he said, already tapping at the tiny screen. He clambered out of the car. Dumbfounded, I stepped back to let him pass. The man stagg­er­ed away.

			I’d braved an explosion just so he could save his phone? And now he was going to leave? I ran after him, plucking at his jacket. He didn’t stop, so I ran around him. Facing him, I raised my hand. “Hey, who are you? What’s going on? You can’t just walk off as if nothing’s happened. You’ve been in an accident!”

			The man stared at me blankly. “An accident?” he said.

			I didn’t get a chance to reply. The car exploded.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

		

		
			The force of the blast threw me across the next driveway. I landed on my back on the grass with my breath whooshed out of me. It was as if an Olympic power lifter had dropped a loaded barbell on my chest. I lay there, sucking in air and looking at the sky, surprised at how normal and sky-like it was.

			Across the road, Grandma and Darren were screaming, “Seb!” Ava was shouting, “Hot! Hot!” Even Cody was whimp­ering.

			Rolling over, I pushed myself to my knees and checked my body for stray flesh wounds. “I’m okay. I’m fine,” I said, giving them all a reassuring wave, but already Darren was stepping into the road, pulling Cody with him.

			A bit shaky, I stood up. The red hatchback had been obliterated. Fire licked though its blackened carcass, dark smoke spooling into the air. I sucked in my breath. I’d been that close to dying!

			Beside me, the driver of the hatchback was getting to his feet too. He had a nick below his ear. A random bit of car must have hit him in the blast. Blood dribbled down his neck and inside the collar of his shirt. He was pale. Trembling.

			“Are you okay?” I said, my own knees wobbling.

			“My phone! I can’t find my phone.” Stricken, he cast his eyes around frantically for the mobile.

			I felt a stab of anger. Who cared about his stupid phone? Moments ago, metres from where we were standing now, two cars had just gone up in flames. Somebody might have been seriously hurt. Incinerated.

			Me, for example.

			“Please, help me find it,” the man pleaded.

			“It’s over there,” I said, pointing to the gutter. The man ran over and snatched at the phone, lifting it out of the muck as if it was the magic chalice from a fantasy movie. He checked the screen, his face relaxing when he saw it was intact. Thumbs sliding over the display, he gave a sigh. Straight away, it was as if I wasn’t even there.

			Darren joined me. He grabbed me by the arm. “Seb? You okay?” he said, looking me over. I think he was really worried.

			“Yeah.” I tilted my head at the driver of the hatchback. “I was wrong. The driver can’t help us.”

			“Another zombie?”

			I nodded. “Completely obsessed. He can’t help himself. It’s pathetic.”

			We watched as the man lurched away, heading down Hulme Street, obsessed with his phone.

			“They’re all infected, aren’t they?” Darren said gloomily.

			I had a sudden thought. Maybe not.

			“Come on!”

			Sprinting forward, I caught up with the driver. Before he had a chance to react, I yanked the phone out of his hands.

			“Hey! Give that back,” he protested. He lunged at me, his face dripping blood.

			I ducked, wheeling to stay out of his clutches, the phone huddled against my chest. “Darren, let the dog go!” I shouted, evading another lunge from the zombie.

			Darren didn’t have to be told twice. He dropped the leash and Cody bounded over.

			“Cody, intruder,” I commanded, pointing my finger at the man, who was still swiping at me, trying to snatch back his precious phone.

			Immediately, Cody pulled his lips back, baring his teeth. He growled low in the back of his throat. It was Cody’s only trick. He’d never actually bitten anyone—he was more of a big baby than a bully—but his vicious guard dog impression was scary enough to make the guy back off.

			“Okay, okay. Call your dog off, kid. All I want is my property,” the man said. He took a step backwards, his hands outstretched to ward off the dog. Cody growled again.

			Cody had the situation under control, so I turned my attention to the mobile.

			“Seb, I don’t think you should touch it,” Darren warned. “My mum, your parents, Jason—they’re all using a device. If you use that phone, you could become a zombie too.”

			“But there’s been an explosion. An emergency. If there are any adults left—any not affected by the subliminal quotient—where do you think they’ll be?”

			Darren shrugged. “The FBI?”

			For a smart guy, sometimes Darren can be pretty dense. Shaking my head, I punched in the number for Emergency Services and raised the phone to my ear. The dial tone bleeped as I waited for an operator to ask what service I required: police, fire or ambulance.

			“My phone. Come on, give it back,” whined the driver of the burned out hatchback. Cody pulled back his lips and rumbled in response.

			I waited.

			No one answered.

			Sighing, I cancelled the call and handed the driver back his phone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

		

		
			We trudged home. Grandma, Cody and Ava went inside, but Darren and I lingered on the deck.

			Plonking himself down on the orange computer chair, Darren swivelled left and right, the castors bumping on the deck. “I should get home, too,” he said. “I need to check on Mum—make her eat something.”

			I nodded, expecting him to head off, but Darren didn’t stand up, just kept on twirling. I could tell he wasn’t keen to leave, but what choice was there? Until this zombie-thing was sorted, it was up to us to look after everyone.

			“Thanks for helping me with Grandma,” I said.

			“No worries.”

			“If I get a chance, I’ll do some research on the Zombie Apocalypse game tonight—see if I can reverse its effects.”

			Darren stopped his spinning and stood up. “Don’t do it, Seb. Please.”

			I kicked at the edge of the deck with the front of my trainer. “I have to, Darren. Talia thinks this is all my fault.”

			“It’s too risky,” he said, shaking his head. “What if you turn into a zombie too?”

			Grinning, I pretended to be a zombie, extending my arms and shuffling towards him, dragging one foot behind me. “Feed me, feed me,” I slurred.

			Darren shoved me away. “Cut it out, Seb. I’m serious.”

			I dropped my arms. “What? I’ll be fine. Nothing happened when I used that guy’s phone.”

			“That’s different. You only used it for a second, and to make a phone call. You weren’t connected to the net.” He gazed over the rooftops at the setting sun.

			“Well, there has to be something we can do.”

			Stepping off the deck, Darren took his bike helmet off his handlebars, stuffed it on his head, and clicked it under his chin. “We could sleep on it. It’s what my mum always says. Things might be better in the morning.”

			I walked with him as he wheeled his bike down to the road. “Yeah, maybe,” I said. It was a desperate hope. Flicking my chin upwards, I said, “See you tomorrow?”

			“Yeah.”

			I waited until he turned into Snodgrass Avenue before I lifted the garage door. The roller rumbled and creaked. Jason didn’t turn, although he had to have heard it. Like a gargoyle, he was hunched over his laptop. His shoulders must ache something terrible. I lowered the roller door—it grumbled the last few centimetres—and made my way to the back of the garage.

			Lifting the headphones away from Jason’s left ear, I spoke into the gap. “Jase.”

			“Hmm?”

			I slipped the headphones down around his neck. “Time to come in, man. It’s getting late,” I said.

			He shrugged me off, promptly putting the headphones back on again. “For crying out loud, Seb. I wish you’d get off my back. I wish you’d all get off my back,” he snarled. “Can’t you see I’m working here? I said I’d come in, and I will. Just leave me alone!” He shook his head angrily and went back to his tapping.

			Yes, but Jase, you said you’d come in three hours ago.

			I realised that tactic wasn’t going to work. I couldn’t leave him in the garage. He’d already been here one night. But I couldn’t force him to come inside either. In a play-fight, Jase could get me in a headlock and plastered to the floor faster than a champion speed-eater scoffs a hotdog. I’d have to coax him somehow.

			I watched him for a moment, sitting there at the back of the garage amongst Dad’s old golf clubs, his fishing rod, and a shelf of half-used paint cans. Mesmerised, Jason tapped at his laptop. He was completely hooked. Hooked. That was it! I would lure him inside using the laptop as bait.

			I unplugged the computer at the wall. Immediately, its battery kicked in.

			Now for the headphones.

			I pulled the headphone cable from its socket and braced myself for my brother’s reaction.

			“Hey!” Jason hollered. “Cut that out. I was using those.”

			“It’s okay, Jase. It’s only for a minute. That’s what I came to tell you. Mum says you can work in the kitchen tonight,” I fibbed.

			“She did?” Jason looked puzzled.

			“Uh-huh. She’s even cleared a space for you at the table.” I picked up the laptop. “We should probably go in—you know, take advantage of the offer—before she changes her mind.”

			With the laptop open and glowing like a fairground, I walked backwards towards the garage’s side door. Not certain my plan would work, I walked slowly, keeping the laptop enticingly within arm’s reach, as if teasing a kitten with a piece of string.

			Jason stood up and pushed back his chair. Sluggish from two days spent bent over his computer, he lurched forward, his arms outstretched to keep his balance. It was working. I almost whooped with joy.

			Jason shuffled closer.

			I retreated.

			He ambled forward.

			I took a pace backwards.

			It was as awkward as the ballroom dance lessons Mr Dunn had us doing for rainy-day PE, but step-by-step, we edged towards the door. I slowed to switch off the garage light with my elbow. Then, barely daring to check my feet, I stepped down the two stairs to the path.

			Jason kept coming, his eyes mesmerised by the laptop. But he wasn’t watching where he was going—

			“Watch out for the step!” I shrieked.

			Too late. Jason tumbled out of the garage and down the stairs. He thrust his hands forward to brace his fall, his wrist turning inward as it struck the path. I listened for the crack of bone, but if there was one, it was drowned out by Jason’s grunt.

			I put the laptop down on the path and rushed over.

			“Are you okay?” Slipping my arm inside his, I helped him to his feet.

			“Is it broken?” he said, reaching out his hand. He didn’t mean his wrist. Like the driver of the hatchback, he only cared about his laptop. He was nothing like the Jason I knew. It was like his brain had been invaded by aliens or something. It was tragic.

			“Mind the hands,” he used to tell us. “These hands are my ticket to fame and fortune. Just you wait and see,” and he would drop to his knees, jamming an air guitar and lip-synching the closing bars of some imaginary stadium anthem to make his point. The real Jason was prissy about injuring his hands. Even used it as an excuse to get out of washing the saucepans once. And to dodge the yard work more than once. But not zombie Jason. His wrist sprained, maybe broken, and his palm grazed and seeping blood, all this Jason cared about was his cyber-fix.

			“The laptop’s fine,” I replied, stooping to pick it up. 

			Jason grasped at the air, trying to grab the device. I walked backwards again. Towing him along by a cyber-thread, I led my zombie brother up to the house.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

		

		
			Warm yellow light greeted me when I opened the door. Grandma was cooking dinner, Ava was playing with her puzzle on the floor, and Cody was pushing an empty juice box with his nose. Everything looked almost ordinary.

			But Dad was gone.

			“Where’s Dad?” I asked, setting the laptop up at Jason’s usual place at the table.

			At the bench chopping vegetables, Grandma turned. “I think he might’ve just popped to the loo,” she said.

			My heart doing loop-de-loops, I plugged in the laptop, adjusted the screen and helped Jason to sit down. Dad had left the table. Maybe he’d snapped out of the fog he’d been in earlier. Logged off? Gone up to get dressed? I hardly dared to hope.

			I was about to go looking for him when Grandma crossed the room and put her hand on my back. “I’m pleased you came to fetch me, Seb,” she said softly. “It was the right thing to do. This virus is nastier than I thought. Your father barely even noticed I was here.”

			My shoulders sagged. So there hadn’t been a miracle after all. Dad wasn’t cured. Wherever he was, he was still behaving like a zombie. I felt like I’d dropped a double scoop ice cream on the footpath.

			Jason groaned and clutched his head in his hands. This time, I wasn’t fooled. I checked his laptop. Ha, I was right—the laptop had decided to re-start and he couldn’t bear the wait. He could’ve been one of those Pavlova dogs Darren had told me about. The ones in that famous experiment where the scientist made them wait for their food. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Jason started drooling. He was already whining and twitching.

			Grandma’s face though, crumpled in concern. “Not you too, darling?” she crooned as if Jason were a baby. She wiped her wet fingers on a tea towel, and put the back of her hand on Jason’s forehead, checking his temperature. “You’re not too hot, at least.”

			Jason ignored her. His computer had rebooted. He put his headphones on, punched in his password and went back to his tapping.

			Grandma shook her head wistfully. “Such a nasty bug. I suspect they all have dreadful headaches.” She nodded towards Jason’s headphones. “I checked on your mother a moment ago—took her up a cup of tea and an aspirin. I’ve never seen Grace looking quite so grey. I tried to get her to come away from her work, but you know your mother. So dedicated to her job.”

			Ava patted Grandma on the arm. I hadn’t seen her toddle over. “Jason’s gotta owie,” she said.

			I’d completely forgotten about his tumble outside, but it was all Ava could see. With her head at table height, she had a slug’s-eye view of Jason’s palms hovering over his keyboard. That, and up his nose.

			“Yeah, he…um…had a bit of a dizzy spell on the way in and tripped on the path,” I explained to Grandma.

			“We are in the wars today, aren’t we?” said Grandma, turning one of Jason’s hands over for a closer look.

			Jason snatched his hand away. “Ouch!”

			“We’d best get these grazes cleaned up,” Grandma said. “Seb, could you grab the First Aid kit, please?”

			“Right,” I said, turning on my heel and scuttling for the hall, pleased for a chance to look for Dad.

			The door to the downstairs bathroom was firmly closed. “Dad?” I knocked a couple of times. “Dad, are you in there?”

			“Yep, I’m here,” Dad called. He sounded pretty normal.

			“Grandma needs the First Aid kit.” Moving closer, I lay my hands flat on the door.

			“No worries. I’ll be out in a sec,” he replied.

			Really? Out in a sec. Out in a sec. Why did everyone say that? I knew for sure he wouldn’t be. It’s exactly what Jason had said. It was getting on my nerves.

			Muffled noises sounded on the other side of the door. Something was going on in there. I squeezed my ear flat against the door, part of me hoping to hear Dad on the loo and part of me grossed out at the thought of it. I closed my eyes and concentrated on listening…

			Tap, tap, tap.

			I sighed. Dad had his tablet in there.

			“Dad, I—”

			“Keep your pants on, Seb. I’ll be out shortly,” he said.

			I tried the door. It was locked. There was nothing I could do. For all I knew, Dad might spend the rest of his life in the loo.

			I left him to it, storming through the kitchen, and grabbing the ute keys from the hook by the back door.

			“Seb?” Grandma asked.

			“In a second!”

			I let the door slam behind me. As soon as the cool air hit me, I felt bad. I shouldn’t have snapped at Grandma. None of this was her fault. It’s just this whole thing was doing my head in. I needed her help and she didn’t get it. She couldn’t see what was happening right under her nose. Ava was only two and she understood, for all the good that did me. I felt like Robinson Crusoe.

			Still, stressing wasn’t going to help anything. 

			I took a few deep breaths to calm myself, then went out to the ute and rummaged under the retrofitted bench seat, feeling for the green canvas kit. I grabbed it, locking the ute before going back inside.

			The warm glow of the kitchen greeted me. Dad was back at his seat at the table, his tablet propped up where it had been for most of the day. Grandma was at the bench, dishing up.

			I sat next to Jason and swabbed his injured palm with anti­septic.

