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Blurb
 The Dead have Risen
 

 Logan and Nadia team up with Martin, an old friend of Max's. Now the leader of a burgeoning town, Martin is eager to see his friend once more and establish an alliance. Together, they travel across the breadth of South Africa, facing new challenges every day.
 

 Meanwhile, Max is up against his biggest challenge yet as he prepares the camp to face Ke Tau, a brutal killer, and cruel overlord. Their only hope for victory lies in their ability to stand together and face their fears. Will they Live Another Day?
 

 Night falls across the South African veldt, bringing danger and darkness to those struggling to survive within its cold embrace. Witness the dawn of a new era, one of life, or death.
 

 Live Another Day is a Zombie Apocalypse adventure for fans of Horror and Dystopia. Its blood-spattered pages are filled with gore and action, yet has a strong emotional heart that will leave you craving more. Get your copy today and join the fight for humanity's survival.
 

 
 Free Starter Library
 SIGN UP HERE FOR YOUR FREE STARTER LIBRARY. JOIN THE APOCALYPSE.
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 Dedication
 Like the first book in this series, this is also dedicated to my mom, Linda. Not a day goes by that I don't miss you, Mom. Not a single day.
 
  Chapter 1 - Nadia
 
 Nadia awoke before dawn and stared up at the ceiling above her head. It was still dark, the black only beginning to fade to gray. From experience, she knew enough to know that few people would be up yet. Only in about an hour, or so. Sufficient time to do what she did every morning since she arrived at St. Francis without being subject to too many curious stares.
 She slipped out from between the warm sheets that covered the bed. Her bare feet touched the smooth tiles, and her toes curled when a chill shot through her soles. For a second, she was tempted to crawl back into bed, but the sea beckoned, and she dismissed the thought.
 Her clothes hung across the back of a sturdy chair, and she slipped on the black tights and cowl-necked sweater she'd been given by the kind lady who managed the central stores of St. Francis Bay. Supplies were plentiful here, and she had more clothes now than she'd had in a while.
 Bare-footed, she padded across the floor toward the sliding door that opened onto the patio. She unlocked and opened it, taking a deep breath of the salty sea air. A breeze stirred her short hair and brushed across the nape of her neck. It was chilly. The bite in the air announced that winter was here. For now, though, it was still bearable. The seasons here were far more moderate than further inland, rarely going to extremes of cold.
 In the distance, the ocean called to her, the crashing of the waves soothing to her ears. She closed the door before she left, or else the monkeys would be by to ransack her room. They were a constant nuisance, and almost worse than the zoms, in her opinion.
 She cut across the garden to a small gate, pausing once to admire a beautiful rose bloom, the last of the season. Its petals were white, coloring to a dark pink around the edges. Nadia inhaled the heady scent and marveled that she was able to enjoy such a pure pleasure in these times. 
 The wooden gate opened onto the street, and she let herself out. With swift strides, she walked downhill, following the winding road. She nodded at an old couple who were out walking their dog and threw a wave at Ayesha who worked in the creche. “Morning.”
 “Good morning, Nadia,” Ayesha replied, her lashes lowering shyly over huge doe eyes.
 Nadia passed two armed men who nodded but didn't pause in their patrol, and then she reached her destination, the beach. Her feet sank into the fine golden sand, and she headed toward her rock. A stone slab, smoothed and weathered by the elements, jutted into the air and offered a gorgeous view of the sea.
 She hurried over and clambered up to find her customary seat; a hollowed out ledge. Her legs dangled down, and every time a wave crashed around the base of the rock, her feet got splashed.
 Nadia let out a deep breath and let her eyes wander across the horizon where the vast ocean stretched as far as it was possible to see. It was a stirring sight, one that never failed to soothe the raw pain that coiled inside her at all times.
 A month. That was how long it had been since she and Logan arrived at this refuge. And a haven it truly was.
 The beautiful houses with their whitewashed walls and deep gray thatched roofs were the pride of St. Francis. Lush gardens and trees filled all the backyards and lined the street. On the canal, wooden jetty's jutted onto the green waters of the river, while the beach was a stretch of gold that edged onto the deep blue of the sea waters.
 The inhabitants were kind too. At least all of those she'd met so far. Marie, the lady in charge of supplies, Kimberley, Martin's young daughter, and Thys, Martin's second in command. Even Martin was likable. He was stern and uncompromising, yet fair. The type of leader that led by example.
 There was no need for fear or to go around armed all the time. The town was safe, kept so by the dedicated men and women who manned the walls and kept watch. It was a beautiful feeling, this freedom from death. I've enjoyed my time here. It's so calm and peaceful. Like time has ceased to exist. Is this it? Is this what home feels like?
 She'd never known a real home. A place where she felt safe and loved. Growing up with an alcoholic mother had been hell. A hell made bearable solely because of her brother Bobby. Until that day. 
 Another loss. Another cut to the heart.
 So many.
 When will it ever end?
 A deep voice intruded on her thoughts. “Good morning, Nadia.” 
 Caleb.
 “Morning,” Nadia replied, conscious of a sudden stirring in the pit of her stomach. She twisted in her seat to look down at him. Her mouth went dry at the sight of his face.
 “Do you mind if I join you?” 
 “If you want.” 
 She moved up a bit to make room and watched as he climbed up the rock with the lithe ease of a leopard. He sat down next to her, so close that their legs touched. Her skin prickled at the contact, even through the material of her tights.