			He swatted me away. “Get off!” he snapped, but I snatched at his hand, patting the bandage on before he had a chance to jerk it back. Scowling, he turned back to his computer. I packed up and put the kit on the bench.

			“Dinnertime,” Grandma announced, sliding a steaming plate in front of Dad.

			I lifted Ava into her high chair. For once, she didn’t complain, slipping into her seat like bread into the toaster.

			“Will you run upstairs and get your mum please, love?” Grandma said.

			I couldn’t bring Mum downstairs for dinner. Not without Darren’s help anyway. Too dangerous. Look what’d happened to Jason when he’d attempted just two steps. To get downstairs, Mum would have to tackle sixteen of them. It’d be like descending Mount Everest in slippers. She might not survive. Instead, I went into the hall, stood there for a few minutes, before coming back.

			“Mum said to thank you for cooking, Grandma, but she’s feeling too ill to come down. She asked if you’d mind if she ate in her room.”

			“Grace won’t come down? My goodness, she must be feeling awful. Yes, of course she can eat upstairs. You can take her up something after you’ve eaten.”

			Grandma handed me a plate.

			Liver and onions. I tried not to gag. Liver and onions in dark gravy with mashed potato and boiled cabbage to be precise. Mountains of it.

			“Good hearty food for when you’re under the weather,” Grandma said, sitting in Mum’s spot beside Ava’s high chair. She touched the tip of Ava’s nose with her finger. “And for growing girls and boys.”

			I shuddered. What was I going to do? Grandma hated it when we wasted food. If nobody ate it, Grandma would make me eat the leftovers until they were finished. It could take days. I picked up my fork, my heart filled with dread.

			But something amazing happened. Dad was digging into his meal with gusto. Even Jason was eating it, and he hates liver as much as I do. Tonight, Jason was wolfing it down as if he hadn’t eaten in ages, which wasn’t too far from the truth. To be fair, I’m not sure either of them actually tasted what they were eating. They just ladled the food in, their mouths opening and closing like goldfish, their eyes on their devices. It almost made me wish I was a zombie. I pushed the disgusting concoction around my plate.

			“Seb, is something wrong, love? Don’t you like it?”

			“Just not very hungry, Grandma. I had a big lunch,” I said.

			Grandma gave a little hum. “I hope you’re not coming down with this virus, too.”

			Ava flung a piece of liver. It scudded across the floor leaving a greasy gravy trail. Cody raced over, his nails clicking on the floorboards, and gobbled it up. I admired Ava’s cunning. Cody will eat anything, so long as it’s not Marmite. 

			“Yucky,” she said.

			“Ava!” Grandma tut-tutted, pulling one of those exagg­erated mock frowns which don’t fool anyone, especially not Ava, who threw a second piece of meat over the side of her highchair for Cody.

			“Ava!” Grandma exclaimed. “That’s not very nice.”

			Not very nice? It was inhumane. Bordering on cruelty to animals. But with her attention on Ava, Grandma wasn’t watching me. Quickly, I slid my hunk of liver on to Dad’s plate. Just as quickly, Dad stabbed it with his fork and folded it into his mouth.

			Yes! It was gone.

			I probably should’ve felt guilty.

			“It’s good for you, Ava. Eat it up,” Grandma was saying.

			Ava looked at me and grinned. “Daddy eat it,” she said, and leaning over she plopped her last piece of liver on Dad’s plate.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

		

		
			After cooking dinner for all of us, Grandma was tired. 

			“Can you manage if I go up to bed?” she said, wiping her hands on a tea towel.

			I nodded. “Yup.” 

			“Ava too? Is that all right?”

			“Yes, Grandma.” It really was all right. If Grandma was upstairs, she wouldn’t see me scrape the leftover dinner into the rubbish bin.

			“Well, if you’re sure, I might head up then. Get my beauty sleep.” She gave Ava a kiss on the top of her head. “Nightie-night, my darlings.”

			“Night, Grandma,” I replied.

			When Grandma had gone, I lifted Ava out of her high chair and gave her a chocolate digestive to munch on while I cleared the table.

			Yawning, I picked up a plate. I was pretty wasted myself. So much had happened today that this morning felt like centuries ago. I could hardly keep my eyes open. I put the plate down. I’d better put Ava to bed first, and do these later.

			Cody was chasing Ava about the lounge after her biscuit, and in her rush to get away Ava had smeared chocolate on the arm of the sofa. Grabbing a sponge, I wiped it off. Oh no, chocolate lip prints on Mum’s cushions. More sponging. A chocolate handprint on the wall. It was like following Hansel and Gretel through the forest, only the breadcrumbs were chocolate stains. I had to stop her. I did the first thing that jumped into my head.

			“Ava, hands on heads,” I commanded.

			Ava froze, patting her head, the way they do at toddler music class.

			I sighed. She was standing still, but now she had chocolate in her hair. Kneeling, I prised the mushy bit of biscuit out of her hand and scrubbed her palms one at a time with the sponge.

			Pooh! She smelled like my used football gear after it’s been left in my bag all weekend. On top of that, there was a whiff of cheese crackers and pee. She was going to need a bath.

			I glanced at Dad, hoping for a last minute rescue, but he was curled over his computer. Nothing had changed. I looked at Jason. The same. It’s just I was so tired. Maybe Ava could last another day? No one ever died from a bad smell, right? But babies and toddlers aren’t as tough as other people. Dad had explained it to me once. He said it took time to build up the internal weapons people needed for germ warfare. Just fighting off a common cold needed advanced weaponry. I couldn’t risk Ava getting sick. Not on top of everything else. I had to give her a bath.

			I stood up. I’d got her to stop moving, hadn’t I? Stopped the spread of chocolate. I could stop the spread of germs, too. All it took was a bit of cunning. I needed to make bath-time fun…

			“Dooooo the hokey-cokey,” I said in a sing-song voice. “Dooooo the hokey-cokey…”

			I left her jiggling her hips while I ran to the hall cupboard and hauled out the swimming box. I dragged it into the lounge.

			Ava was still dancing. “…and turn awound.” She had to be getting dizzy by now.

			“Hey Ava. Want to go swimming?” I lifted the crumpled plastic paddling pool out of the box.

			Ava stopped twirling and eyed me warily. “Now?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			She jumped up and down on the spot. “Swim-ming, swim-ming,” she chanted.

			“Okay, just let me blow up the paddling pool,” I said putting the nozzle to my lips. I huffed and I puffed like the big bad wolf. Huffed and puffed some more. I stopped blowing and took a look at the pool. That was it? After all that blowing? It looked like a shrivelled up apple. This was going to take positively ages.

			“Swim-ming, swim-ming.” Ava danced around me.

			I took some deep breaths and started blowing again. More puffing. Still more. Thank goodness it was only a small pool. Only half way and my cheeks burned, my fingers aching from squeezing the plastic valve open. Nearly there.

			“There,” I announced triumphantly, when I finally got the pool blown up. “I did it.” Exhausted and slightly woozy, I lay the inflated pool on the floor.

			Ava had wandered away to the toy box. She rushed over and stepped into the pool.

			I laughed. “It needs water in it first, Goofy,” I said. “And we have to get your clothes off. Come on, out you get.”

			Ava got out and I slid the pool along the floor into the kitchen. As soon as it stopped moving, Cody jumped in.

			“Hey, not you too. Come on. Out!”

			Cody jumped out, then jumped back in again, exploring this new thing on the kitchen floor. I started to worry he’d pop it with his nails. Ava jiggled, impatient to get in. She ran to the swimming box and got out a toy boat.

			“Swim time,” she said, running back to float it in the empty pool.

			Hurrying to get the shower hose Dad uses for washing Cody, I attached it to the kitchen tap and turned it on, sloshing lukewarm water into the pool. That did it. Cody slunk away, squeezing behind the toy box. He hated baths as much as much as Ava.

			“Not yet, Ava,” I warned.

			I turned off the tap and helped her out of her clothes. But now that the pool was full, Ava clutched at me, trying to use my body like a ladder. Hmmm. The pool looked too much like a bath—a bath in middle of the kitchen floor, but still a bath. I needed her to make her think she was going swimming.

			“Hey, I know what we forgot—your floaties,” I said, pulling her off me.

			She chewed her bottom lip and nodded.

			I got a pair of floaties out of the box.

			“These nice pink ones?”

			Ava nodded.

			The floaties had deflated since the last time she’d used them. I was going to have to do more blowing. I felt my shoulders slump. My lungs were still burning from blowing up the pool!

			“Hurry,” Ava said.

			I breathed deeply and blew into the floaty.

			One breath.

			Two.

			Three.

			Ava ran to the pool, patted the toy boat, and came back again.

			Four.

			Five.

			Six.

			Done. I pushed the lid on, and started on the other floaty.

			One breath.

			Two…

			When I finally got them inflated, the floaties looked like two huge pieces of candied popcorn.

			Ava held out her arm. I tried to squeeze the first one on. It wouldn’t go. Her skin was too sticky against the plastic. I couldn’t slip it past her elbow. I shoved harder.

			“Owie, Seb!” Ava complained.

			How did Dad do this?

			I had a sudden brainwave, something I’d seen on a Busy Buses cartoon. A bus had been stuck under a bridge and a boy suggested they let some air out of the tyres. That’s what I’d do. I’d let some air out. I flicked open the valve, then quickly stoppered it again, only I couldn’t get the lid back on in time. The floaty deflated.

			I know exactly how it feels.

			“Swimming!” Ava demanded.

			“Yes, yes, just give me a sec.” I pushed the floaty up her arm and crouched to blow it up. Excited, Ava wiggled, and I had to let go.

			“Keep still!” I moaned. “Hands on heads.” Eventually, both floaties were inflated and in the right place on her arms. “Okay, you can get in now.”

			Ava bounded in, sinking the boat and slopping water all over the kitchen floor. At least she was in the water. It was a start. Now it was just a matter of getting her clean. I didn’t dare use soap in case she realised she was having a bath, and anyway, I couldn’t leave her in the pool while I went to get it from the bathroom. It was the Golden Rule of Bathing Babies: you couldn’t leave them. Ever.

			I needed another strategy. Ava got out of the bath and ran to the swimming box, leaving giant pools of water behind her. She rummaged around a bit, water dripping everywhere, and pulled out her goggles.

			“Help, peas,” she said, handing the goggles to me. I slipped them over her head and adjusted the eye pieces for her. She got back in the pool, pretending to dive under the waves. I had an idea. I’d squirt some dishwashing liquid into the pool. It cleaned dishes, why wouldn’t it work on babies? She had her goggles on, so the soap shouldn’t hurt her eyes. I took the bottle off the bench, squeezed a squirt of green liquid into the water and waited for the tantrum. Ava didn’t notice. If Dad and Jason saw me, they didn’t let on.

			I sat on a kitchen chair and watched as Ava played in the pool.

			She pretended to be an elephant blowing water through her trunk. She lay back on her back and kicked her feet. Water sploshed everywhere. So there was a bit of water on the floor. Who cares? I’d got Ava to take a bath without her throwing a tantrum. I was a hero.

			“Hey Dad, would you look at that?” I whispered.

			“Yeah great,” Dad murmured, not bothering to lift his eyes from the screen. I should have been mad, but I was too tired, and someone had to watch Ava.

			Cody’s nose touched my knee and I jerked awake. It wasn’t Cody’s nose. It was Ava. She’d created a tidal wave, the breaker splashing on my legs. She was still in the pool. Technically, I’d broken the Golden Rule of Bathing Babies. What if something had happened to her? Ava was all I had left.

			“Ava, time to get out,” I said.

			“Nooo, Seb.”

			“Yes, the pool is closing. It’s time to go, now.”

			“No, no, no, no, no.” She stamped her foot, sending water flying, then turned her back on me.

			Uh-oh. Melt-down alert. “Ava, if you get out now, I’ll read you a story,” I said. It was Mum and Dad’s favourite strategy. Mum calls it bribery. Dad calls it an incentive.

			Whatever—it worked.

			Ava stepped out of the bath. I dried her off with a couple of tea towels and used two more to mop up some of the water. Dressed in clean pyjamas from the laundry, Ava smelled all lemony.

			“Go and choose a story,” I said, lugging the paddling pool toward the sliding door. Ava scampered off to the bookcase.

			The pool was heavy and awkward. It squished into a banana shape as I dragged it across the hardwood floors, water sloshing everywhere. I was so tired, I was staggering about as if I’d just finished a marathon. The plastic squeaked, soapy water plopped over the side, and I accidentally bashed my elbow on the door frame. Neither Jason nor Dad got up to help me shift it. Not that I expected them to, but geez it would’ve been nice. After a lot of shunting and shoving, I finally got the pool outside, heaving it sideways so it could drain on the lawn. Standing on the deck with my hands on my knees, I caught my breath.

			When I came in, Ava was waiting for me on the sofa with her book. I was about to join her when I stopped, went back and locked all the doors. You couldn’t be too careful. Who knew what the zombies would do at night?

			At last, I flopped beside Ava, exhausted. Cody licked at the arm of the sofa, probably hoping there was still chocolate there. I realised I hadn’t fed him. I hadn’t done the dishes either. They were still piled up on the kitchen bench. And I’d promised to read to Ava. I yawned again. All I wanted to do was crash.

			“Just one story, okay?” I told Ava.

			Ava spread the sofa throw over both our knees and patted it flat. She opened her book of fairy tales to the first page. My eyelids drooped.

			“Once upon a time…” Ava said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12

		

		
			Bastion Axestone strode through the rubble, pulverising zombie after zombie with his trusty bazooka. Dust swirled. The street was littered with fallen bodies, but zombies are slow learners and they kept coming. Bastion didn’t break his stride. He’d barely even broken a sweat. The guy was a legend.

			A girl ran up to him, chased by a horde of ragged shufflers. She thumped on his chest, pummelling him with clenched fists. “Please! You have to help me.”

			Wordlessly, Bastion turned and shot the lock off a nearby door, the rifle’s booms ringing out over the grunts and scuffs of the zombies. The door swung open.

			“Quick, get in,” Bastion said.

			The girl hurried inside. The door closed, but now the lock was broken, the wood about it splintered and charred. If he wanted to save the girl, he would have to stop the zombies himself. Bastion put his back to the door, and, like Horatio at the bridge, faced the shambling mob. They were close now. Their sunken eyes fixed on him. A seething mass of torn clothing and open wounds, they lumbered forward. There was no time to raise his rifle. The lead zombie lunged in a flurry of fists and hair. Hands closed around Bastion’s neck, choking him…

			What?!

			Straddling my chest and with one hand on my neck, half-choking me, Ava thrust her face into mine. “Seb!”

			I pushed her off me, shuffling her sideways onto the couch. “What’s the matter?” I said. I sat up, the sofa throw slipping to the floor. Sun flooded through the windows.

			“Visitor,” said Ava.

			She followed me to the front door.

			“It’s me,” Darren’s voice called from the other side.

			I opened the door. He had his mother with him, and Talia too.

			“Um…hi,” I said, flattening my hair with my hand. He could’ve warned me he was bringing Talia, but I could guess why he hadn’t. Darren was more cautious than a kitten at a dog park. He wouldn’t have wanted to use the phone in case he got the virus, too.

			“So much for sleeping on it,” Darren said, pushing his way inside. “I hoped we might be lucky, that it might just be a short-term thing, but nothing’s changed. Mum’s been on her phone all night.”