 She swallowed. “It's a lovely day, isn't it?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You're up early,” she tried again.
 “So are you.” 
 It was evident that neither the weather nor the time of day interested him. She knew very well what did, however, and it flustered her. “I―” 
 “You know why I'm here,” Caleb interrupted. 
 “Yes,” she admitted. 
 “It's the same reason I'm here every day.” 
 “I know.” A knot of heat formed in her breast, spreading out to her extremities until it felt like her whole body was on fire. 
 From the moment she'd met him, Caleb was an enigma. In his mid-twenties, he was a man of few words and intense emotions. He'd made it clear that he wanted her and would stop at nothing to get his way, much to Logan's irritation who viewed him as a meddling boy.
 “It's the same reason you come here every day,” he said. “Because you know I'll follow.” 
 “That's not true,” she protested. “I come here for the view. For the peace.” 
 “Perhaps,” he conceded. “But that's not the only reason why you come here. Admit it.” 
 “I...” she sighed, at a loss for words. What Caleb said was the truth. She did come here because of the view, because of the calm it infused into her raw soul, but she also came because he'd be there. Every day, without fail.
 “You cannot deny it.” 
 “I can try,” she whispered.
 Her own emotions confused her. She still missed Branden, of course. Not a day went by that she didn't feel guilty over his death and wished that she could take it back. But Caleb stirred something in her that she never knew was there before. He made her feel things she never thought existed. Just another complication in my life.
 “You know I'm right. We belong together, Nadia.” His green eyes cut her to the quick, the sharp angles of his face harsh in the morning light.
 Nadia shivered at the sound of her name on his lips and longed to reach up to him. She didn't. Instead, she shook her head miserably. “You're wrong.” 
 “Just give me a chance. That's all I ask.” His earnest look pleaded with her. An expression not typical for his haughty features.
 “I'm telling you I can't.” She looked away with a determined set of her shoulders and gritted her teeth. Usually, at this point, he would back away and leave her alone. Today, the touch of his fingers on her jaw startled her, and she whirled around with a gasp.
 “Nadia,” he said. His eyes bored into hers, and he leaned in for a kiss.
 For a breathless second, she wished she could let him. Then reality set in, and she jerked away as icy fear washed through her veins. I'll kill him. “No, I can't. Leave me alone, Caleb.” 
 “You know I can't. I won't.” 
 “You have to; you don't understand.” 
 “Then tell me why.” Frustration twisted his lips. “Just tell me.” 
 “I can't.” She scrambled off the rock and onto the sand.
 “Can't, or won't?” he called after her retreating back.
 “Both,” she whispered as she rushed back to the house. Silent tears streamed down her face. I'm sorry. I can never touch you, never let you close. Or you'll die.
 Once inside her room, she slammed the door shut before leaning against it for a moment to gather her wits. Since the moment she'd met Caleb, he'd been problematic. Both for her peace of mind, and the secret she kept from this town. Nobody here knew what she was. Nobody here looked at her with condemnation or loathing. Only she and Logan knew the truth, and that's the way she wanted to keep it. It was a selfish desire, but one she couldn't let go of.
 After wiping her face and brushing her teeth, she put on her shoes and padded down the hall toward the kitchen. Right then she longed for a cup of coffee. Anything to warm up the core of ice inside her heart.
 At the breakfast table, she encountered Logan. He looked good, fresh from a bath and clear-eyed. He'd kept his promise, not touching a drink since the day he tossed out his stash. He'd held her to that promise too, ensuring she stayed off the pills and cigarettes no matter how much she might long for them. A fact that earned her gratitude even though she begrudged him for it at times.
 “Morning,” he said, mouth quirking in a wry greeting.
 “Hi,” she replied as she hurried toward the gas stove where a kettle of coffee stood, still warm from the flames. She poured herself a cup and took the seat opposite him, avoiding his sharp gaze. He was oiling his handgun, his fingers moving with well-practiced ease. 
 “Everything all right?” Logan asked.
 “Yeah, I'm good.” 
 “Are you sure? You look upset.” 
 “No, I'm fine.” 
 “Is it that boy again?” His voice deepened to a growl. “Because if he's becoming a problem, I'll chop off his knackers with a blunt knife.” 
 She shook her head, a reluctant giggle escaping her lips at the mental image his words evoked. “Nothing's wrong, Logan, and Caleb isn't bothering me so you can keep your torture fantasies to yourself for now.” 
 He grunted and eyed her for another long second before nodding. “Well, whatever it is, it'll have to wait. Martin's called a meeting.” 
 “Oh?” She looked up in surprise. “What for?” 
 “He wants to discuss my proposal.” 
 “Really?” Her eyebrows arched at this bit of news. “Took him long enough.” 
 Ever since they arrived, Logan had lobbied for Martin to allow an expeditionary force to travel to Max's camp to establish cohesiveness between the two surviving groups. Maybe even set up a trade route. But for weeks now, nothing had happened, and they'd been forced to sit and wait.
 Logan shrugged. “I don't blame him. It's a tough decision, and he's got his people to worry about.” 
 “True, but shouldn't we survivors stick together?” Nadia asked. “There's few enough of us left as it is.” 
 “I know.” Logan emptied his cup and sat back in his chair. “It isn't that easy though.” 
 “Nothing is anymore,” she grumbled as she finished her coffee.
 “Ready to go?” Logan asked.
 “I'm ready.” She pushed back her chair with a scrape and flexed her spine. 
 “Good,” Logan answered with a grunt, sliding his gun into its customary holster. “Time to find out what the future holds.” 
 Nadia followed Logan out of the kitchen with mixed feelings. Was Martin finally approving the expedition? And if so, what about her? What did her future hold? And whom?
 