			I stood back as Talia guided Darren’s mum—who was still texting—over the step, then closed the door before Ava could attempt an escape.

			Darren stopped in the middle of the lounge. Eyes wide, he glanced about. “What happened to your house?” he exclaimed.

			I followed his gaze, to the kitchen where greasy pots and plates were heaped by the sink, to Ava’s grubby clothes and the soggy tea towels in a heap on the floor, the swimming box in the middle of the lounge, a pair of goggles, a flipper and a plastic snorkel spewing over the side, the first aid kit on the bench, the big slops of water everywhere, and Dad and Jason still in a trance at the table.

			“I… I—”

			“Give him a break, Darren,” Talia cut in. She led Mrs Howard around the box of swimming stuff and settled her on the sofa. “You’ve only had one person to worry about. Poor Seb’s had to look after his whole family, including Ava.”

			Exactly. I couldn’t have said it better. Darren had no idea the level of responsibility I’d had to endure. There was Grandma, Dad, Jason, Ava, Mum…

			Mum!

			Oh no. I’d forgotten to take her up her dinner. It was still on a plate in the microwave where Grandma had left it. Cold liver and onions. I almost gagged thinking about it. But Mum might eat it. She hadn’t had anything in over a day.

			Talia was giving Cody a good scratch behind his ears. “And you had to be fed too, didn’t you, boy?” she said, screwing up her nose.

			Whoops.

			Happily, Cody’s tail thumped on the floor. I exhaled in relief. At least, I could count on Cody not to give anything away. I’d have to remember to feed him this morning.

			“Sorry, Seb,” said Darren, sinking onto the sofa beside his mum. “I wasn’t thinking.”

			Talia took Ava by the hand. “I think Ava needs changing,” she said to me. “I can do it if you like?”

			“That would… I can… I’ll need to show you where the changing table is.” I stumbled over the words.

			“That’s okay,” Talia said. “Ava can show me. Can’t you, Ava?” Ava nodded and they disappeared upstairs.

			I turned on Darren. “Why didn’t you tell me you were bringing Talia? You’re supposed to give a guy some warning before you bring the prettiest girl in school to his house.”

			“The prettiest? Talia? But Penny’s…” he mumbled, clearly struggling to come up with an excuse.

			I fumed into the kitchen, Darren trailing me.

			“Look, Seb, it’s not my fault she’s here,” he said. “I ran into her on the way and she insisted on coming. She’d been to Sunnynook to check on the residents.”

			“She must be really desperate to get that badge,” I said, scooping a cup of dog food into Cody’s bowl. Thankfully, Talia wasn’t here to see how ravenous he was. I handed Darren Cody’s water bowl.

			“She said she’d wanted to check something,” Darren said, using the shower hose attachment to fill the bowl. “Turns out the Sunnynook oldies—most of them anyway—haven’t been affected. Just the staff.”

			“How does that help us?” I said, stepping sideways to avoid the spray from the tap.

			“It proves whatever’s going on has something to do with the game software, doesn’t it? Or with the internet.” He turned off the tap and put the water bowl on the floor for Cody.

			“How do you figure that?”

			“Well, because old people aren’t really that connected to the Internet, are they? Not as much as everyone else. They’re too busy playing bridge, going to Zumba classes, knitting baby booties, going to book club. Keeping themselves busy.”

			“I suppose.” What he was saying made sense. Grandma didn’t do Zumba, but she was a member of the gardening club and she liked ballroom dancing. Move it or lose it was one of her favourite sayings.

			I tipped some Honey Puffs into two bowls—one for Dad and one for Jason—and slid the bowls onto the table. I gave the cereal packet a shake.

			“What about your mum?” I tilted my head towards Mrs Howard, who was texting on the sofa.

			Darren shook his head. “Nah, that’s okay. I already gave Mum some toast.” He leaned in to me and lowered his voice. “She ate it like a robot. Like that.” He pointed to Dad and Jason, who were scarfing their cereal.

			Before this happened, Dad would have gone off at me if he saw me eating like that.

			Before all this happened…

			I pulled my shoulders back. “We’re going to sort this,” I said.

			“But Seb,” Darren whispered, his lower lip quivering. “What if we don’t?”

			I didn’t get to reply because Talia came downstairs, Grand­ma and Ava with her. Wearing her Dora the Explorer t-shirt and a pair of leggings, Ava jumped the last step.

			“Jumpity-jump,” she said as she landed.

			“Good morning!” Grandma said cheerily to Mrs Howard. Darren’s mum didn’t reply. I’d never known her to be so quiet, or so rude.

			Grandma frowned.

			“Um… I’m sorry, Mrs MacKay,” Darren said, bustling over and resting a hand on his mum’s shoulder. “Mum isn’t herself today.”

			Grandma’s face softened into friendly wrinkles. “It’s this dreadful virus, isn’t it? Seb’s dad has exactly been the same. Blocked sinuses mucking with their hearing, I think. Good thing you three are all well.” She hugged Ava to her side. “And my wee Ava, of course.” Taking Ava’s hand, she swung her arm backwards and forwards a couple of times. “Speaking of which, hadn’t you three better get off to school?”

			Darren’s head snapped up. Talia threw me a wary look.

			“Um—”

			“Now, I know you’re all worried,” Grandma said firmly, “but you still need to go to school. It’s like the man said, education is your passport to the future.”

			“I have to get Ava and Mum their breakfast,” I said.

			“No, you don’t. I can look after things here. And keep an eye on your mum too, Darren.”

			Darren gripped the back of a chair. Talia bit her lip.

			“The thing is…the thing is…” I spluttered. The thing is what? That our teacher Mrs Pike was probably a zombie. That the coach Mr Davies was definitely a zombie. That the chances of school being open today were zilcho because every single adult we knew, maybe every adult on the planet—with the exception of some scattered-brained octogenarians—had been turned into zombies. School was the least of our worries. If something didn’t happen to reverse the effects of the virus soon, we might never have to go to school again. “The thing is…there’s a late start today,” I blurted.

			“Yes, that’s right, Mrs Mackay,” Darren chimed in quickly. “We don’t need to be there until late today. It’s a teacher-only morning. For teacher training.”

			I smirked. “And some of them really need it.”

			“Seb,” Grandma scolded.

			Grinning, I grabbed the Honey Puff box and rolled my eyes, signalling to Darren and Talia to meet me outside on the deck.

			“Right then, let’s get you some toast, shall we, Ava?” Grandma said as I was closing the door. “What on earth is all this water on the floor?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13

		

		
			On the deck, Darren perched on the orange computer chair we’d left there overnight, while Talia took a seat on the swing chair. Kicking the paddling pool carcass aside, I flopped on the deck, my back to a pillar. Then I plunged my hand into the box of Honey Puffs and pulled out a big fistful.

			“Thanks for backing me up in there,” I said to Darren, stuffing sticky Honey Puffs into my mouth. “Grandma theems to think it’s a weal epidemic,” I said, accidentally spitting Honey Puffs onto the lawn. I handed Darren the cereal box.

			“It is a real epidemic,” Darren said, taking the box. “Just not the sort your grandma understands.” He jammed his hand in up to his elbow. The box was nearly empty.

			“It’s what I told the residents at Sunnynook,” Talia said. “I said the staff were infected by the epidemic so the centre had had to be quarantined, which meant the residents would have to look after themselves for a few days.”

			Darren rolled towards her, the castors thrumming on the boards of the deck. He offered her the Honey Puffs. “They believed you?”

			“They did, actually,” said Talia, putting her hand in the box and coming away with two measly puffs. She took the empty box from him and put it on the floor. “To be honest, I think they liked the idea of being more independent. They said it’d be like going to camp.”

			“Yeah,” said Darren. “I guess.”

			There was a pause while we crunched on our dry Honey Puffs. No one wanted to ask the next question.

			The 64-million dollar question.

			“They’re all fine by the way,” said Talia eventually. “The residents. Everyone at Sunnynook.”

			Darren kicked back the computer chair onto two castors, his hand on the wall for balance. “Well, they’re not exactly the target market for the Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse.”

			“Then we agree it was the game that’s caused it?” Talia said.

			A wave of anger hit me. I stood up and folded my arms across my chest. “Okay, I admit it, I said. “I did it. I’m the Nasty Bad Person who let the game escape into the universe. What difference does it make how it happened? The thing is, how do we make it stop? How do we get back to normal?”

			Now it was Talia’s turn to fold her arms. “Of course, it matters how it happened, you goofball!” she said.

			Darren coughed. Talia clamped her lips in a thin line.

			“What Talia is trying to say,” said Darren, “is that knowing how it happened could be important to reversing the effects, or at least stopping the virus from spreading.”

			I dropped my arms. “It’s too late. It’ll be everywhere. I wouldn’t be surprised if aliens on distant planets have been listening to the Earth’s broadcasts and now they’re zombies, too.”

			“Well, at least you saved the world from that invasion,” Darren said, grinning.

			I cuffed him on the shoulder, nearly making him fall off the chair.

			“Come on, guys. Stop mucking around. We need to think. What are we going to do?” said Talia.

			“Talia’s right. We should brainstorm some ideas. We’ll write on this,” Darren said. Grabbing the cereal box, he yanked the empty plastic bag out, and ripping the cardboard, he turned it inside out. He fished a pencil stub from the pocket of his shorts. “Okay, give me your ideas. We’re brainstorming, so anything goes. Don’t hold back.”

			I launched in with the first suggestion. “We build a massive bonfire and destroy all the computers.”

			Talia arched an eyebrow, but Darren wrote it down. “Fire. Destroy computers. Got it.”

			“We go to LA and blow up Chaos’ Head Office,” I said.

			“Blow…up…head…office,” Darren said.

			Talia rolled her eyes.

			“What else?” Darren twirled the tip of his pencil into the cardboard.

			“We could go to Greenland,” I suggested.

			“Greenland?” Talia and Darren said together.

			“Yeah. It’s a big place with lots of forest. And it’s covered in ice. They might not have much Internet. We could hole up there and wait out the apocalypse.”

			“And just how are we going to get to Greenland, Seb?” Talia said, tapping her foot on the deck.

			“I don’t know, do I? We’re brainstorming.”

			“I’m not writing down Greenland, Seb, okay?” Darren said. “Not because it isn’t a good idea, but logistically I think it’s going to be too hard to achieve.”

			They both looked at me. I brushed the Honey Puff crumbs off my shorts and nodded. “Okay. Leave Greenland off.” I could look up ‘logistically’ in the dictionary later. “What say we develop a vampire game and include a subliminal over­drive to counter the zombies?”

			Talia leaned forward. “Do you know how to do that?” she asked.

			“No,” I said, “But someone might.”

			“Oh for goodness sake,” Talia said. Leaning back again, she folded her arms and rocked the swing chair back and forth. She was annoyed. I could tell. Probably because I was the one coming up with all the good ideas.

			“What if we disable the school server?” she said.

			I already knew that wouldn’t work. The virus had spread further than a bunch of polystyrene balls leaking out of a beanbag. Just look at how many people had been affected. But I didn’t want to upset her, so I didn’t say anything. Darren didn’t either, carefully adding Talia’s suggestion to the list.

			“Can you read out what we’ve got so far?” Talia said

			Darren read out the ideas. “Any other suggestions?”

			I had heaps. I was just getting started. “We blindfold everyone, so they can’t use their computers,” I said. “Send an SOS to the White House, put the zombies on a cruise ship and—”

			“Seb! Not so fast,” groaned Darren.

			“It doesn’t matter. They’ll never work!” Talia wailed.

			“Well, what about—we just turn off the power?”

			Darren stopped writing. Talia sat up, staring at me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14

		

		
			“That’s brilliant, Seb!” Darren jumped up. “It’s so simple. We turn off the power, people’s computers and phones go flat and they snap out of it. Voilà, zombies-be-gone.”

			Talia stood up too, the swing chair rocking gently behind her. “Just Seb’s place, though, right?” she said.

			“Why just my place?” I asked. “Why not the town power? Bridgetown’s Power Hub isn’t that far away. It’s over by Riverview Park. We could bike there.”

			“And just how do you propose shutting down the power once we get there?” Talia said, tapping her foot on the deck again. At this rate, she was going to wear out her trainers.

			“There’ll be a big switch somewhere obvious,” I replied. “Most likely a big black one.”

			Talia sighed. “We can’t,” she said.

			“Why not? Darren thinks it’s a good idea. It’s two against one.”

			Talia looked at me like I was dog poo stuck to her shoe. “Because, goofball, there might be people on respirators or tiny babies in incubators, that’s why. Those people need electricity to stay alive. We can’t just go turning off the power willy-nilly.”

			“Then we rig up bikes to the equipment, use mechanical power. Get our friends to help—”

			Talia put her hands on her hips. “Honestly, Seb, do you really think—”

			Darren stepped between us, like a referee. “Guys, let’s just start with this house. See if it works first, okay?”

			I looked at Talia. Her eyes were welling up with tears, making them all glossy. I forgot girls can be emotional. Mum and Ava were often emotional. Dad used to say we boys just had to roll with it. Anything for an easy life, he said.

			Right now, I could really do with an easier life.

			“Okay, sure,” I said, giving Talia a goofy grin, ’cause I thought she needed cheering up. “The plug board is this way.”

			I led my friends through the kitchen to the laundry. The push­chair was still out from yesterday, so it was a squeeze to get us all into the tiny space. I stepped into the basket of dirty washing and opened the plug box. Inside was a checker­board of black and white switches.

			With one hand on Darren’s shoulder, Talia peered into the box. “Which one is it?” she asked.

			“It’ll be the big black one,” I said, feeling smug. I was pretty sure I’d seen Dad flick that one the last time all the fuses blew. At least, I think I did.

			“You sure?” Darren said.

			“Yes.”

			“Seb—” Talia warned.

			I jumped up and flicked it. I hadn’t even landed back in the washing basket before Dad’s beer fridge stopped its humming, and the lights blinked out on the washing machine.

			“I guess it’s the right one,” Darren said.

			“Let’s see if it worked,” said Talia.

			We crept around the corner, almost too scared to look.

			So far nothing had happened. Dad and Jason were tapping away as usual. Their computers were still working.

			In the kitchen, an empty teacup in her hand, Grandma was switching the kettle on and off. She shook her head and made that tsk-tsk sound that old people make when they’re not happy about something. “Oh dear. Seb, I think your mum’s kettle has finally given up the ghost,” she said.

			Ava lifted her juice box to Grandma.

			“For me? What a kind girl you are, Ava,” Grandma said, taking a pretend sip from Ava’s chewed up straw.

			“It’s not working,” Talia wailed.

			I dragged my attention back to the zombies. Dad and Jason continued to tap at their screens. Mrs Howard was peering at her phone. The only thing that had changed was that Jason had removed his headphones.

			I felt my shoulders droop. “Well, that was a waste of time,” I said.

			“Give it a chance,” Darren said. “We have to be patient. It’s going to take a while until the batteries die.”

			He was right. Eventually, the computers would run out of juice. What would the zombies do then? Would they snap out of their trances?

			Mum came downstairs. I couldn’t have been more surp­rised if Bigfoot had appeared in our living room.

			Talia gasped, and I could see why. Mum could have been Bigfoot, or at least a long lost tramper come out of the forest after days of sleeping rough. Her clothes were crumpled and her hair was a mess. She smelled bad too. Even from here. I didn’t need to feel her toothbrush to know she hadn’t cleaned her teeth for two days.

			Ava rushed forward and flung her arms around Mum’s knees.

			“Mummy,” she shouted, but Mum pushed her out of the way, gently, as if she were a cobweb, and carried on.

			Ava’s bottom lip wavered. I knew how she felt because I was struggling to keep my own lip from wobbling. I strode across the lounge to pick her up, but Grandma got there first.

			“Mummy can’t cuddle you right now, sweetheart. She doesn’t want to give you her nasty germs,” Grandma said. “Would a cookie help?”

			Sucking on her lip, Ava nodded. Grandma whisked her off to the pantry.

			Meanwhile, Mum went to the sideboard and rifled around in the top drawer. It was our junk drawer, the place where we put paper clips and glue and raffle tickets that hadn’t been drawn yet. What could she be looking for in there? I stepped forward for a better look. Oh no. She’d found the solar battery charger we used for camping.

			Crossing the room, Mum opened the window and hung the solar charger from the window latch. She plugged her tablet into the socket, then sat on the sofa next to Darren’s mum.

			Mrs Howard looked up, a smile on her lips. Dad and Jason did the same. They’d seen the solar charger and they knew they could keep their devices running. I frowned. So, they weren’t your normal brain-dead zombies. These zombies were smart.

			“Seb,” said Darren, his voice tired.

			“Yeah, I know,” I said, getting a chair so I could switch the power back on.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15

		

		
			We all needed some air. Actually, Cody needed a walk, but none of us could be bothered. Darren volunteered to run him around the yard on his leash instead. Ava skipped across the yard to the slide. Grandma went with her, stooping to pluck dandelions out of lawn and muttering, “Weeds! They just keep coming, don’t they?”

			Talia and I watched from the deck, our feet resting on the grass.

			“What are we going to do, Seb?” Talia leaned against a pillar and sniffed, tears welling. If there was a certificate for Being Emotional, today she would get it. She wasn’t normally like this. Mostly, Talia was pretty feisty. Scary even. This apocalypse-thing must really be getting her down. So turning off the power hadn’t worked. That was no reason to give up. We’d just have go back to the cereal box and try something else.

			Out in the yard, Cody switched direction quickly, yank­ing Darren sideways.

			“Hey,” Darren exclaimed.

			I had a sudden thought. “Talia, where exactly are your parents?”

			She dropped her eyes and made a thing of examining her shoelaces. “They’re overseas,” she said eventually.

			“Overseas?”

			“Attending a medical conference.”

			I felt my eyes widen. “They left you on your own?”

			She scrubbed at her face with the back of her hand. “No, silly. Of course, not. They left me with a caregiver, Julia, but it turns out I’ve been the one looking after her. Ironic, huh?”

			I reached over and gave her hand a friendly pat. “Hey, I’m sure your parents will be fine.”

			“You think so? They haven’t called me.”

			“I bet they’re too busy, working on a cure.”

			“Probably.”

			“Or they might not have heard yet.”

			She shrugged, blinking back tears.

			“Where are they, anyway?” I asked.

			“In France.”

			I grinned. “You know, for a minute, I thought you were going to say Greenland.”

			The corners of her mouth twitched upwards.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 16

		

		
			Darren joined us, huffing after his run around the yard. There we were, the three of us, back on the deck, and back to square one.

			“Sorry turning the power off didn’t work,” I said.

			“At least we gave it a try,” said Darren.

			Talia’s eyebrows came together. “Did you see exactly what happened?”

			“You mean, my mum setting up the solar charger?”

			“Well yes, that, but I was thinking more of everyone else’s reactions.”

			“They knew it was there,” Darren burst out. “They registered it.”

			“Yes!” Talia said, clapping her hands together. “I noticed that, too. Which means, they’re not entirely zombified. It should be possible to distract them.”

			“It is possible,” Darren said. “I wouldn’t have believed it, but we saw it for ourselves.”

			“They stop to eat,” I said. I wasn’t exactly sure what they were getting at.

			“But their eating is mindless,” Darren said. “They barely look up. The solar charger was something different. Something they wanted.”

			“That’s it, then,” Talia said. “We find something they want.”

			“Something that moves them,” Darren said enthusiastically.

			I glanced at Ava, sliding down the purple plastic of the slide, her arms outstretched. I wanted to believe that Darren and Talia were on to something, but how could I? Yesterday, Dad had ignored Ava all morning. He’d let her sit in the highchair in a wet nappy and hadn’t even got her any lunch. His little princess! If Ava couldn’t distract Dad, I’m not sure what could.

			“Okay, what moves people to action?” Talia was saying.

			“Overdue library books,” I said.

			“Seb!” Talia rolled her eyes. “We’re trying to be serious here.”

			So was I. I had three overdue books. If she ever snapped out if this, Mrs Pike was going to murder me.

			“We could entice them with the smell of fresh bread,” Talia suggested. “Everyone loves that smell.”

			“Nah,” Darren replied. “We’d have to bake a truckload of bread for the smell to reach everyone.”

			Talia nodded. “That’s true.”

			“What about a fart?” I said. “Farts always get where they’re not supposed to.”

			“Seb!” Talia moaned. “Be serious!”

			“He does have a point,” Darren said, backing me up like a good mate should.

			“But you just said a smell wouldn’t reach everyone,” Talia protested.

			“Depends on the strength of the smell, doesn’t it?” Darren said.

			“A stink bomb is strong,” I interjected.

			Talia sighed. “Will it attract the zombies?”

			I felt my shoulders drop. This conversation was going round and round in circles.

			“What about music?” I said as a last resort.

			Darren clapped his hand on my back. “You know, Seb, that could work. They say music soothes a savage beast.”

			“Who says?”

			“I don’t know. Someone famous.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Talia said, clearly excited now. “People love music. It might work.”

			“We’d have to find some music that isn’t online,” said Darren. “Otherwise we risk being overwhelmed by the subliminal quotient ourselves.”

			I stood up. I wasn’t convinced they were right, but we couldn’t just sit around and hope someone else would save us.

			“Where are you going?” said Talia.

			“Inside,” I replied. “I have an idea.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17

		

		
			Lucky for us, my dad was a bit of a hoarder. Not like the people on those TV shows with dead cats buried under piles of rubble—nothing as extreme as that—but he’d been a computer technician before he became a house dad, so he had a thing for hanging on to old gadgets. I went to the cupboard in the hall where Dad kept his stash, opening it carefully in case something fell off the shelves. Even so, a cord tumbled out, like a snake dropping from the trees. I picked it up and squished it back in the gap. The cupboard was crammed with electronics.

			“It’s like an emporium in there,” Darren said.

			“Yeah.” I had no idea what he was talking about. Beside me, Ava was digging raisins one-by-one out of a packet with her finger.

			I found the shelf marked AUDIO, shifted a box sideways, and I uncovered a dusty CD player. The technology was so old, so out-of-date, there was no way it could have been affected by the subliminal quotient in my zombie game. Besides, it hadn’t been plugged in for years. I dug a CD out of a flip-case, slipped it into the slot and pressed play.

			The little drawer closed. I waited for something to happen.

			Nothing.

			Probably the batteries. Slipping open the back, I saw the ends were green and crusty. I searched the bottom shelf for the Tupperware container Dad uses for spare batteries, and replaced them with new ones. I pressed the little triangle: PLAY.

			Yes! Faint music sounded. I turned up the volume. It was a song about some girl called Delilah.

			“I know this song,” Grandma called from the kitchen door.

			Like I said, the technology was ancient.

			Grandma started rocking her hips. It was gross. The weird­est twerking ever.

			Ava threw her raisin box on the sofa and ran to her. Holding onto Grandma’s index finger, she giggled. “Do dancing, Grandma.”

			Still wobbling her hips, Grandma did the honours. I had to admit, the music was kind of catchy. There was nothing like a good tune to get people moving. I carried the CD player to the kitchen bench and increased the volume.

			Please, let this work.

			The music blared, the singer wailing, why, why, why?

			Nothing happened. Dad and Jason didn’t budge. Nor did Mum or Mrs Howard. With glazed eyes, they stared at their screens.

			“Maybe it’s the music?” Darren said.

			“What about the music?”

			“Too quiet?” he suggested.

			I turned the volume up as loud as I could. Ava put her hands over her ears. Grandma fiddled with her hearing aid, Jason grimaced, and Dad didn’t move. Nor did Mum or Mrs Howard. Not even a bit.

			Talia shook her head, mouthing something at me.

			I turned the volume down.

			“Maybe it’s the type of music,” she said. “I think we should try something more universal.”

			Darren smirked. “You mean, like the Chicken Dance?” Talia frowned, but I think Darren was on to something. It had to be a tune that would get everyone dancing, not just little girls and old ladies.

			I flipped through the discs for something dance-y in Dad’s CD collection. There was a disc called Dancing in the Street by Martha Reeves and the Vandellas. I didn’t know it, but it had the word dancing in the title. Worth a try. I slipped Delilah out and put Martha in.

			The music bopped, calling for people all over the world to get up and dance…

			“Hey, this is kind of cool,” Darren said, bobbing his head in time to the beat.

			Talia tapped her foot—not the first time she’d tapped her foot today—but somehow this was different.

			Would it work on the others?

			Grandma and Ava were certainly getting their groove on, dancing up a storm.

			Hang on.

			I gave Talia a gentle nudge.

			“What?” she whispered.

			I nodded in Mum’s direction.

			Talia’s eyes widened. “Oh wow. It’s working.”

			Mum was tapping her feet. A tiny movement, but it felt like scoring a winning goal in extra time. Smiling, Talia took Mum’s hands, and pulled her off the sofa. Mum put her tablet down. She started dancing, doing a grapevine and rolling her hands about each other. I was too excited to be embarrassed. Mum was dancing! Talia laughed, the sound filling the room.

			It was the best thing. Talia should get the certificate for Best Laugh, too.

			Darren was pulling Mrs Howard up. She was saying no, but she was smiling, so I could tell she didn’t really mean it. Dad got up then, and jived towards Mum.

			Ava wheeled away from Grandma and grabbed Jason’s hand.

			“Danc-ing, danc-ing,” she said.

			Of all of them, I was most worried about Jason. He was a bit of a snob when it came to music. Especially music he called commercial, which was anything not written and performed by him and his band. But Jason had slipped off his chair and dropped to his knees. I thought he’d fallen. That he was too weak to stand after days of inactivity.

			No, wait. He’s…he’s playing his air guitar!

			I couldn’t believe it. We’d done it! Darren whooped, punching his hand in the air. Ava climbed on the sofa and jumped up and down, clapping her hands. I moved towards the sofa, ready to catch her in case she fell off. That’s when Talia turned and gave me a smile. She was so pretty. I felt like Superman.

			“I think they might be feeling a bit brighter,” Grandma said.

			Suddenly, the music stopped, the machine holding its breath in the pause between the songs. A slow croon-y number came on. The air shifted and all the energy slithered from the room. You didn’t have to be a genie to know the magic was broken.

			Mum dropped her arms. Dad did the same. Blinking, Mrs Howard sat heavily on the sofa, clutching for her phone. Jason was already on his feet and staggering back to the table.

			My family were zombies again.

			I wanted to cry.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 18

		

		
			“Don’t you kids have to be at school soon?” Grandma said.

			Aargh. I’d been hoping she’d forget.

			“We…um…ah…”

			“Now, you’re not to worry, Seb,” Grandma said, smooth­ing her skirt and patting her hair after her twerking demo. “Everything’s going to be just fine. Ava and I will hold the fort until you get back, won’t we, darling?” Ava didn’t answer. She was busy pushing her hand down the back of the sofa between Mum and Mrs Howard, looking for something.

			Both Darren and Talia gave me a look. They probably expected me to come up with an excuse for us not to leave, but my brain was exhausted from all the brainstorming earlier and nothing sprang to mind.

			I made a show of picking up my backpack. “Yeah, we’d better get going or we’ll be late. Come on, you guys.”

			“Bye-bye, Seb,” Ava mumbled. She’d found her raisin box and was trying to work the last of the raisins out with her tongue.

			A few minutes later, we were traipsing along the footpath—me, Darren and Talia—heading nowhere in particular.

			“I don’t get it,” Talia said. “The music worked. They were dancing.”

			“Yeah, for two whole minutes.”

			“We should give it another go,” Darren said.

			“What for?” I moaned. “As soon as the music stops, they’ll turn back into zombies.”

			“We don’t know that,” said Darren. “Maybe it needed more time.” He sighed. “I keep thinking there has to be something more to all this.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like the fact that the three of us aren’t affected.”

			“I thought that was obvious,” Talia replied. “It’s because we’re not hooked up to the Internet, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, but it’s not the whole story because we were on the Internet,” said Darren. “Seb uploaded the game onto the school server, remember?”

			Not this again.

			I swung around to face them. “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?” I thundered. “I didn’t know this was going to happen, okay!”

			“Hey, no need to get your knickers in a twist,” Darren said, pulling me about by my t-shirt. “No one’s asking you to apologise.” 

			Talia rolled her eyes.

			Darren went on, “What I meant was, you were connected to the net, and yet you weren’t affected. Why not? Why aren’t you a zombie, too?”

			“It was only for a second. I wasn’t connected that long.”

			“Hey, look!” cried Talia, grabbing my arm and forcing me to stop. We were close to school. I hadn’t even realised that’s where we were going. Talia squinted at the cluster of people near the school gate.

			“It’s the kids from our class. Andrew, Penny, and some of the others. I can see a couple of girls I know from Room 12, too.”

			“I can’t see any laptops. It looks like they’re all still okay!” Darren whooped.

			We hurried forward to join them.

			When we got there, everyone was talking. Complaining mostly.

			“It’s crazy,” Penny said to me. “My parents never let me spend more than an hour on the computer. They’d shoo me outside. ‘Go on, off you go outside and get some fresh air,’ they used to say.”

			I nodded. Mum and Dad used to say that too.

			“Yeah,” Andrew said. “My olds are hanging around in­side like a pair of vampire bats, sucking the juice out of their laptops.”

			Penny put her hands on her hips. “It’s like they’re break­ing their own rules. Mum didn’t even bother to cook dinner. I had to make sandwiches.”

			“Someone has to do the cooking, don’t they?” one of the girls from Room 12 said. “My twin sister over there was on her tablet until midnight. I hardly got any sleep. This morning I felt like death warmed up, but I still had to make breakfast.”

			Andrew bounced his basketball hard on the asphalt, and caught it again. “Yeah? Well, our washing smelled like cat pee. Only nobody told me you had to sort it before you stick it in the machine, did they? All my gear came out like it’d been dipped in blood.”

			“You think that’s bad,” I said. “I had to change my sister’s stinky nappy.”

			Andrew cuffed me on the arm. “Whoa, Seb. That’s gross.” He grinned, wrinkling his nose.

			Someone clapped their hands and we all turned.

			It was Talia. She’d climbed on top of the concrete wall. “Listen up, everyone,” she called using her class councillor voice.

			Oh no, not another one of Talia’s speeches.