  Chapter 2 - Logan
 
 Logan left behind the warm kitchen and made his way downhill. The asphalt crunched beneath his boots, and the breeze felt crisp on his skin. It tugged at his collar and carried with it the briny scent of the sea. The brisk walk invigorated him, and he enjoyed the feel of his muscles stretching and moving with ease. Since he'd decided to stop smoking and drinking, his health had returned faster than even he had anticipated. 
 “Do you think Martin will agree to the expedition, at last?” Nadia asked. She hurried along beside him, her shorter legs struggling to keep pace with him. The vigorous movement stained her cheeks pink, and her blue eyes glowed like aquamarines. No wonder that boy Caleb is so infatuated with her.
 “I don't know. I hope so because I'm just about done waiting.” He shook his head as impatience overwhelmed him. For all of a month now, he'd sat around twiddling his thumbs while Martin held meetings and deliberated with his advisors. Though he understood Martin's position, he had little patience with red tape and longed to get back home.
 “You'd leave without them?” Nadia asked. “You wouldn't stay?” 
 “No, I have to go back, whatever happens.” He turned his head and regarded her. Something in her tone of voice alerted him to trouble. “And you? Are you thinking of staying?” 
 “No, of course not. Where you go, I go. That was the deal, right?” 
 “Right.” Logan slowed his pace and thought his next words over carefully before saying. “You know, Nadia. You don't have to leave just because I am. My goal was to find you somewhere safe to live, and if that place is here, you should stick around.” 
 Nadia bit her lip and looked away. “I could never stay here without you.” 
 “If you feel you can make a life here, then stay. Don't leave because of me.” 
 “That's just it! How can I make a life here, knowing what I am? What I can do?” Nadia shook her head, a miserable expression crossing her features. “I don't belong here, Logan. I'm a freak, and if these people realized it, they'd throw me out.” 
 “How do you know that? Sometimes, you just have to give people a chance.” 
 She snorted, her disdain evident. “Don't be stupid, Logan. They'd look at me the same way they look at the zoms.” 
 Logan sighed. “Is this about Caleb?” 
 “No, of course not.” She flashed him an angry glare, and he decided to back off even though instinct told him he had a point.
 “Well, whatever you decide to do, you have my full support. As long as you do it for you, not me.” 
 “Thanks, I'll remember that.” 
 Logan nodded and turned his attention in the direction their feet had carried them. Down a steep hill and toward a small whitewashed building that was hidden between a stand of ancient trees. It was an old house of historic value and now served as a city hall and museum of sorts. 
 It was from these premises that Martin conducted most of his business. From coordinating the latest raids and fishing expeditions to who would man the walls during the long days and nights. Though Logan had been there a few times, he'd never been summoned to a meeting before and was curious as to the procedures involved.
 A small knot of people already stood outside when they arrived. As one they turned to watch Logan and Nadia approach. He recognized most of them, but a few were unfamiliar.
 Martin was already there as well, and he turned toward Logan with a stern nod. “Glad to see you could make it.” 
 “Wouldn't miss it,” Logan replied as they shook hands.
 “Morning, Nadia. I trust you slept well?” Martin asked.
 She returned his smile. “As always.” 
 “Good, good. Now let's get out of the cold, shall we?” With practiced courtesy, Martin ushered everyone inside, and they filed in through the front door. 
 A small foyer and a formal parlor met the eye as they walked toward the meeting room. Expensive paintings dotted the walls, and antique vases languished in glass cabinets along with rows of old books, now precious in their rarity. Anything of historical importance had been placed here after the infection began in a bid to safeguard it. A smart move, no doubt.
 A large table awaited them in the old dining room that moonlighted as a meeting room, complete with jugs of water, coffee, and tea. A platter of fresh fruit served as breakfast. 
 Logan chose a seat at the far end with his back to the wall. He folded his long legs beneath him and picked a shiny green apple from the tray before nabbing a bottle of water. While munching on the tart fruit, he leaned back and watched the rest of the gathering file into the room.
 Nadia took the open spot next to him and sat with stiff reserve, her lips pinched in a thin line. She looked worried, and he heaved an inward sigh at her neuroses. Yes, she was a carrier of the virus and therefore dangerous, but as long as she was careful, it would be all right. Sure, if people found out a few would have a problem with it, but most would accept it. A nagging voice at the back of his head told him it wasn't quite that easy, but he chose to disregard it.
 Martin took a seat at the head of the table flanked by his right-hand man Thys. A woman called Ada sat opposite him at the other end. She was the head of security, and the defense of the town lay squarely in her capable hands. Tall with iron-gray hair, her fierce gaze cut like a knife, and few people were dumb enough to challenge her.
 Marie, who was in charge of the stores, took the seat next to Nadia while two men of roughly Logan's age poured themselves a cup of coffee each. Neither were familiar, but Logan recognized the wary caution with which they moved and surmised they were raiders. Last, but not least, came the resident doctor Mrs. Barnard, and the old but still spry Adam, who was in charge of the small fleet of Chokka boats that kept the community fed.
 Martin waited a few minutes until everyone had settled down before clearing his throat. An expectant hush replaced the cheerful chatter of before, and Logan shifted in his seat in readiness.
 “Morning, ladies and gents,” Martin said after rustling a stack of papers in a manner designed to look official. “Let's begin, shall we?” 
 Murmured greetings hummed through the air.
 The meeting opened with a discussion on the supplies available to the town. This was followed by a lengthy debate on the state of the medical facilities, and the season's haul of fish and seafood.
 Halfway through, Logan spotted Nadia's eyes glazing over. This was followed by a stifled yawn. She perfectly mirrored his feelings, and he found himself hiding a grin behind his hand.
 Martin's sharp gaze fell on the duo, and he cleared his throat. “Now, as some of you might know, we're gathered here to discuss the possibility of sending out an expeditionary force to the Free State. Logan here has informed me that there's a sizable group of survivors there, and he desires us to make contact.” 
 All eyes turned on Logan, and he straightened up in his seat with an embarrassed cough. “That's correct.” 
 An excited buzz rose around the table, interrupted when Ada asked, “How many people, and how big is their camp?” 
 Logan shrugged. “I'd guess around forty, but it's been awhile, and that might have changed. The camp itself is big enough to support more and is well-fortified.” 
 Ada's eyes narrowed. “That's not a whole lot to go on. How do you know they're still there?” 
 “I know,” Logan replied. “Call it instinct.” 
 “You're very sure of yourself,” Ada said. A strong hint of disapproval colored her tone, echoed by the tightening of her severe features.
 “With reason,” Logan replied. He met her stare with a fixed gaze, not backing down an inch. “I know them. I know what they're capable of doing. They're a tough crowd, and nothing short of a meteor could wipe them out.” 
 Ada snorted and shot a sharp glance toward Nadia. “You're willing to risk her life on an off chance like that?” 