			A couple of kids must have felt the same as me because there was some quiet groaning, but everyone shuffled closer.

			“I know things have been difficult,” Talia said. “This apocalypse has been hard on all of us, but I want to tell you all to hang tight because we’re going to fix this.” She waved a hand in my direction. “Seb here has found a way to reverse the zombification—”

			There was a roar. The kids cheered. Andrew clapped me on the back. “Why didn’t you say something? That’s awesome, man!”

			“But,” said Talia, solemnly holding up a hand for silence, “unfortunately, Seb’s idea still needs some refining. His method snaps the zombies out of their trance, but only for few minutes...”

			The crowd groaned.

			“A few minutes! That’s not much use,” someone grumbled.

			“It proves Seb’s on the right track though, doesn’t it?” said Darren. “All he needs is a bit more time.”

			Penny wasn’t convinced. “I can’t see how more time will help. No offence Seb, but you’re pretty hopeless. You can’t even get your maths homework in on time.”

			Talia grinned, the sun lighting up her face. “Penny, I agree that Seb’s approach is a little…unconventional, but then Albert Einstein was a terrible student too.”

			Hang on a sec. Was Talia comparing me to Albert Einstein?

			Penny’s eyes widened. “Really?”

			“Yep,” said Darren. “The worst. Einstein was so bad at school, his teachers thought he was intellectually disabled.”

			Darren, too? I felt a warm glow. 

			“In fact,” Darren went on, “Einstein had such a poor attitude to learning that he was expelled from school—and he was one of the most amazing scientists ever.”

			Penny was chewing on her thumbnail. “You know,” she said, taking her thumb out of her mouth. “Mrs Pike probably would’ve expelled Seb yesterday, if this apocalypse thing hadn’t happened.”

			Hey!

			But Talia beamed. “There, see? That’s the spirit.” She clasped her hands together. “All we have to do is stay positive and stay off the Internet. We’re going to get through this. Trust me, we’re going to knock this Zombie Apocalypse out of the park.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19

		

		
			Andrew peeled off at Crosby Street. “Catch you later,” he called.

			We waved and carried on down Snodgrass Avenue. I waited until I couldn’t hear the thud of his basketball on the footpath before saying anything. “Hey, thanks for all the things you said back there. It means a lot to me, you guys believing I can fix this.”

			Talia sighed heavily, glowered, and strode off. 

			He might have been clueless, but even Einstein would get that she was annoyed.

			“What? What did I say now?”

			Darren took me by the arm, letting Talia get ahead. “Back there…” He grimaced and I wondered if he had a stomachache. “Seb, Talia didn’t really mean it.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“It was spin.”

			“Spin?”

			“Like a placebo.”

			I threw up my hands. “Darren, could you please speak English.”

			Darren looked at the ground. He shifted his feet. Plucking a branch off a bush, he started shredding the tiny leaves from the stem.

			“Darren.”

			Breathing deep, Darren farted air though his lips, only he didn’t laugh. “A placebo is when the doctor doesn’t really think you’re ill, so he gives you a sugar pill—a placebo—instead of a real one. You think you’re being treated, so you feel better.”

			I thought for a bit. “So, what you’re saying is, Talia sugar-coated the situation. She doesn’t really believe I can solve this, she just said I was on to it, so everyone would feel better.”

			Everyone else.

			Darren flicked the leaves off his hands. “Seb, you have to understand, times like these, it’s really important to keep everyone’s morale up.”

			I turned on him, poking him in the chest with my finger. “What about you, Darren? Do you think I can do it?”

			Darren pursed his lips, considering the question. “Seb, if anyone can fix this, you can.”

			Just as I thought. Sugar coating. And from my best friend. Well, I wasn’t going to swallow it. I’d show them. Jamming my hands in my pockets, I stalked after Talia.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20

		

		
			Grandma was wiping her hands on a black-and-white check­ered tea towel when we trooped back inside. “Home already?”

			“They’ve closed the school for today, Mrs Mackay.” Talia gave Grandma the sweetest smile. “Too many people have the virus. Mrs Pike said they hope to re-open tomorrow.” She was getting good at lying. We hadn’t seen Mrs Pike since Tuesday.

			“Perhaps you could take Cody for a proper walk?”

			“Sorry Grandma,” I interrupted. “Mrs Pike gave us some homework to carry on with.”

			Talia threw me a puzzled look.

			“You remember, the science homework?” I said, tilting my head so Talia got the message.

			“Oh yeah,” said Darren. “The science homework.”

			He didn’t have a clue either.

			“What are you on about?” Talia hissed when Grandma had wandered back into the kitchen, Ava skipping after her.

			“I have a pythagorus,” I said.

			“A hypothesis,” Darren corrected.

			“Yeah, I knew that, I was just—”

			“Just tell us,” Talia said, folding her arms and tapping her foot again.

			I coughed, clearing a tickle from my throat. “I was thinking about what that girl from Room 12 said this morning.”

			“Which girl? Amelia?”

			“I don’t know. She has a twin sister.”

			“Was she blonde or brunette?”

			“Blonde.”

			“Yes, that’s Amelia,” Talia said. “Karen’s hair is brown. They’re fraternal twins, which is why they don’t look the same. They like a lot of the same things though—they both play hockey and do jazz ballet.”

			“Amelia said Karen was up late last night using her e-reader,” I said.

			“We already know about the Internet,” Darren cut in.

			“Except Seb was on the Internet and he’s not a zombie,” Talia reminded him.

			“Karen was at school today and she isn’t zombie either,” I said. “What if being a zombie, or not being a zombie, has something to do with how much time you spend in the sunshine?”

			“That’s vampires,” Darren said.

			“Wait, let him talk,” said Talia.

			Inhaling deeply, I watched as Grandma gave Ava a cookie in the kitchen. “The last couple of days, it’s true, I was on the net,” I explained, “but I spent a lot of time outside too. I biked to school, played basketball in the quad with Andrew and the others, and after school Darren and I walked to Sunnynook. I’m not a zombie and neither is Karen.”

			“Our parents stayed inside,” said Darren.

			“My caregiver, Julia, stays inside, too,” Talia said. “She watches a lot of Netflix.”

			“And Jason was in the garage, mixing a song.”

			“You know, I think Seb’s on to something,” Talia said, squeezing my hand. “What if he’s right and exposure to sunshine counters the zombification?”

			I gazed at Talia’s hand on mine. “I reckon if we can keep people away from their devices and in the sunshine long enough, the subliminal quotient might wear off.”

			“It’s a good theory.”

			“We’ll need to test it, set up an experiment,” Darren answer­ed.

			Grandma and Ava tottered through from the kitchen. “An experiment? My, it sounds like that science homework’s coming on well,” Grandma said, handing around a plate of chocolate chip cookies.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 21

		

		
			Swallowing his cookie, Darren picked up the CD player, examining it. “We’ll never get the music loud enough to reach the whole town.”

			“We could make an amplifier,” I suggested, finishing my cookie.

			Talia’s forehead creased. “Is this another of your bright ideas, Seb? Do we need to go to Greenland for the parts?”

			I ignored her. “No, nothing like that. It’s actually really simple. I saw it on the Internet. If you put your cell phone in a paper cup, it increases the volume, and the sound quality is still good. Maybe we can do the same thing with the CD player, but on a bigger scale. All we’d have to do is find is a good box.”

			“A cereal box?” Talia said, making for the kitchen.

			“Too small,” I called after her. 

			Talia came back. “What about this box right here, with all the swimming stuff in it?”

			“I think it needs to be round.”

			“So you’re saying we need an oversized cup, something cardboard and cylindrical,” Darren said.

			“You’ll be wanting a hatbox, then,” said Grandma, taking the plate back to the kitchen.

			“A hatbox! Great idea, Grandma.” I dashed upstairs to Mum and Dad’s room and slipped Mum’s hatbox off the shelf with my fingertips. 

			Got it!

			I carried the box downstairs.

			“Pwetty,” Ava said, when I took the hat out.

			“Yes, yes, very pretty.” I put the CD player into the empty box. 

			Ava grasped the hat, plopping it on her head, and ran to look in the sliding doors. She swayed back and forth. “Ava pwetty,” she said, holding the hat on her head and smushing cookie into the brim.

			I sighed. Even if I managed to save the world, Mum was going to murder me. And Dad too. He always said that hat cost a fortune.

			Darren handed me the CD player and I turned it on, press­ing REPEAT. Martha’s voice crooned into the living room, but when I lowered the CD player into the hatbox, Martha boomed into the living room.

			I grinned. This just might work. Jason slipped off his headphones to see what was up. The zombies were dragging themselves away from their devices, drawn by the music!

			I carried the box to the door, peeking back to check that they were all still coming. They were! One-by-one, like a line of ducklings, our zombies were following us, Grandma and Ava behind them.

			I put the box down on the white line in the middle of the street. I wasn’t worried. 

			All around us, the zombies were dancing. It was the weird­est street party ever. Dad was in full groove, doing that silly robot move that only he thinks is cool. Mum and Mrs Howard were trying to walk like Egyptians or maybe it was ostriches, and Jason had broken into a Gangnam-style trot. Even Grandma and Ava were getting down, doing the hokey-cokey on the grass in front of the house, Cody darting like a mad thing around their legs. 

			I couldn’t help but laugh when I saw Ava. She was still wearing Mum’s hat. Wider than she was high, it bounced happily as she wiggled, the pearly sequins on its brim catch­ing the sun.

			Talia waved at me then, shouting something from the footpath. 

			“What?!” The music was too loud, I couldn’t hear a thing. She pointed along the street.

			I glanced up.

			Oh wow.

			My hands on my head, I rocked on my heels. Everywhere zombies were spewing from their homes, shuffling towards us doing their awkward moves, attracted by Martha’s booming voice. Soon there was a crowd dancing in the street outside our house. 

			It was working!

			Beaming, Darren signalled to Talia and me. We met him further up the road, away from the amplifier, and turned to watch the crowd.

			“Was that your dad I saw moonwalking?” Darren teased.

			I grimaced—I couldn’t bear to watch it. Talia didn’t know how lucky she was that her parents were out of town.

			“How long for the sunlight to work?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. It’s not like we’re trying to dry washing on the line.”

			Darren sniggered. “If only it was. Your dad will dry in a jiffy, all the flapping he’s doing.”

			Talia grinned.

			I followed their eyes, searching the crowd for Dad. He was doing the chicken dance, vigorously flapping his arms, the sleeves of his brown dressing gown like a scruffy pair of wings. “Very funny!” I snorted, pretending to take a swipe at Darren and missing him by a mile. But I had to admit, it was hard not to laugh. Dad did look pretty ridiculous.

			By the time the three of us had got our giggles under control, more zombies had arrived. Jumping and jiving, they made it difficult to count them, but I reckoned there were at least forty people—mostly zombies, but some kids too—swinging and swaying outside our house.

			“I wish I lived closer to you,” Talia said wistfully. My heart leapt like the cow that jumped over the moon. “That way my caregiver Julia would hear the music, too.”

			I felt like I’d landed in a cowpat. But she had a good point. Most of Bridgetown were zombies. We couldn’t just look after our friends and family. We needed a way to amplify the sound and give everyone in town a fighting chance.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 22

		

		
			“I can’t think. The music is too loud. Let’s go inside.” I headed for the house.

			I patted my thigh and Cody came to me, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. He wasn’t the only one. Darren’s mouth had dropped open, too. “You’re going in? What about them?” He waved a hand at the zombies.

			I glanced at the crowd. “They’re not going anywhere.”

			Grandma peered under the brim of the hat. “Shall we go in, too? Have a cup of tea?” Mum’s frilly hat bobbed a yes.

			Inside, I flopped onto the sofa. Darren collapsed beside me. Grandma popped off to the kitchen, and Ava went to the toy box, leaning over the edge. Cody poked his head in the toy box too. Maybe he hoped she’d dropped some toast.

			Talia was the last to come in. She stood beside the window, her breath fogging the glass. “Look at them, jiggling away out there. I wonder if we should take them some water. Activity uses up your water reserves. All that dancing could be making them dangerously dehydrated.”

			Sensing one of her science lectures coming on, I hauled myself to my feet. “There are some paper cups in Mum’s office. Leftovers from a BBQ. I’ll get them.” I slogged upstairs. How did Bastion Axestone do it? Being a hero. Saving the world. It was exhausting!

			I couldn’t find the paper cups. Mum must’ve had one of her tidy-frenzies. I looked everywhere:

			In the cupboard at the top of the stairs, next to the wrapp­ing paper box.

			In the bathroom drawer where we keep the spare toilet rolls.

			In Mum and Dad’s wardrobe—right at the back in the corner where Mum usually hides our birthday presents.

			It took me ages to find them, and when I did, I wanted to scream. They were in the office, but one shelf down, not where they were supposed to be. 

			When I got back downstairs, Darren was grinning. “We don’t need the paper cups now. Take a look.” He turned to the window.” See? I ran your dad’s hosepipe out there and hooked it between the branches of that tree—”

			What? He could’ve told me they’d had an idea, instead of leaving me upstairs, hunting all over the place for paper cups. I was about to tell him that, when something else caught my eye.

			Faster than a speeding bullet, I sprinted across the living room, jumping over the swimming box in a single bound. I raced to Ava and snatched Mrs Howard’s cell phone out of her hands.

			Ava squealed.

			I didn’t have time to comfort her. Averting my eyes from the screen, I switched the phone off.

			“Nooo!” Ava’s face went red. “No, Seb. My turn, my turn.” I held the phone in the air, out of her grasp. “Miiinne!” Her whine made me wince. She was acting just like Jason when I touched his computer.

			Please, not Ava too!

			Talia and Darren turned from the window, and paled.

			“Is she…is she…?” Darren whispered.

			“Well, if she is, it’s no thanks to you two!” I shouted. Why couldn’t you have watched her? I wasn’t gone that long.”

			Grandma stormed into the living room. “Seb. Ava. What’s all that shouting?”

			“They let Ava touch Mrs Howard’s phone, that’s what!”

			I glowered at my friends.

			I leave the room for 5 minutes and they can’t even keep an eye on Ava for me. I couldn’t believe they could be so irresponsible. Leaving a two-year-old alone like that. Anything could have happened to her and almost did. And they could have told me they’d found a way to give the zombies a drink, rather than let me look all over for the paper cups. I was up there for ages searching and in the end Darren and Talia didn’t even need them. It was a total waste of my time.

			Grandma looked puzzled. “Aren’t you overreacting a bit, sweetheart? Ava’s played with phones before, and she’s always very careful. Your dad lets her play games on his all the time.”

			My face went hot. Overreacting? She thought I was overreacting. I gripped the cell phone, my knuckles turning white. I loved Grandma, but in a crisis she was useless. Totally useless. We were in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, and she couldn’t even see it.

			Ava pulled at the front of my t-shirt. “Ava’s turn.”

			Her face was streaked with tears. None of this was her fault. I gave her the paper cups to play with instead.

			She sat on the floor and began pulling them off the stack. “One…two…free…”

			I relaxed. It was okay. She was okay. My baby sister wasn’t a zombie.

			“I think Seb was just worried about Ava catching the virus from the screen,” Talia said to Grandma. “Phones are smothered in germs. They’re highly infectious.”