 Logan stiffened, but before he could answer, Nadia jumped in. “I can take care of myself, lady. I did so for several months while I lived on my own, and I can make my own damn decisions.” 
 Shocked silence reigned for a few seconds before Ada barked out a short laugh. “Well said, young miss. Are you sure you don't want to join the Watch? I could use people like you.” 
 “Thanks, but I've got other plans.” Nadia sat back with a defiant look on her face which prompted a smile from Logan. There's the real Nadia. I've missed her.
 “Suppose this camp of yours is still there, why should we risk the lives of our people to journey there?” Thys asked, taking over from Ada. He spread his hands wide on the table. “It's a long way, filled with dangers.” 
 Logan looked at Thys for a moment while weighing his answer. Short and slender, with sandy hair and wiry strength, Thys was a tough opponent. He had years of experience in the local government to back him up, and the force of will to overcome any obstacle. If he opposed this expedition, it was unlikely anyone could sway the decision even if they tried.
 “When I left my camp, I roamed far and wide. I traveled the length and breadth of South Africa, just the Landie and me. Is it dangerous? Sure, I had plenty of close calls. But if you stick to the back roads and the small towns, it can be done.” Logan allowed his eyes travel around the table, resting on each person before moving on. “I was searching for something.” 
 “Something?” Thys asked with the quirk of an eyebrow. 
 “Yes, but that doesn't concern you. While I won't go into detail of what I was looking for, I will tell you what I didn't find.” 
 “What's that?” 
 “Survivors.” 
 Thick silence enveloped the table, broken only when a skeptical Thys asked, “You found no survivors? None? I find that hard to believe.” 
 “Oh, I found a few. Loners like myself, moving from place to place. Hell, I even found a few groups clinging to existence by the skin of their teeth. They never numbered more than a handful, and I'm willing to bet most of them are dead by now.” 
 “There have to be others. People like us. It stands to reason we're not the only ones.” 
 “Probably. I've seen evidence of larger groups in the cities. Those I avoided for obvious reasons. Not only are the undead more abundant there, but the people are not all friendly. You'd be shocked at some of the things I've seen.” 
 “What's your point exactly?” Thys asked.
 “My point is, with so few survivors left, especially good ones, can we afford to sit back and do nothing?” Logan asked. “Here we have a camp, forty strong and well-fortified. Why not make contact? Why not establish some co-operation? Together, we are strong. Separate, I don't give much for any of our chances in the long run.” 
 The two men Logan had pegged as raiders earlier, now surprised him by agreeing. The older of the two said, “He speaks the truth, Thys. We go out there almost every day looking for supplies. We hardly ever see anyone, and when we do, they're not all good people. It's a dog eat dog world out there, and if this other group could join us or even just work with us, we'd be that much better off.” 
 His younger companion nodded. “I say we go. It can't hurt to have allies.” 
 “You make a good point. Both of you,” Thys said before he turned to Martin. “What do you think?” 
 Martin nodded. “They're right. Which is why I've decided to let Logan have his wish.” 
 “Already?” Thys asked, surprise evident in his face. “We're not discussing this?” 
 Martin shook his head. “No, in this regard my mind is quite made up. I was simply waiting for the right opportunity.” 
 “Then what was the point of this meeting?” Ada asked.
 “So that you can hear what he has to say and understand why I must go.” 
 “You?” Ada sputtered. “You can't go.” 
 “Certainly not,” Thys agreed with a vehement shake of the head. “We need you.” 
 “You don't need me, Thys. Neither do you, Ada. You are both perfectly capable of taking over in my absence.” 
 “But what about Kimberley?” Marie asked, speaking for the first time.
 “She will be quite safe with you, my dear. I know you'll look after her like she's your own.” 
 “Of course, but she'll be distraught.”
  “She'll understand,” Martin replied. “Besides, I have every intention of coming back. This is my home.”
 “This is quite unorthodox,” Dr. Barnard said. “Why do you need to go? Why not send someone else in your place?” 
 “Because I know Max. He's my friend, but more than that, he's the reason I'm here,” Martin replied. “He's the reason we're all here. If it weren't for him, I'd have died in the streets of some distant town with my fellow soldiers, fighting a losing battle against an enemy we didn't understand. I owe him, and so do you.” 
 Dr. Barnard gave a slow nod. “In that case, I have no option but to support your decision.” 
 “Who will go with you?” Adam asked. “I cannot spare anyone from the boats.” 
 “Neither can I,” Ada added. “We are spread too thinly as it is.” 
 “I understand,” Martin said. “I don't intend leaving you shorthanded.” 
 “I'll go,” the younger raider said. “Dirk here can spare me for a while.” 
 “Josh,” Dirk protested. “Are you sure?” 
 “I'm sure.” 
 “Thanks, Josh,” Martin replied. “That brings our party up to four.” 
 “Four is not enough for a journey of this magnitude,” Ada said. “I'll spread the word that you're looking for more people.” 
 “Volunteers only, Ada,” Martin said.
 “Understood.” She gave a stiff nod. “When do you wish to leave?” 
 Martin looked at Logan before replying. “Tomorrow at dawn.” 
 “So soon?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “I will take my leave then,” Ada said. “There is much to arrange before then. I will see to it that your party is fully equipped.” 
 “Thank you, Ada.” 
 The older woman left the room, followed soon after by the rest as the meeting wound down to a natural end. Each member had a task to perform before the morrow, and finally, it was just Logan and Nadia left at the table.
 “Is it just me, or is this all happening a little too fast?” Nadia asked.
 “Too fast? We've been waiting for this for a month.” 
 “I know, but...” 
 “Don't you want to go?” Logan asked.
 “I do. It's just...we're leaving tomorrow morning, and I feel like it's not enough time to say goodbye.” 
 “I'm not complaining. The sooner, the better.” Logan scooped up another apple and an orange, casually juggling the fruit as he walked out of the room.
 Nadia trailed behind him, her face uncertain. “We're doing the right thing, aren't we, Logan?” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Leaving this place, and more, taking their leader with us. They'll be okay, won't they? Kimberley...” 
 Logan paused and eyed her with somber patience. “These people don't need Martin. They're strong enough without him, and it's time they realized it. As for Kim, she'll see her father again.” 
 “I hope so,” Nadia replied as they stepped out into the sunshine.
 “We each have to make our own choices. Martin, Josh, me, and especially you.” 
 “Me?” Nadia looked up at him with surprise.
 “Yes, you,” Logan replied. “You need to decide what you want, Nadia. What's right for you. Not what I think is right for you, or what anyone else thinks is right for you.” 
 “But I've already decided to go with you,” she protested.
 “No, you haven't. You've let circumstances choose for you.” Logan pinned her to the spot with a sharp look. “You're taking the easy way out, and that isn't like you.” 
 “Not true. I know what I want!” 
 “Do you? Because I'm still waiting for the real Nadia to show up and tell me to bugger off because she can make up her own damn mind. That Nadia never needed permission from anybody.” 
 With those parting words, Logan strode away and left Nadia stuttering and white-faced. Much as he wanted her to, no, needed her to go with him, it was her own decision to make, and not one he was willing to make for her. I just hope she chooses well. 
 