			Grandma nodded. “That’s true. Still, I think I’ll make you all some nice sandwiches. Nobody’s at their best when they’re hungry.” She gave me a stern look. 

			“Four…five…six…”

			“A sandwich would be great!” Darren said extra-cheerily.

			“Egg and lettuce? Cheese and pickle?” Grandma said.

			“Peanut butter and jelly?” Darren looked out from under his lashes. “A PB and J would definitely make me feel better.”

			“PB and J it is. Talia?”

			“Yes please, Mrs Mackay. Just cheese.”

			“Seven…eight…nine…”

			All this talking of food made me realise how hungry I was. I was ravenous. No wonder I felt so flat. All I’d had to eat today was a handful of honey puffs and a chocolate chip cookie. Maybe Grandma wasn’t completely useless, after all.

			“Seb?”

			“Sardines, please.”

			“Ten!”

			Talia and Darren shared a smile.

			“What? What’s wrong with sardines? They’re good for you.”

			“And it looks like your fresh air experiment is doing the world of good for our invalids.” Grandma nodded towards the window and the zombies outside. “If you ask me, they’re definitely perking up. Right, sandwiches…” She turned and went into the kitchen.

			“Eleventy-one…” chanted Ava.

			I looked down. There were paper cups all over the floor.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 23

		

		
			Ava was having great fun. She put a cup over her mouth and made brumming noises, quickly lifting it to her ear to listen to herself. Cody came out from behind the toy box to investigate. Ava squished her cup over his ear. “Brum-brum,” she said.

			I started stacking the cups. Talia handed me one that had rolled close to her feet. “How’s it going outside?”

			Darren was back at the window, checking on his marv­ellous hose-fountain invention. “It’s awesome,” he said. “They’re using it. Maybe I should patent my idea. I could make millions.”

			Talia kept her eyes on the floor, picking up the cups, but I thought I saw her lips turn upwards.

			“Yeah, maybe,” I said.

			Grandma called me from the kitchen. “Seb, can you help me with the sandwiches, please?”

			Putting the cups down, I went through, coming back with the sandwiches and a ball of string. Dragging himself away from the window, Darren said, “What’s the string for?”

			Grandma handed out napkins. Darren took one, and a bite of his PB and J. 

			“A present for Ava.”

			“Pwesent for me? Where’s a pwesent?” Ava threw herself at me.

			“Eat your sandwich first,” I said.

			When I’d finished my sandwich and was feeling better, I cut a piece of string about the length of a tennis court. “Can I borrow your pencil?” I asked Darren.

			Except for Grandma, we were sitting on the floor. Darren lifted his bum and rummaged in his pocket, passing me the pencil stub he’d used when we were brainstorming. I pushed the tip into the waxy cardboard, punching a hole in the bottom of two cups, and handed it back.

			“Thanks.”

			Next, I threaded each end of the string through the holes and tied them off with a knot. “Here. Hold this to your ear,” I told Ava. She grasped the cup in buttery hands, squashing it to her ear as I’d shown her.

			“Hold it tight.” I crawled to the other side of the living room. Whoops, the string was too long. I pulled the excess up inside the cup until the cord between us was taut.

			“Brum-brum!” I said into my end of the paper cup phone.

			Ava’s eyes widened. They were as round as bumper boats.

			“Brum-brum,” I said again. She couldn’t play with the cell phone, but she could pretend.

			“Grandma talk!” Ava shrieked. I handed my end to Grandma and when they’d got the string taut again, the pair of them had a conversation, which went something like:

			Grandma: Brum-brum.

			Ava: Brum-brum.

			Grandma: Brum-brum to you, brum-brum-be doo.

			I left them to it, turning to Talia and Darren. “So, any idea how we’re going to get the music to all the zombies in town?”

			Balling up her napkin, Talia stretched her legs out in front of her and leaned back against the sofa. “Even if we could find a bigger box, we can’t make the music any louder. Too much noise can cause permanent deafness.”

			Darren nodded. “And even if we had a hundred CD players, we’d still have to spread them around town.”

			“It’s a pity we don’t own an ice-cream van.” I’d said it not really thinking, but Talia drew in her breath quickly.

			What? What did that drawn-in breath mean?

			Then I had an idea. I jumped up, avoiding Cody who was playing nose soccer with a paper cup, and went into the kitchen. I grabbed the keys to Dad’s ute from the hook by the door.

			“What are you doing? You can’t drive,” Darren hissed when he saw the keys in my hand.

			“No, but Grandma can.”

			Grandma lowered her paper cup. “Oh no, I can’t drive, dear. My driver licence expired.”

			“When?”

			“Now, let me think…it was a couple of years ago…just after Jason was born. No, that’s not right, it was after you were born.”

			My heart sank. My maths was bad, but for once I didn’t need Darren to tell me the answer. Gran’s licence expired over a decade ago. “But you still know how to drive, right Grandma?”

			“Oh yes. It’s like riding a bike. Once you’ve learned, you don’t forget. I was about your age when I had my first lesson. It was in the back paddock of my parents’ farm—”

			“Let’s try it anyway,” I blurted. In that instant I realised that not only were there no grown-ups to tell us what to do, there were no grown-ups to tell us what not to do. I felt a rush, like I’d just eaten an entire packet of gummy bears. 

			We could do whatever we liked!

			“What’s that, dear?”

			“Would you drive us to school please, Grandma? I need to drop some books in the library chute. They’re overdue.”

			Talia rolled her eyes. I know it was lame, but it was the first thing to pop into my head.

			“Can’t you drop them off when you go to school tomor­row?” Grandma said.

			“I promised Mum and Dad I’d be more responsible.”

			“But sweetheart, I’ve already told you, I don’t have a licence.”

			“Just this once. Please Grandma. No one will know.” I hung my head and pretended to be sad. I really didn’t expect it to work, but I was running short of ideas. Peeking, I nearly fainted from shock.

			Grandma was smiling, tiny wrinkles crowding at the corner of her eyes. She looked just like Ava did when she was about to do something naughty. For a split second, I wondered if Grandma had hated baths as a baby too, and if she’d done the screaming iron girder thing.

			“Just once, huh?” Grandma said. “You know what, Seb? I think that’d be fun. Okay, as long as you kids promise not to say anything, I’ll do it. Just give me a tick to put my shoes on.” She whizzed up the stairs.

			Darren started in on me as soon as she’d left. “But Seb—”

			I cut him off. “Come on. Take a look outside. When did you last see a car on the road—not counting the one that crashed?”

			Darren banged his head against the wall. Sometimes my best mate could be a bit of a drama queen. “Not since Tuesday,” he said.

			“Right. Not since Tuesday.”

			Talia wasn’t keen either. “You know it’s against the law, don’t you?”

			“Have you seen any police about lately? Unless you guys have a better idea?”

			They didn’t get a chance to answer because at that moment Grandma came gliding down the stairs like a movie star. “Shall we go, then?”

			We followed her outside. Ava’s paper cup phone bounced along behind her and Cody, a few steps further back, was trying to pounce on it. I shooed Cody back inside and closed the door.

			Dad’s ute was parked beside the house. While Grandma, Ava and Talia got in the cab, Darren and I lifted the CD-amplifier onto the flatbed. We secured the amplifier with the bungees Dad kept in a canvas bag.

			Grandma wound down the window and shouted, “Are you getting in, Seb?”

			“Yep, coming,” I yelled.

			Darren wedged himself between the amplifier and the side of the truck. “We’re going to need her to drive slowly. The zombies have to be able to keep up.”

			I grinned. “You don’t want to fall out at the lights, you mean!”

			Grandma revved the engine. “Seb!”

			I jumped down and got in the ute. Luckily, we were able to squeeze across the bench seat: Grandma on the driver side, Ava in her car seat in the middle, and Talia and me sharing a seat belt on the passenger side.

			Grandma giggled. “I hope there are no policemen about.”

			There wasn’t a single car.

			She reversed out into the street. I glanced through the back window of the cab. Darren’s face was twisted in fear. I wasn’t surprised. Driving less than the length of the house, Grandma had almost taken out two zombies, and a rubbish bin that no one had bothered to take in since Tuesday.

			Grandma had two goes putting the stick into DRIVE. The ute lurched forward over the curb. “Whoopsie-daisy,” she said. 

			“Mrs Mackay?” Talia’s elbow jabbed into my ribs. Her fingers gripped my hand. “When you used to drive, did you wear glasses by any chance?”

			“You know, I think I did.”

			Grandma must have thought she was getting the hang of it because she punched the accelerator and we zoomed forward.

			Too fast. At this rate, the zombies would be left behind. Without the music, they’d go home.

			“Um…could we go a bit slower?” Talia said. 

			I scooched down in my seat and, stretching across, eased my foot onto the brake. I couldn’t see over the dashboard, but I knew it was working when I felt the ute slow.

			But Talia leaned sideways, reaching over Ava, and grabbed for the steering wheel.

			The ute swerved to the left. Had she overcorrected? Run us up the curb on the other side of the street?

			“Talia, what’s happening?”

			“A shopping cart. Ava, put the cup down…oh no, we’re going to hit a tree!”

			I jammed my foot on the brake, bracing my back against the seat. Over Martha’s wailing, there was the sickening scrape of branches. I hoped Darren had been smart enough to keep his head down.

			Grandma still had her foot on the accelerator. The ute plundered forward, then banked and jolted. Thrown forward, I slipped underneath the seatbelt and into the footwell.

			The side of the ute crumpled in a scream of tearing metal, but we kept going.

			Talia gasped. “We have to slow down!”

			“It’s fine, dear. There’s plenty of room,” Grandma said, brightly. “Although, this clutch is quite heavy.”

			I grunted. There was no clutch. It was an automatic.

			“Seb!” Talia gasped.

			Using my foot, I hooked Grandma’s foot off the accelerator, then used my other foot to press down on the brake. I was twisted on a funny angle, but I gave it everything.

			“Rubbish bins. Six of them.” Talia’s voice was deadly calm.

			“Hold your line,” I shrieked.

			Talia kept her hand on the steering wheel and didn’t waver. “Brace yourself,” she warned.

			The ute stormed through the line of bins, which bounced off the roll bars one after the other like a bunch of skittles.

			Suddenly, there was quiet.

			I looked up. Talia’s face was white, her eyes fixed road. “What should we to do?” she whispered.

			“Take a left at Snodgrass and drive around the block. Get us back home,” I said.

			“Go home? Already? What about your library books, dear?”

			“I forgot to bring them, Grandma.”

			It was the longest trip around the block ever. My arms and legs burned. Finally, the ute stopped.

			“There we go,” Grandma announced.

			Talia thanked her for the ride as I punched open the door and we tumbled out. Ava launched herself into my arms, clinging to me like a baby spider, trailing its thread of silk.

			Darren climbed down from the back. “Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?” he said. I had a feeling that might have been sarcasm because Darren’s hands were shaking as if he’d just got off the Gravitron ride. The good news was that Martha was still singing her lungs out, and it looked like we’d collected some new zombies in our trip around the block.

			“What now?” I said.

			Talia put her hands on her hips. “We’re going to walk. Carry the amplifier.”

			“Probably best,” Darren said.

			I fended off Ava’s paper cup in my face. “Okay.”

			Only I couldn’t carry Ava and the amplifier, and there was no way she could walk by herself. It was too far. Leaving Darren to mind Ava, I slipped round the side of the house to get my trusty orange computer chair off the deck.

			I wrestled it off the deck, only banging my shin once, and rolled it around to the front of the house. When I got there, Talia was carrying Ava’s folded pushchair down to the road. Putting in down on the footpath, she bent over and fiddled with something on the side of the frame. There was a click and the pushchair folded out, fully assembled. Ava tore herself away from Darren and climbed in, twisting around so she was facing the front. Talia clipped the safety straps together near her belly button.

			“How did you—?”

			“The pushchair? Oh, I saw it in your laundry room when we tried turning off the power,” Talia said, not waiting for me to finish.

			Darren gave me a look. I shot him one back. Neither of us said a thing.

			Talia pointed back at the house, where Cody had his paws on the windowsill, his muzzle making slobby smudges on the glass. “What about Cody?”

			“We’d better bring him,” I said. “We don’t know how long this will take.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 24

		

		
			I set my jaw, hoisted the hatbox and strode forward, my best friend on one side of me and The Prettiest Girl in School on the other. By the time we’d circled the town and passed the burned out hatchback a second time, it seemed the whole town was behind us:

			Mum, Dad, and Mrs Howard.

			Mrs Pike, Mr Davies, and the kids from school.

			Bruce and Dave, Jason’s bandmates from the Argonauts.

			Grandma, pushing Ava in the pushchair.

			Cody, tagging along behind the pushchair, his leash wrapped over the handles.

			Talia’s caregiver, Julia.

			Everyone.

			Even Mrs Wentworth and a few of Grandma’s friends from Sunnynook had joined in, probably thinking it was some kind of holiday parade.

			And there was something else. When I’d looked back, Mrs Pike frowned at me. It was as if she remembered the library books I’d been meaning to give her, and the maths test she’d meant to give me. Then Jason gave me a wink like he’d seen it, too. It wasn’t much—just hints of the people they’d used to be—but those tiny signs of life gave me hope. A little more time in the sun and the zombies might snap out of it.

			So I led them onwards to Founders Park at the edge of town. I was Bastion Axestone, marching through the rubble of the apocalypse, a horde of jostling, jiving, zombies in my wake.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 25

		

		
			Founders Park was the sunniest spot in Bridgetown. There were a couple of swings and some flower beds, but mostly it was just a big sunny patch of grass. A great place to ride a bike, kick a ball or just hang out. Not today. Today, a solid black line of paratroopers in blocky Kevlar vests and carrying assault rifles were strung out across the park.

			We slowed. The horde behind us shuffled to a stop.

			The military. The Government. They know about us! They know about the zombies. They’ve come to save the town.

			A man, clearly the platoon leader, stepped forward and lifted a plastic loudspeaker. “People of Bridgetown.” His voice was raspy like Darth Vader’s. “My name is Captain Jay Kirkham. Your town has been quarantined due to a virus. In order to prevent its spread, you are required to stay within the town perimeter. Please return to your homes and stay indoors until the virus has run its course.”

			Talia leaned in close, her lips near my cheek. “We can’t do that. Not now,” she shouted over Martha’s singing. “If everyone goes back home, how will we get them to de-zombify?”

			At that moment, the music sputtered. Dust on the CD? A scratch? We’d been jiggling the box enough. I held my breath and felt the gloom close in…

			Suddenly, Martha was back, singing up a storm. But those few seconds had been enough to confuse people. A few of our classmates must have thought we’d switched it off on purpose, because they turned for home. Some of the zombies had turned back, too.

			“Please move in an orderly fashion back to your homes,” Kirkham droned into the loudspeaker. “My men are here to protect you. Move quickly and quietly. If everyone does as they’re told, no one needs to get hurt.”

			No one needs to get hurt?

			I had to talk to Kirkham. I had to explain. I ran forward.

			The line of troopers lifted their guns. Thirty gun barrels, thirty perfect black eyes, were aimed right at me.

			I stopped in my tracks. My heart thumped. Those were real guns. 

			This isn’t a game.