 
  Chapter 3 - Michael
 
 Michael shifted the rusted AK47 from his left arm to his right in a bid to soothe the ache in his back. It didn't help much. Sixteen hours of continuous guard duty on an empty stomach had eaten away at his energy reserves. Every muscle burned with exhaustion, yet he had no choice but to stand there like a puppet, eyes roving for any signs of enemy movement. Whether it be living or dead, it didn't matter. Ke Tau's orders.
 It was maybe an hour before dawn, and he licked his dry lips with a parched tongue. He stood alone at the furthest end of the perimeter, also known as the dead zone by the other guards. Here, he was surrounded by staked and chained zombies, a lone figure of living breathing flesh among a sea of corpses. Their constant groaning and rasping wore on his nerves, but at least it kept him awake.
 A shuffling figure caught his eye, and he twisted his head to look back at the old hotel. It was the old woman, Rebecca. The one who'd first made contact with Ronnie. She carried a bucket and balanced a parcel on her ancient head. With torturous steps, she went a slow circuit around all the guards before heading toward him.
 His stomach growled at the thought of breakfast, but his thirst was far worse and fought for dominance among his needs. With impatience, he watched the old woman wind her way through the captured dead to bring him his meal. At last, she reached him and ducked her head as she placed her burdens on the ground. 
 Michael glanced over the woman's head at the other guards surrounding the compound. None had ventured near, just as none had accompanied the old lady while she walked. Perhaps, this was his opportunity to speak to her, an opportunity he had so far lacked.
 “I've brought you food, Sir,” she said in a quavery voice.
 “Why not sooner?” he asked. “I saw you last night, doling out supper to the rest. Why not for me?” 
 She shot him a knowing glance before dropping her gaze once more. “Because Ke Tau did not wish it.“
 “How so? Have I angered him in some way?” 
 “I do not know, forgive me, Sir.” 
 “I think you know more than you let on, old one.” 
 Her eyes rolled upward, exposing more of the whites, and she cowered before him. “Please, Sir. I know nothing.” 
 “Relax, old woman. I will not harm you.” He pointed at her burdens. “Water. Do you have water?” 
 She shook her head. “No, Sir. Ke Tau said no water for you.” 
 “Then what do you have?” 
 “Mageu and bread.” She opened the bucket before her and scooped up a cup of the fermented liquid. This she proffered along with a hunk of dry bread from the bundle on her head.
 Michael wrinkled his nose as he took the food from her, his insides twisting. The mere thought of forcing down a chunk of tasteless dough when he was this thirsty, was distasteful. Nor did the sour mageu smell appetizing. His body needed water. Water and protein. “Is it fresh?” 
 “Yes, Sir. I made the bread myself today, and the mageu is from yesterday.” 
 He nodded and raised the cup to his lips. In one gulp, he drained the liquid, the consistency much like thick porridge. His stomach rebelled, but he forced it down. While it might not be water, it would relieve his thirst and provide some energy. “Another, please.” 
 “I'm not allowed, but...” With furtive movements, she scooped up another cup which he downed as quickly as the first.
 “Thank you,” he said.
 She threw him a surprised look, apparently unused to gratitude.
 “Tell me why Ke Tau is treating me this way,” he insisted. “You must know.” 
 She hesitated before replying. “It is simply his way. You are new here, and he does not trust you.” 
 “I've been here for a month, and I do whatever he bids me.” 
 “It is not enough. He wants to know who you are. He will try to break you first.” 
 Michael digested this knowledge in silence, before saying, “Thank you again, old one.” 
 She ducked her head and gathered up her stuff. He glanced toward the guards and noted that none were paying attention. “Before you go, we need to speak. I was sent here by someone you know.” 
 She gasped and scuttled back. “What do you mean?” 
 “You spoke to a man a while ago. A man who asked for your help.” 
 She shook her head. “I...I don't remember.” 
 “Don't be afraid. I'm here to help you.” 
 She shook her head so hard he was afraid it would fall off her neck. “No, I know nothing, spoke to no one.” 
 “This man promised you revenge for your son. Don't you want that anymore?” he asked, pleased to note the way she stilled.
 Her face turned blank, and an unnamed emotion swelled beneath the surface. “Revenge?” 
 “Yes, but first we need your help.” 
 “How can I help? I'm just an old woman,” she said, casting a fearful look around.
 “You can talk to the others, those who feel like you do,” he replied with his eyes fixed on the nearest guards. “Tell them to be ready. Tell them that when the day comes, they must join us in our fight.” 
 “I...I will try.” 
 One of the guards turned toward Michael and stared at them, his eyes narrowed. Michael threw her a look and said, “They notice. We must act the part.” 
 She glanced toward the guard and hunched down like a crone. “They mustn't know.” 
 With casual contempt, Michael tossed the empty cup at the old woman and shouted, “Now get away. Back to your hole, old woman.” 
 The guard laughed and nodded his approval. 
 Like a crab, she scurried around and prepared to go. He turned his back on her and looked into the distance before asking one final question. “Rebecca.” 
 She paused for the briefest of moments.
 “How can I get Ke Tau to trust me?” 
 “Trust you?” She cackled underneath her breath. “If you want Ke Tau to trust you, then you must be like him. You must become him.” 
 With that cryptic remark, the old woman left, and the hours passed slowly. One after the other until exhaustion dragged at his lids and sleep beckoned with the sweet promise of relief. His thirst, temporarily sated by the mageu, returned with a vengeance as the sun rose. He dared not sit down for too long lest he fell asleep, a sin that carried dire consequences in Ke Tau's eyes. 
 One by one the other guards were relieved, but never him. He alone remained standing at his post, hour after hour. Behind his back, the other men made bets on how long he'd last. This he knew but cared not. Instead, his mind wandered back over the past month. While Ke Tau had seemed to accept his story of him wanting vengeance against the camp because they destroyed all his hopes for a vaccine, the leader had not entrusted him with anything worthwhile.
 Instead, he'd been shunned and assigned to the poorest of jobs. The first week he'd worked like a slave, cleaning toilets and sleeping quarters. The next, he was given the task of shackling zombies to poles and chains. He complied with Ke Tau's orders without complaint, yet this gained him nothing. Once or twice, one of the other gang members took him on, but that stopped when he shoved a plunger down the one's throat. After that, he was treated with wary respect and fear from lesser members.
 About two weeks in, he'd been given a gun and a sweat-stained uniform. This caused him to hope for betterment until he was assigned to guard duty, fated to stand outside no matter what the weather. Shunned by the others, he bided his time and waited.
 “Maybe now things can get moving,” he growled softly.
 He forced his fatigued body to keep going, not allowing himself to falter or fail. Whenever an infected wandered towards him, he dispatched it with prompt efficiency and dragged the body aside. The day wore on, and night fell, bringing with it the return of Rebecca. He watched her approach with eagerness, his parched tissues crying out for moisture.
 “Do you have water?” he asked.
 “I'm sorry. Ke Tau said no water.” She looked ashamed as she uttered the words, her lips pursed in sympathy. “He is intent on seeing how long you can last. It is a game with him.” 
 “A game?” 
 She nodded. “He wants to see how strong you are. Too little and you are useless to him. Too much...” 
 “And he will kill me,” Michael finished.
 “Yes.” She bobbed her head before handing him a cup brimming with Mageu. “He is watching you.” 
 “Why?” 
 She shrugged. “Because you are different. This disturbs him.” 
 Michael remained silent, working this information over in his mind while he drank the sour brew in his hand. If Rebecca was correct, Ke Tau was waiting for something. Either a sign of absolute loyalty or disobedience. Either way, he was running out of time. A month had passed since he arrived, a month during which anything could have happened at camp. He hadn't been able to make any headway over here, or contact any of his people. It was time to do something drastic.
 “Tell me again, Rebecca. What do I have to do to earn his trust?” 
 She took his empty cup and once more sneaked him a second after a furtive look around. While he drank, she said, “I already told you. You must become like him.” 
 Michael tossed her his cup and shoved his bread into his pocket. “What does that even mean? Give me something I can work with. Do you want to live here forever under his rule, watching your son rot away on a pole?” 
 Rheumy tears welled up in her eyes. This elicited a twinge of sorrow, but Michael had no time to pussyfoot around and stood firm.
 She sighed and looked away. “Tomorrow, Ke Tau and a few others are going on a raid. They've seen signs of a small group of survivors on the outskirts of town. You must convince Ke Tau to take you with him.” 
 “How? I'm not allowed to leave my post.” Michael gestured around him. 
 Rebecca bit her lip. “I will speak to someone I know. He respects me for my wisdom, though he will not show it in front of the others. I will tell him you wish to go, and that you need to speak to Ke Tau. Perhaps, he can arrange it, though I promise nothing.” 
 “Say he does manage, what then?” 
 “Then you must convince Ke Tau to give you a chance.” She sucked in a deep breath. “It is a risk.” 
 “No more a risk than standing here while he plays his games.” Michael squared his shoulders. “If he does let me go with him tomorrow, then....” 
 “You will have your chance to prove your loyalty.” Her shoulders bowed to the ground, and her eyes traveled to the thrashing shape of her son tied to his pole in eternal punishment. “Just like my son had. He failed. What about you?” 
 “I will not fail.” 
 “So when the time comes, you will kill and torture innocents?” She studied his face. “All to gain his trust?” 
 Michael felt a cold knot form in his breast when she uttered the words out loud. “Yes.” 
 “Why?” 
 It was a simple question, yet one loaded with nuance. Michael knew she was testing him, weighing him, and that her future cooperation might count on his words. But what choice did he have?
 He'd known what could and likely would happen when he volunteered for this job. It was why he'd offered. Because he knew none of the others back at camp would be able to do it, and the mission would fail. This he could not allow. Ke Tau had to be defeated if Dr. Lange stood any chance at discovering a vaccine to the virus. 
 He looked the patiently waiting Rebecca in the eyes and said, “I will do it because I must.” 
 “You are certain? It is a heavy burden to bear. The pain and suffering of another.” 
 “Rather I carry it than someone else.” 
 She turned to leave, pausing only to say, “I'll see what I can do.” 
 Satisfied, Michael turned away and gazed out into the night. Perhaps tomorrow, he'd finally get his chance. A chance to prove himself to Ke Tau, whatever that might entail. The cold knot in his chest grew, and he mumbled what he knew to be true. “It's for the greater good.” 
 For a second, his mind drifted away as a memory returned to haunt him. The sight of soft brown eyes clouding over in death, full lips gasping a silent plea for mercy as his hands closed over tender skin and squeezed. Why couldn't he stop squeezing?
 “I have no choice. It needs to be done.” This time, Michael wasn't sure for what, or who, the words were intended.
 

 
  Chapter 4 - Max
 
 Max stood with one hand shading his eyes while he studied the bare veldt around them. He saw no signs of life, not a single indication of undead. Yet, he knew they were there. Ever since Ke Tau launched the attack that took Rosa's life, things had not eased for the inhabitants of the camp. In fact, they'd grown worse.
 Joseph straightened up from his crouch and dusted his hands on his pants. “It looks good. No sign of wear or sabotage so far.” 
 Max grunted and ran his eyes along the barbed wire that made up the outer fence. The thick strands looked solid, the wooden posts immovable. Steel pipes reinforced the poles, planted diagonally into the ground. Rolls of razor wire were strung along the bottom, the sharp edges an extra layer of defense besides the moat that surrounded it. 
 On both sides, the brush was cleared away leaving nowhere to hide and a clear field of fire. Inside the fence stretched a nine-meter wide fireguard. This was born not only out of fear that the dry summer could cause veld fires but also by the possibility of arson. 
 They continued with their inspection of the fence, testing each section as they went. To Max's right inside the perimeter, the fields lay bare after the late summer harvest. The crops had been sparse due to low rainfall, a worrisome thing to his mind, but Phillip had planted a separate section with winter vegetables and assured Max there would be a sizable bounty later in the year.
 At least the goats are doing well, Max thought. The hardy animals had proved a boon over the past weeks, neither falling ill nor needing a lot of care. They fed on the low brush and dry grasses around them, supplemented by kitchen scraps and a trough of water. In return, they produced milk, cheese, and on occasion, meat.
 Joseph nudged him on the shoulder. “We should get a few cattle.” 
 “If we can find any,” Max replied. Though they'd raided all the nearby farms, they'd yet to find any living livestock besides the goats and a few chickens. The fenced in animals had proven easy prey to the voracious appetites of the infected, not to mention those that starved to death when their masters died.
 “We should go to the big farms. They cannot all be gone.” 
 “Maybe, but we've got more important things to do than run after cows at the moment.” 
 “Agreed, but I have a son now, and healthy boys need meat to grow.” As ever, when Joseph spoke about his son, born not long after Erica's daughter, his eyes glowed, and his face sported a foolish grin.
 “Your boy is as healthy as a horse, just like his father. Besides, I'd rather go for a few pigs.” Max's face took on a distant stare. “Eggs and bacon for breakfast. Yum.” 
 “Pigs are dirty,” Joseph replied. “Just think of the smell. No, cattle are better. A nice, thick, juicy steak.” 
 Max laughed. “If you say so.” 
 They continued bickering about food as they walked, a not unusual topic of discussion lately. Everyone had his or her cravings for things they missed from the past. The most common were pizza, hamburgers, ice cream, and beer. Their argument ground to a halt, though, when a familiar sound made itself known. 
 Max walked closer and leaned over the edge of the moat to gaze at the infected trapped within. It rasped a plaintive moan when it saw him, and its fingers scrabbled at the earthen walls surrounding it. An answering cry went up from further down the deep ditch, and two more figures shambled closer to join the first. The trio reached up with grasping fingers, eager to reach the human flesh that hovered so tantalizingly close.
 “There's more of them today,” Max said. 
 “Everyday, there's more than the last,” Joseph replied. “Yesterday we pulled out eight during the morning shift.“
 “Eight?” Max asked. 
 “Yes,” Joseph replied with a somber nod.
 Max sighed and straightened up, thinking it over. Whichever way he looked at it, the news was bad. After the horde had attacked, they'd experienced a brief lull in infected activity, but this was changing with more falling into the moat by the day.
 “Well, let's get this over with,” he said as he took up a fighting stance.
 Together they leaned over the side to stab the unfortunate zombies to death before hauling the bodies out onto a stretcher, adding to the two already there.
 As ever, Max automatically tried to see the human in them. Tried to see who or what they'd been in their previous lives. It was a bad habit for it made it that much harder to kill them, yet he didn't ever want to forget that they used to be people either, and so, he looked. Now, however, it was becoming increasingly difficult to tell.
 Months had passed since that day, the day the zombie apocalypse arrived. Months during which the weather had done its work, combined with various other factors too, not least of them being wear and tear caused by their continual roaming. 
 For that was one thing they'd learned. Unless trapped inside a house or vehicle, the infected kept moving. They never stopped in their search for prey. Dr. Lange said it was the virus. That it compelled them to propagate the spread and to keep the host alive. 
 Whether this was true or not, Max wondered if there'd ever dawn a day without zombies again. A day when the last one died, and humanity was free to leave its high walls behind. He'd do anything to see such a day, if only for the children's sake.
 The wind whipped around his collar and swirled the stink of the bodies on the stretcher up his nose. He sneezed and glanced upward. It was mid-afternoon, and the sky was overcast. The sun hid behind a thick blanket of clouds, and the stiff breeze cut through the bare branches of the trees. With each passing minute, the light dimmed until it resembled a time closer to dusk than noon.
 “We'd better hurry back,” Max said. “It looks like a storm's brewing.” 
 “Good idea,” Joseph replied. “Tumi will be frightened. She hates bad weather.” 
 “Right. Let's move then.” Max took a firm grip on one handle of the stretcher while Joseph managed the other. 
 Together they sped across the last stretch of the open ground until they reached the gates. Here they paused while Abe and Nick opened for them. They trudged through with their burden and prepared to continue onward.
 “Everything clear?” Abe asked.
 “All good,” Max replied. “The fence is in good shape, and the moat is empty for now.” 
 “Happy to hear that.” 
 “When will your shifts be over?” 
 “In an hour or so,” Abe said with a grin. He moved with the agility of a monkey, and his smile was infectious which prompted a likewise response from Max. 