			“Seb!” I barely heard Talia’s warning although she can’t have been more than a few steps behind me.

			“Stay back,” Kirkham shouted though the megaphone. “Infected citizens are required to stay inside the town perimeter.”

			“You don’t understand,” I yelled.

			Kirkham cupped a hand to his ear. In the middle of the park, it was obvious he couldn’t hear me over the noise.

			I needed him to hear what I had to say. If we did what Kirkham and his troops were asking, we’d be abandoning our experiment just when it was looking like it might work. But with a line of assault rifles trained on me, pinning me where I was, how was I going to communicate with him? I didn’t have a cell phone, and even if I was prepared to risk zombification to use one, I didn’t have Kirkham’s number and he wasn’t likely to have mine.

			Something touched my knee and I jumped so high I almost reached Mars.

			It was Ava. My throat tightened. I’d forgotten all about her. She snaked her arm around my leg. Nervous in front of the soldiers, her fingers plucked at my leg hairs.

			Ouch.

			I wasn’t feeling too confident myself, but I put my arm about her shoulders and patted her head. That’s when I saw the paper cup dragging on the grass. Ava’s paper cup phone! It was a long shot, but it was worth a go.

			Bending, I prised Ava away from my leg so I could whisper in her ear. “Is it okay if I borrow your phone for a sec?”

			She nodded.

			Picking up the loose end, I let out the extra string I’d looped inside the cup, and tossed one end of the phone to Kirkham. The captain looked at me as if to say, ‘you-have-got-to-be-kidding’, but he picked it up anyway, lifting it to his ear.

			Taking a step back to pull the string taut, I tried not to grimace as I put my mouth to Ava’s drooly paper cup. I shouted, “My name is Sebastion Mackay. My friends and I are not affected by the virus.”

			Kirkham lifted the loudspeaker. “Sorry, son, but we can’t take that chance. This virus is highly infectious. It’s already spread to Silverpond and Pinewood. You and your friends could be incubating it and not even know.”

			“But—”

			“Please back up and return to your homes. I have orders to quarantine this town,” the captain said.

			Orders. Kirkham had orders to quarantine Bridgetown.

			The captain was just doing as he’d been told, acting on what his superiors had told him. He might not have been infected by the Dawn of the Zombie Apocalypse game, but in a lot of ways Kirkham was as much a zombie as everyone else. My Einstein brain hummed. 

			Kirkham inclined his head. The line of soldiers took a step closer. If I was going to act, I had to do it now. 

			“Wait, please,” I begged. I waved my arm to get Kirkham’s attention. I put the cup to my mouth again.

			Kirkham raised his paper cup to his ear.

			“What if I could get everyone into the school gym?” I called into the white interior of the cup. “It would be easier to quarantine us all there, right? You wouldn’t have to patrol the entire town.”

			He was still a long way away—about the length of a basketball court—but I thought I saw Kirkham arch an eyebrow. He turned and conferred with the paratrooper beside him. Finally, he tightened the string, and spoke into Ava’s cup, the words so faint I could barely make them out. “Can you do that?”

			“Yes, my friends and I can get them there.”

			There was a pause.

			I squashed the cup to my ear, straining for his answer. 

			“Okay, son. Do what you have to do.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 26

		

		
			Dropping the paper cup, I grabbed Ava by the hand and ran back to Darren and Talia.

			“We need to get everyone into the school gym,” I shouted.

			“What? I don’t—” Talia protested.

			“Trust me, there’s no time to explain,” I yelled over Martha’s warbling and the clash of cymbals. “Can you look after Ava, and Grandma and Cody? Make sure they get to the gym?”

			For a second, I thought she was going to tell me off for bossing her. Instead, she surprised me, yelling ‘okay’. Turning, she picked up Ava and hurried away.

			I watched them go, Ava in Talia’s arms, holding on to Mum’s hat and waving a chubby fist in the air. Talia’s ponytail swished from side to side like…well, like a pony’s tail. I realised she was galloping, making it a game for Ava.

			Darren shook me out of it. “Seb, the zombies! Some of them are going home,” he bellowed over the top of the hatbox.

			I cupped my hands and leaned in towards his ear. “We have to head them off. Quick. Lead them to the gym.”

			We ran to catch up with the mob, Darren gripping the hatbox, which bounced as he ran. I was worried the CD would scratch. That little break in the singing earlier had given me the frights. Without the music, we were doomed.

			The twins were near the back of the crowd, still boogeying away. “Keep going,” I shouted to Darren as I peeled off in the twins’ direction.

			“Amelia! Karen! Over here.” 

			The two girls joined me. Away from the hatbox amplifier, the music was a bit quieter. I couldn’t feel the rhythm pounding against my ribs any more.

			“Don’t let the zombies go home,” I gasped. “We think the sunlight will reverse the zombification, but for that to happen we need to keep them outside for longer.”

			“Longer. Right, got it,” said Amelia.

			“Only, we have to get them to the gym first.”

			 Karen looked puzzled. “Hang on. If we need to keep them outside, why exactly are we taking them inside?”

			“I have a plan. Follow Darren. Tell the others.”

			The twins ran off to spread the news.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 27

		

		
			The double doors of the gym slammed shut. Only Talia and I were left outside. Everyone else was in the gym.

			Or, at least, they had been.

			It was true that Darren had led the horde into the gym. But, in another of my spectacular brainstorming ideas, I’d got my best mate to lead the crowd into the building, straight across the basketball court, past the music annex and the coach’s office and out the other side of the complex! The twins had done their job and they’d all followed: the zombies, the oldies including Grandma with Ava and Cody, and the kids from school.

			With a bit of luck, Darren would be miles away at the front of the line. The tail end of the procession was still traipsing through the gym, when I’d pulled Talia aside. “I have to head off Kirkham and his commandos. Stall them, while everyone goes through.”

			“I’ll come with you,” she’d said.

			So there we were, Talia and me, outside the gym, our backs hard against the graffiti-ed paintwork as Kirkham and his soldiers closed in, their guns raised.

			I felt like Horatio, defending the city of Rome.

			Hopefully, by now, if everything had gone to plan, the front of the procession would be halfway down Mannering Street, still dancing in the sunshine. But in case they weren’t all out of sight, the soldiers couldn’t be allowed to look inside the gym. A single glimpse and the game would be up. I hoped they didn’t have thermal imaging scopes or the game would be up even sooner. I straightened my shoulders. Of course, they wouldn’t have thermal imaging scopes. It was day time. But if Kirkham found out Talia and I were leading the army on a wild zombie chase, things could get very hot.

			Talia gave me a nudge. I raised my hands the way people do in cowboy movies, inching forward and sideways until I was standing in front of her.

			“Don’t get too close, sir,” I called to Kirkham. “It’s like you said. We could have the virus.”

			Kirkham raised his hand. Behind him the wall of black slowed, although the guns were still pointed at us.

			“Are they all in there?” Kirkham demanded.

			“Yes, sir.”

			Well, it was true a minute ago.

			The captain grinned. “Well done, lad. You’d make a good soldier.”

			I shrugged. “Just trying to help.”

			Kirkham waved the barrel of his gun at the double doors. “Right, well you kids had better get in there, too.”

			Stepping around Talia, I opened the door, making sure the gap wasn’t wide enough for the troopers to look inside. I motioned for Talia to enter. Passing through door, she glanced across the gym. She stared at me, her eyes wide.

			We must’ve had some sort of telepathic subliminal connection because, straight away, I knew she was trying to send me a message. Something was up. They mustn’t be through yet! Maybe one of the oldies had stopped into the bathrooms on their way through the gym? I had to give them more time! My hand still on the door, I turned. “Captain Kirkham.”

			“Yes?”

			“What about the other places? Pinewood and Silverpond. How long have those people been in quarantine?”

			Kirkham gave me a hard look. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

			I nodded slowly, as if I understood.

			“Look, son, I can assure you that our people are doing everything to solve this problem, but we need to protect the rest of the country. Possibly the world.”

			I swallowed hard. It was one thing if Kirkham and his men found out that we’d pulled the wool over their eyes, but what if we were wrong? What if mucking about in the sunshine and fresh air didn’t help? The army’s job wasn’t to save the zombies; Kirkham had made it clear that they’d already given up on that. They wanted to isolate the zombies, and any potential zombies nearby. So, if our solution didn’t work, we would end up surrounded by the army, prisoners in our own homes, in our own towns. If that happened, giving Ava a bath might the least of my worries.

			I squared my shoulders. “When I’m inside, I recommend you have your men barricade this door, sir. Things could get ugly.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 28

		

		
			Talia was waiting for me just inside the door.

			“Is everyone through?”

			“Yes, the last of them just left the music annex.”

			I dropped the bolt into the floor and grabbed her hand. “Come on. We’d better move too. We haven’t got much time.”

			She pulled her hand back. “Wait! Andrew said to tell you that he reckons the CD player’s a bit iffy. The music is still playing, but it’s raspy, and the machine is making a funny clicking noise.”

			“We don’t have time to worry about that now. We need to lock the doors and cover the windows—before Kirkham and his troops realise there’s no one here.”

			Talia ran to lock the back door, while I dropped the sunshades on the windows. I couldn’t do anything about the line of windows near the roof of the gym, but hopefully they’d be too high for anyone to see through. Unless the soldiers had periscopes. Or drones. Or a helicopter…

			“The doors are locked. Let’s go,” Talia urged.

			I was following Talia, heading for the music annex and the exit, when I realised what was wrong. It was too quiet. There was no laughter. No loud conversations. A crowd of people in an enclosed space made a racket. Instead, the gym sounded as if the NFL league champions had missed an easy catch. It was silent. There was no way Kirkham’s unit would believe all Bridgetown’s citizens were crammed in here.

			I switched direction, skidding into Mr Davies’ office.

			Talia appeared in the doorway. “What are you doing?”

			I didn’t answer. Slipping into Mr Davies’ chair, I powered up the computer.

			Talia blinked. She stepped into the office and approached the desk. “Look, Seb, I’m really sorry I said this was all your fault.” She fiddled with the pencils in Mr Davies’ pencil cup. “I know you didn’t mean to download the virus and trigger an apocalypse. No one could’ve known about the subliminal quotient embedded in the game. It’s just, I really don’t think now is the time to try and fix it.”

			Clicking the mouse, I logged on to my school account.

			“Seb! Did you hear me?” Her voice rose. “I said you’re not responsible.”

			“I’m not trying to fix it. Mr Davies recorded all the basket­ball home games and loaded them up to the school network. If I can run the audio through the school speaker system, maybe it’ll convince Kirkham and his men that we’re still in here.”

			Talia wrapped her arms around her body. “Seb, don’t. Please. The school network’s corrupted.”

			“It’ll only take a second. I’ve been outside for a lot of the day. I should’ve got enough sun to counter the zombie effect.”

			Talia raised an eyebrow. “And if not?”

			I glanced out the window. The last of the zombies were dancing down the street, followed up by Andrew and the twins. They were almost out of view—and almost out of earshot. Any minute now, Kirkham and his soldiers would notice the lack of noise.

			“If not, then find Darren and the others. Finish the experiment without me.”

			She stared at me, her hazel eyes boring into mine. “I’ll wait,” she said.

			I turned back to the computer, as the sound of hammering reverberated in the gym next door. Kirkham was nailing the main doors shut as I’d suggested. Good. The banging would hide the fact that the building was emptier than an open day at the morgue.

			Not for long, though. I’d have to hurry.

			Like most teachers, Mr Davies was super-organised. I found the recordings under the file name Basketball\Homegames\Recordings. Loading them up, I moved the volume bar to maximum and pressed play. Shrieks and shouts blared over the gym loudspeakers. It must’ve been a good game because the crowd was going ballistic.

			Which is what Kirkham will do when he discovers that all he’s quarantined are a few sweat molecules and some warm air.

			Now came the test. Could I walk away from the computer?

			My eyes still on the screen, I stood up. I didn’t feel like a zombie, but Jason always said I looked brain dead anyway. I checked my reflection in the glass partition separating Mr Davies’ office from the corridor, turning my head left and right. I didn’t look any different. That’s because I wasn’t different! I was fine. I could quit the computer any time I wanted.

			And I could. I wasn’t looking at the screen now!

			“Let’s go!” I left the machine running.

			We sprinted into the corridor. We’d nearly made it through the music annex when something made me slow.

			Had the subliminal quotient hooked me after all?

			“Seb?”

			“I just have to—”

			Then, I spied what it was that’d made me hesitate. A guitar. I snatched it up, slinging it over my shoulder as I ran.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 29

		

		
			When we caught up with the others, Darren handed the hatbox to Penny, so she and Andrew could take a turn at leading the horde around town.

			“When you can, double back to Founders Park,” I told them. 

			Like a flamingo, Penny lifted her knee so she could hoist the box higher. She giggled. “I feel like the Pied Piper of Hamlin.”

			“Don’t you mean the Pied Piper of Bridgetown?” Andrew said.

			It was a joke, but it didn’t feel funny. I pulled my face into a smile as our friends led the crowd away, and tried not to remember that The Pied Piper of Hamlin didn’t have a happy ending. There’d been a double-cross in that story, too.

			Talia, Darren and I hung back, walking just behind Grandma and Ava.

			“I’m so sick of this music,” Darren moaned. I could hardly blame him. After a billion plays on repeat, Martha was getting boring.

			“We could change it,” Talia said. ‘All we’d have to do is select track 2. It would still be the same artist, but at least the song would be different.”

			I shook my head. “It’s too risky. What if the next song is a lullaby?”

			“Good point. Let’s leave it,” Darren said. “Although if we ever get out of this apocalypse, I never ever want to hear that song again.” He could say that again. We bumped fists. I looked up, ready to bump fists with Talia too, but she had that little crease her forehead again. “I think Andrew was right. The CD isn’t as good as it was. Close up you can hear it clicking. And it cut out before.”

			Instead of trying to tune the music out, I concentrated on Martha’s voice. It was kind of scratchy, like an old fan heater that’s been running on full blast. “It’ll hold out,” I insisted.

			“I hope so.” Darren was starting to sound a lot like Shaggy from Scooby Doo. “We don’t know how long it’ll take to work.”

			Actually, we didn’t know if it would work at all. But I couldn’t let my friends get depressed. It was like Darren said before: times like these it’s important to keep people’s morale up.

			“Hey, take a chill pill, guys. Everything’s going to be fine,” I assured them.

			Grabbing the pushchair handles from Grandma, I wiggled my hips then flicked out my legs in my own silly version of the Bunny Hop. The pushchair surged forward then slowed, surged and slowed, a bit like Grandma’s driving. Ava squealed, Cody leapt about my legs, and my friends’ laughter followed me into the next street.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 30

		

		
			We’d barely stepped onto Founders Park, after our second circuit of the town for the day, when Ava did her scream­ing iron girder trick.

			“Ava out!” She braced her feet against the footrest and strained against the straps. “Out now.”

			“She must be tired,” Grandma said. “I’m not surprised; this has been quite the Founders Day Parade.”

			“We could let her run around for a bit,” Talia said quickly. “If we let her stretch her legs, she might nod off on the way home.”

			“Ouuut!” Ava wailed.

			I undid the buckle and lifted Ava out. It was a mistake. As soon as her feet touched the grass, she wriggled free and ran into the crowd, the brim of Mum’s hat flopping wildly.