 “Not too long,” Max said. He smiled at the more serious Nick as well and received a sober nod in return. “Great. See you guys at supper then?” 
 “Wouldn't miss it.” 
 Max and Joseph continued on their way, their route taking them to the field where they burned all infected bodies. It was in the furthest corner of the land they occupied, the ground scorched and blackened. Soot clung to their boot soles, and a shallow trench contained bits and pieces of unburned bones, teeth, and even jewelry. Sad remnants of lives claimed by the virus. 
 A stack of firewood stood to the side along with matches and a canister of fuel. Joseph started the fire while Max unloaded the bodies and put them in a pile. Doused with petrol, the infected burned strongly. The flames raced along their rotted limbs and through their hair, the smoke billowing through the branches of the large trees that stood watch over the pyre. The evergreen boughs served a purpose, though. Their leaves thinned the smoke until only a faint smudge remained in the sky above. Camouflage.
 Max rolled his head across his shoulders to ease a spasm that had hold of the muscles. Clearing his throat, he uttered a brief prayer for the undead, wishing them well in the next life. Once finished, he began the trek home behind Joseph with neither of them saying a word. They'd go back the next day to dispose of the remnants.
 The walls of the inner camp came into view soon after, much to his relief. He longed for nothing more than a hot bath and a warm plate of food, though it was unlikely he'd get either.
 Kirstin met him at the gate and placed a cool kiss on his cheek. Her hand was warm, however, when she wound her fingers through his. As ever when he gazed into her eyes, he felt a familiar tightening in his chest, a feeling that all was right with the world. It was a sensation he hoped would never grow less with time.
 “How did the inspection go?” she asked.
 “It went well.” Max shot a grin at Joseph. The man stood with his arms around his wife blowing air kisses at the infant in her arms. “Joseph and his team did an amazing job on the fence line.” 
 “Yes, we did,” Joseph agreed.
 “So modest,” Max joked.
 “Modesty is for fools and insecure idiots,” Joseph replied.
 “I am happy to hear all is well,” Kirstin said before studying him with a critical look. “You look tired. Why do you not have some rest?” 
 “No time. I need to speak to Breytenbach.” Max looked around for any signs of the Captain.
 “It can wait. First, you must rest.” 
 “I can't sleep now,” he protested. “There's too much to do.” 
 “So much that you cannot even wash and eat?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
 “Seriously?” 
 “Max, do not make me make you,” she replied in a firm tone. “Go home and wash. Rest.” Kirstin gave him a little push in the direction of their bungalow. “I will bring you food.” 
 He resisted. “Not yet. I will go later.” 
 Her eyes narrowed, and she enunciated each word separately. “Go. Wash. Now.” 
 “Why?” he asked, plucking at his shirt. “I'm fine.” 
 “You stink.” 
 “What? I do not!” He took a surreptitious whiff of his armpit and wrinkled his nose as a sour smell hit them. “Okay, maybe I do.”
 “You smell very much. Ever since the water rationing started, you have not bathed once.” She pinned him to the spot with a glare.
 “We have to save water, and I've got to set an example,” he protested after making sure no one else could overhear.
 “I know, but I'm sure we can spare a little bit.” She waved him off. “Go. For all our sakes.” 
 “Fine, I'm going, but if you see Breytenbach...” 
 “Yes, yes, I will call you. Now shoo.” She waved him off without further ado.
 Feeling more than a little indignant, Max stalked off in the direction of their rooms. Once inside, he stripped down and stepped into the shower. The water was ice cold, and there was only a sliver of soap left, but none of that mattered as the dirt sloughed off his body. The water around his feet turned brown and swirled down the drain in a mini whirlpool of foamy scum.
 Afterward, he felt like a new man and stepped out to discover fresh clothes on the bed. On the dresser stood a plate of biscuits and dried fruit with a glass of water. “Kirstin, you wonderful woman.“
 With brisk movements, he towel dried his body and got dressed. Still barefooted, he sat on the bed to wolf down the food. Exhaustion tugged at his eyelids, and his mouth chewed mechanically. He was beyond tired.
 It had been a tough month since Ke Tau attacked for the first time. A month during which almost every single member of the camp had trained, kept watch, patrolled, and worked to repair and improve their defenses. All while food and water rations were cut to the minimum.
 The other worry he had was Michael. The man had promised to try and win Ke Tau's trust. He'd incite the others inside Ke Tau's compound to rebel, while also providing information to Max and Breytenbach by leaving messages in a designated place. This hadn't happened. Despite twice risking life and limb to check, Ronnie had returned home empty-handed. Nor had he seen any signs of Michael. I hope he isn't dead.
 Before he even realized it, Max was slumped over onto the bed. The plate slid to the side while one hand clutched a half-eaten dried apple slice. His eyes drifted shut, and he fell into a dreamless sleep.
 What felt like several hours later, he awoke to darkness and the sound of pouring rain. It drummed on the roof in one continuous beat, and thunder rumbled through the air causing the very walls to shake and shiver.
 He cleared his throat and blinked with lazy somnolence, then jumped when a crash sounded right beside the bungalow. A brilliant flash of light lit the room, and his heart skipped like a frightened hare.
 A fist hammered on the door. “Max, come quick!” 
 “What's wrong?” he asked, jumping to his feet. He had to shout to make himself heard as he struggled to pull on his boots.
 “Trouble by the game farm,” the voice replied through the haze of falling water and rumbling skies.
 He opened the door to reveal a wide-eyed Ronnie, his ruddy skin pale and his shock of rusty hair plastered to his skull. Another clash of white light forked across the sky. It revealed banks of roiling clouds across their heads and trees bent double under the onslaught of the wind and rain.
 “What trouble?” Max asked as he shrugged on a jacket.
 “A tree fell over onto the fence,” Ronnie replied. “Breytenbach's already there.” 
 The wind snatched the next words from his lips, and Max leaned closer to hear. “What did you say?” 
 “Infected. They're inside. They're everywhere!” 
  