			“Ava!” I dashed after her, almost losing sight of her as she was swept up by—

			“Dad?”

			“Seb! What on earth is going on? I had the weirdest dream… Oh heck, I’m in my dressing gown! Have I been sleep-walking? Sleep-dancing?”

			Dad was himself again. It was a miracle. Sunshine and fresh air had reversed the subliminal effect.

			Ava plopped the hat on Dad’s head, her chubby arms stretching upwards.

			Wrinkling his nose, Dad held Ava away from him. “And how could I have let this little lady go so long without a nappy change?”

			Grandma patted Dad on the shoulder. “You’ve been under the weather with a virus the last couple of days, sweetheart. In fact, you’ve been a bit of a zombie.”

			I giggled. Talia covered her face with her hands, and it wasn’t because she’d got Grandma’s joke. “Seb, look. They’re waking up.”

			I scanned the crowd. Dad wasn’t the only survivor. Several of the zombies had come out of their trances and were back to their normal selves. In the middle of the lawn, Jason’s band-mate, Bruce looked bewildered. His hand at his chest, he billowed his shirt, trying to cool himself down, unaware he’d just moonwalked all over Bridgetown.

			Not everyone had been cured, though. Mrs Pike was still dancing, and Darren’s mum, and so was Mrs Wentworth, the receptionist from the Sunnynook. We weren’t out of this yet.

			That’s when the music died.

			Martha gave it one last effort, grinding out a final line, but it was no use. The CD sputtered and gave up the ghost. The dancing stopped, the zombies pausing only an instant before they began to shuffle off.

			“They’re going home,” Talia’s voice trembled. “Back to their computers.”

			My mouth went dry. I knew exactly how she felt. This couldn’t be happening. Not now when we we’d come so close. It was like glimpsing an island paradise off across the water and moments later having your canoe spring a leak.

			Andrew came running over with the hatbox, his face grim. “It’s no good, Seb,” he huffed, when he arrived. “We must have bumped it too much. I tried to get it started again, but I reckon it’s totally stuffed.”

			“Mum!” Grabbing Mrs Howard by the hand, Darren twirled her in a rock ‘n’ roll move, obviously desperate to keep her outside for as long as he could. Well, that was okay for Mrs Howard, but we couldn’t rock and roll with everyone. How were we going to keep the others from turning back?

			“We need more music!” Andrew said.

			“And quickly!” Darren urged. He’d linked arms with his mum and was dancing her this-way and that-way in a circle.

			Frustrated, I patted my thighs. “Yes, but how?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe you could use that guitar?” Talia pointed at my shoulder.

			The guitar!

			I’d completely forgotten it. I swung it over my hip. I didn’t have a clue how to play, but any music had to be better than none. Putting my fingers on the strings, I strummed the guitar a few times. A sound came out—strangled and whiny, like a creaky door in a haunted house. It was loud enough, but it definitely wasn’t music, and it wasn’t having an effect on the zombies either.

			Cody howled. I think I might have hurt his ears.

			“Seb!” Talia and Andrew shrieked.

			Changing the position of my fingers, I strummed again, only faster this time, trying to mimic a boppy dance number.

			It was an epic fail. What came out wasn’t even a tune. It sounded more like a constipated elephant. Who was I kidding? It was worse. But I kept strumming, because I didn’t know what else to do. It was as if all my good ideas were candyfloss, shrivelling into nothing the second they were licked.

			Suddenly, someone snatched the guitar out of my hands. “Give me that. You’re going to break our eardrums, you git.”

			It was Jason! And he was insulting me. It could only mean one thing—that he was back to his usual self!

			“Jase! You’re okay,” I squeaked.

			Sitting down on a park bench, Jason looked at me weirdly. “Of course, I’m okay. What are you doing with a guitar?”

			“Um…it’s the Founders Day Parade. There’s been a prob­lem with the music. Could you play?”

			He shook his head. “Seb, you know musicians can’t just give their work away for free.”

			I groaned. I got it. I did. People were always taking advantage of artists and musicians—it was one of Jason’s pet peeves—but we were trying to save the world here!

			“Please. We could really do with your help. It’s a comm­unity event,” Talia said. “For charity,” she added.

			“That’s right,” I blurted. “And it’d be a great way to raise awareness of Jason and the Argonauts. The whole town’s here. You never know, Jase, it could lead to something.”

			“Yeah, well, we don’t have our equipment.”

			“You know, there’s nothing like pure sound to highlight a person’s talent,” Talia said. “All the great acts do it.” I couldn’t help grinning. Talia wasn’t just the Prettiest, she was Pretty Smart, too.

			“Forget it, Talia,” I said, flashing her a smile. “I don’t mind playing it.” I held my hand out for the guitar.

			“And I’ll sing,” Talia suggested. “Maybe you and I could start our own band, Seb.”

			In the end, though, I don’t think it was anything Talia or I said that convinced him. Jason was a musician—just having a guitar in his hands made his fingers itch. He couldn’t help but play it.

			I recognised the first few chords of the song he’d been working on in the garage. Bruce did too because he whipped over to join us. Removing the dead CD player, I handed the empty hatbox to Bruce, who flipped it over and started drumming out the beat. Next thing I knew, Dave had turned up and Jason’s whole band was there, singing their new song for the very first time. It was pretty catchy, actually. Mrs Howard started dancing again.

			Talia beamed. “That was close,” she breathed, her face close to mine. “Look, the other zombies are coming back, too.”

			But I was looking at my brother. Wearing a ripped t-shirt and greasy jeans, with Band-Aids on his palms and his hair hanging in lank tendrils, he looked like a rock star, and he was playing the biggest gig of his career.

			Talia nudged me.

			“Yep, I heard you. The zombies are coming back,” I said.

			She nudged me again and I looked up to see Kirkham striding across the park, his face set like concrete.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 31

		

		
			“Hey, you three,” Kirkham shouted.

			Instinctively, we bunched together.

			“Oh no,” Darren said, as the captain and his men appr­oached. “We’re in big trouble now. We’ll be blacklisted by the government for the rest of our lives. They’ll probably put us in jail. Or on house arrest. Or, at the very least, make us play extra taxes.” His lip quivered. “I’ve got a summer concession card for the swimming pool.”

			What could I say? He was a drama queen.

			Talia gave Darren a slap on the back as if he were choking. “Seb, say something!” she whispered.

			“Yes, Captain?” It was an effort to keep my voice even.

			This time, Kirkham and his men stopped only metres away. They raised their weapons. This close up, they were scary. My knees trembled.

			“You lied!” the captain yelled. “You told me everyone was quarantined in the gym.”

			“No, sir. I said I could get them there.”

			“And I suppose you just forgot to mention that they’d be walking straight out again. Letting me believe they were still inside.”

			Talia took a step forward, her chin raised. “Actually, that was all your doing, Captain. That, and the power of suggestion. You wanted to believe that everyone was locked up in the gym, so you did.”

			Kirkham pushed his goggles up on his head. His eyes narrowed. Making a circle with the barrel of his rifle, he traced us out as his targets. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll still quarantine this town, just a little later than we planned.”

			“But there’s no reason to quarantine us,” I protested. “We’ve already worked out how to cure the virus!”

			Kirkham shook his head. “You three kids? That’s rid­iculous. The army’s best doctors haven’t been able to crack it.”

			“That’s because it’s a computer virus,” I retorted.

			“What?!” Kirkham looked as if someone had asked him to calculate the square root of 291.

			“The same treatment principles apply,” Talia said. “Extend­ed periods of ultraviolet light and fresh air to boost people’s immune systems, which then allows them to combat the virus’ subliminal quotient.”

			“Its what-me-what?” Kirkham said.

			Darren sighed deeply. “Her parents are doctors,” he explained.

			Suddenly, there was a commotion behind us. We all swung around to look.

			It was my mum, and she was making her way to the front of the crowd. Her hair was a mess, sticking up at all angles and her clothes were skew-whiff, but she wasn’t a zombie any more. And from the look on her face, she was super-duper angry. I hoped it wasn’t because her hat was ruined. Although, that was nothing compared to how Dad was going to react when he saw his ute…

			Storming over, Mum pushed between the three of us to face Kirkham. She folded her arms across her chest. “If it’s all the same to you,” she said in her don’t-even-think-about-answering-back voice, “here in Bridgetown, we don’t appreciate soldiers aiming guns at children in the middle of our Founders Day celebrations.”

			There was a murmur of agreement from behind us.

			Bobbing his head, Kirkham lowered his gun, signalling to his men to do the same. “I beg your pardon, ma’am. Captain James Kirkham, at your service. I’m sorry to upset the festivities, but I have orders to quarantine this town. There’s a dangerous virus circulating…”

			Mum swept her arm in an arc, taking in the park and, all of a sudden, I realised I couldn’t hear Bruce drumming on the hatbox. Jason and his mates were no longer playing. And there was something else—in spite of the lack of music, no one was moving off. No one was clamouring for their phone. They weren’t rushing home to their computers. Everyone was watching us: Darren’s mum, Mrs Pike, even Mrs Wentworth. The entire town.

			I almost sank to my knees in relief. We’d done it! With just a little bit of sun and fresh air, we’d rid the town of zombies. Grinning, Darren pumped his fist in the air. Talia leaned over and gave my hand a squeeze. I felt like I’d been given a star on the Hollywood walk of fame.

			Putting her hands on her hips, Mum snorted. “A virus! Captain, all of these people, children and the elderly included, have just danced their way around Bridgetown—not once, but twice. Does that sound to you like the kind of thing people do when they’re sick?”

			I glanced back. The townsfolk crowded around us, while staring menacingly at Kirkham and his men. We weren’t fighting this on our own any more. The whole town was behind us.

			Flustered, Kirkham took a step back. “No ma’am, I agree, they don’t look sick,” he blathered, “but my orders—”

			“Captain, I said we’re fine.”

			“Uh-oh,” said Ava, who was fiddling with Dad’s chin. Even Ava knew that when Mum said fine, you were in big trouble.

			Kirkham knew it too because he and his men practically ran to their transports.

			A cheer went up. The apocalypse was over.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 32

		

		
			A zombie hand emerged from the screen. Blackened fingernails grasped at the air, seeking me out. Finding nothing, the digits slipped beneath the fog.

			Bastion Axestone stepped out of the murk, badass scarring zig-zagging across his face. The camera zoomed in and he looked me in the eye. “Zombies have taken over the world,” he said.

			“Actually, I’d heard about that,” I said aloud.

			Axestone continued his speech anyway. “We must take up the challenge, avoiding the plague that has infested our loved ones, and forge a new world…”

			Suddenly, a new graphic surged across the screen: 

			Zombie Apocalypse II

			Free today. Join Bastion in his latest quest. Click here.

			My reflexes kicked in and my arm went out, ready to press the icon and download the game. I was just millimetres away from touching it when I stopped myself, my heart pounding as my fingers hovered over the button. I remembered what had happened the last time I’d downloaded something from Chaos.

			On screen, Bastion Axestone sauntered down a city street, fending off a horde of shambling zombies.

			Laughing, I wiped my hand on my shorts. I was being a wimp. It wasn’t as if it could happen again. Even if it did, we already knew that a good dose of sunshine and fresh air reversed the zombie effect, and anyway the army would have had its military computer hacker experts on to Chaos by now. Most likely the culprits who’d introduced the virus were in jail and every loophole and backdoor in the game locked up. What were the chances of two apocalypses happening in one week? They had to be miniscule. Micro­scopic.

			Still chuckling, I scrolled through the game options. They were the same as they’d been in the first version: the heavy metal soundtrack, 3D options, and explosive effects. I noted there was no small town option or subliminal quotient on offer this time. So, I was right. Those features must have been disabled. I scrolled down a bit more. Hang on, there was a new category. Clandestine operations. I knew what that meant. It meant secret, undercover operations, the sort of things spies did. Bastion’s new mission must be a spy adventure! I definitely wanted to play that. I selected clandestine operations, and then clicked to download the game.

			While I was watching the little bar inch across, there was a ping and a chat message from Darren appeared. <Hey, Seb. Some of us are going to shoot hoops at school. You keen?>

			I tapped out an excuse. <Nah. I still have some maths to do before Monday.>

			He pinged again. <Penny’s coming. Talia, too.>

			Talia. My heart skipped a beat. I guess I could always do those maths equations before school. And by the time I got back from playing basketball, the new Bastion Axestone game would be fully downloaded.

			I typed, <Be there in ten.>

			Then, leaving my computer running, I headed outside.

		

	
		
			SEB'S NOTEBOOK

		

		
			apocalypse: the end of the world.

			Congreve (William): possibly the most misquoted writer ever. Things he is famous for saying, but didn’t, include ‘music soothes the savage beast’ and ‘hell hath no fury like a woman’s scorn’. 

			dystopia: a world you wouldn’t want to live in.

			Einstein (Albert): a genius who flunked out of school but turned out to be one of the greatest minds of all time. He discovered the theory of relativity, which is represented by the equation E=Mc2 and has something to do with trains hurtling towards you at the speed of light.

			emporium: an old-fashioned word for supermarket.

			Greenland: just in case, I looked up Greenland—the biggest island in the sea between Canada and Norway—and although it’s the country with the lowest population density in the world, it’s actually got good mobile phone coverage and Internet access, so it’s probably not going to work as a place to hole up and wait out a zombie apocalypse. 

			Horatio: a Roman soldier who lived 2500 years ago and who defended Rome against an entire army by holding the bridge into the city over the river Tiber.

			immunity: Talia says immunity is a body’s natural response against germs. When the body detects intruders like viruses and bacteria, microscopic warrior cells in the blood crowd around and swallow the intruders. They sacrifice themselves to take the bad guys out of action. It’s pretty badass.

			logistics: detailed planning of a complex project. Really? That’s it? They couldn’t have said planning? 

			Malcolm X: in 1964 an American civil rights activist named Malcolm X made a speech which included the sentence: “Education is our passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs only to the people who prepare for it today.” Grown-ups have been using this quote to make kids do their homework ever since.

			Methuselah: turns out this isn’t a friend of Grandma’s, but someone from history who supposedly lived for 969 years. Note: I find this hard to believe.

			Pavlov (Ivan): not Pavlova, the fluffy dessert—I got that wrong. Darren was talking about a Russian scientist called Pavlov who discovered that his dogs drooled when he fed them, so he started ringing a little bell when he fed them and eventually just the sound of the bell (without the food) made the dogs drool. I could have told him that. Cody drools every time I open the fridge.

			Pythagorus: a Greek guy who was an expert on triangles. More famous than Stephen Hawking.

			somnambulist: a fancy word for sleep-walking.

			subliminal: ideas which influence your mind without you knowing. It’s like a Jedi mind trick. Advertisers do this all the time, getting you to buy stuff without you even knowing. 

			virus: a computer virus is a bit of computer code which takes over your tablet and instructs it do weird stuff it’s not supposed to do. A biological virus does the same thing after entering your body via a mosquito bite or by someone coughing on you: it takes over your healthy cells, overriding the normal functions with its own DNA which instructs your cells to create more virus cells. If you don’t have immunity, you’re doomed.

			voilà: a French word which means something like ‘ta-dah!’
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