  
 

 

 
  Chapter 5 - Lisa
 
 Lisa picked at the dry rice and bean mixture on her plate without enthusiasm. There was no meat in the dish and minimal salt. Only a smattering of tomatoes and onions provided relief from the starchy mess. With the whole camp on short rations, it was the best Elise, and the kitchen staff could offer at the moment. 
 Not that Kabelo appeared to agree. He shoveled the bland stuff into his mouth at the speed of light. Rice kernels littered the tabletop where he sat, and he chewed with admirable dedication. At least he's using a spoon this time.
 She sighed and looked away from the sight. Her eyes wandered toward the windows. The rain fell in sheets, sloughing off the glass in a downpour of water the likes of which none of them had seen all year. Thunder rumbled in the background and rolled across the empty veldt in a wave of sound while lighting lit the roiling clouds with brilliant flashes of light. 
 She flinched when one hit particularly close, the sharp crack eliciting a squeak from Kabelo who stopped eating for a moment to stare outside with her.
 Lisa shifted in her seat and pushed her half-empty plate aside. She wasn't hungry anyway. Instead, she brooded on the past few weeks spent babysitting Kabelo, her prisoner. At first, she'd hated him. Hated him more than anything in this world. She'd watched him like a hawk, following his every move with brooding distrust. She'd even hoped he'd give her a reason to kill him. 
 But the boy behaved with complete innocence. He shied away from her harsh words and treatment, acting like a skittish horse. When she scowled at him, he cowered. When she commanded him to do something, he obeyed. All with a quiet fearfulness better suited to a terrified child than a ruthless gang member out to murder and plunder.
 This put her in a quandary. Not only was she beginning to feel sorry for him, but she even thought that maybe Elise was right. Perhaps he was just a kid and innocent in all of this. This despite all her efforts to keep her heart hardened against him. Even Julianne was beginning to warm up to him.
 “Kabelo, please clean up your mess,” she asked. He did as she asked, scooping up bits of food with his fingers before popping it into his mouth. She sighed and shook her head. There was no help for it.
 She leaned back and looked around. The common room was almost empty. The only other people there were Elise, Joanna, David, and Hannah. They sat at a corner table and talked quietly among themselves. The lights above their heads flickered, and she wondered how long the power would hold. It had been an overcast day, so she doubted there was a lot of energy stored in the batteries from the solar panels. 
 Things had changed since Ke Tau's attack, and not for the better. Each person in camp was expected to participate in a rolling schedule of guard duty, repairs, food production and storage, cooking, cleaning, and weapons training. It was grueling and made worse by the strict rationing of food and water. Bathing was now restricted to a quick wash once a week, and lunch was scrapped for all but the children and breastfeeding women. Even the lights were shut off at nine each night except for the inner walls.
 “I wish this thing with Ke Tau would come to an end now,” she grumbled. Kabelo twitched at the name but remained silent. “At least then I'd be rid of you.” 
 He didn't look at her, and she wondered how much he understood. Instead, he shot a meaningful glance at her still half-full plate. After several such pointed looks, she pushed the food across and watched as he dug in with gusto. At least someone's enjoying that crap.
 After swallowing the last of her water, she got to her feet and walked toward the window to gaze into the night. At first, she saw nothing but rain and darkness. When her eyes adjusted, she could make out the various buckets and containers that dotted the grounds. Earlier, there had been a rush as they all scrambled to put the things outside in a bid to catch the precious liquid. 
 Some, like her and a reluctant Kabelo, had even washed in the rain. But after dinner, things had quieted down, and people either sought their beds or took up their watch for the night. Now, all was quiet.
 Or so she thought until several running figures caught her attention. Flashlights bobbed up and down, illuminating the spectacle, and her senses came to full alert. “What the hell?” 
 Lightning forked across the sky and struck the ground a few meters away in a spray of sparks. The brilliant glow threw the outlines of the buildings into sharp relief while the crack threatened to burst her eardrums. Behind her, a plate fell and shattered. She whirled to find a terrified Kabelo huddling underneath the table while a concerned Elise hurried over to comfort him.
 She strode over. “Elise, something is going on outside.” 
 Elise glanced up from the sobbing Kabelo with a worried frown. “Is it serious?” 
 “I don't know. I just saw people running.” She looked from the seemingly incapacitated Kabelo to Elise. “Someone needs to go look.” 
 Elise nodded. “You go. I'll watch him.” 
 Lisa hesitated.
 “Go!” Elise insisted. “I promise I won't let him out of my sight for a second. Besides, I'm not alone. What's the worse he can do?” 
 Lisa looked from her to Kabelo and the others before slipping her flashlight and knife from her belt. She never went anywhere without them and the gun that rode on the other side in its holster. “I'll be back soon.” 
 “Be careful.” 
 Lisa jogged to the door and opened it to a deluge of water. The muted roar of rain falling on the roofs grew louder, drowning out all other sounds. Her flashlight cast a feeble glow into the deep, and she lunged forward in a run, following the direction she'd seen the others go. Within seconds, she was soaked to the skin, her ponytail plastered to her back and her feet slipping in ankle deep mud.
 Her gait carried her to the smaller gate in their inner stone walls that led to the back fields. The gate was open, and cold fear spurted through her veins. What's going on?
 Then she spotted the agile figure of Abe who kept watch and ran toward him. “Abe!” 
 At her second try, he heard her and turned. “Lisa?” 
 She could barely hear him as she stumbled to a stop in front of him. “What's happening?” 
 “I don't know. There's trouble at the game farm. A fence is down, and the infected got in.” 
 “What?” Disbelief reigned for a brief second before she swore. “Shit. I'd better get over there.” 
 He nodded. “Max and Breytenbach are already there. I have to stay here and guard the gate.
 She clapped him on the shoulder and shot through the opening into the fields outside their inner sanctum. She sprinted toward the fenced off game reserve that took up a corner of the land they occupied. 
 Her mind whirled as she tried to make sense of Abe's words. How could a fence be down? They were checked daily, and the reserve's fences were stronger than most. Add to that the moat that encircled the entire area, and it was impossible for infected to get through. 
 That's what we thought when Ke Tau attacked and look what happened. They plowed right over the moat and our defenses like they were nothing, a small voice cautioned in the back of her head. So was all our labor and preparations of the past month for nothing then? Building up the walls and fences, deepening the moat, putting blockades up further out in the fields and roads. 
 Despair dragged at her limbs, but she refused to let it slow her. Her feet crunched over the gravel road that led to the reserve. In the distance, she saw the gate. It was closed and guarded by two people. Phillip and Abraham.
 Phillip turned to face her when she ran up. His lean face appeared cadaver like in the light of the lantern he held, the eyes sunken deep into his skull. His tall, thin body resembled a scarecrow, and her mind flashed toward the image of the grim reaper. Next to him, Abraham seemed frail and ancient, his spirit on the verge of flying free. 
 She grabbed hold of her superstitious fears and cried, “Where's the breach?” 
 “It's over there on the eastern side,” he replied, pointing to the place in question.
 “Open up!” Rainwater ran in runnels down her cheeks, and she blinked furiously.
 “Are you sure?” she asked. “There's infected in there. They got through somehow.” 
 “Yes, let me in.” 
 Without questioning her further, he opened the gates and let her through, slamming them shut behind her. It was a chilling sound. Now there was nothing that stood between her and the encroaching zombies. It was just her and her knife.
 She set off in the direction he'd shown her, keeping to a slow jog this time. Her head whirled, and she strained to see through the pouring rain and the black night. Her flashlight barely illuminated her path, and she stumbled across the uneven ground. Tussocks of grass and loose stones appeared from the gloom to slow her further. A tall, thin silhouette caused her to whirl in readiness with her knife raised until she realized it was a tree. 
 “Shit,” she swore, running past it. “I don't have time for this.” 
 The faint sound of voices up ahead spurred her on, and she finally arrived at the eastern fence to find the world in chaos. People grappled with others, some moving with purposeful agility and others with mindless aggression. The dead had found a way in, and now it was up to them to stop the influx of corpses. 
 A figure lurched toward her, its face caught in the beam of her light for a second. Rotten teeth were spread open in mid-attack as the creature leaned in for a bite. Without pausing, she shoved it back before plunging her knife into its forehead. The thing shuddered while its mouth snapped at the air until it stilled. With a kick, she freed her weapon then whirled when something grabbed her shoulder. 
 “Whoa, there. Lisa?” 
 Her eyes fell on Max's surprised face, and she nearly laughed out of relief. “I came to help!” 
 He bobbed his head before turning. “Over there. Keep them off us while we repair the gap.” 
 She stumbled after him, stopping only once to wait while he killed another snarling zombie that came in for the kill. They were in a small clearing between a few trees. A dying flare cast a red glow on the ground before another bloomed to life in the hands of Breytenbach. Its light shimmered on the strands of wire that ran alongside the clearing and made up the fence. 
 Immediately, Lisa saw what the problem was. A massive tree inside the fence had fallen over. Its thick trunk had smashed the barrier into the ground while its dense foliage and numerous branches filled the moat and created a bridge. The area swarmed with infected, all making their way across this bridge and through the fence. 
 People with shovels cleared away the mud and debris around the tree and the crash site while others fought the infected. Immediately, she jumped into action and pounced on a zombie that reached skeletal fingers toward Max's arm. Her knife sank into the eyeball and burst the delicate organ to release a spray of putrid fluid lost seconds later in the rain.
 Another replaced it, and she stabbed it in the temple with a backward thrust of her hand. Her foot swept the legs from beneath another, and she drove her weapon into its forehead while it squirmed under her. The past few weeks of weapon's training now came into play, and she never skipped a beat. Her body moved of its own accord, and she lost herself in the battle. The world around her faded as the singular joy of victory filled her each time an undead corpse fell beneath her hands.
 Her focus got broken when the rain lessened, its downpour easing only to reveal a different sound. That of a tractor. She twisted around to see Joseph driving up in the excavator. Mainly used for the backhoe attached to the back, today it served a different purpose. With the front end lowered, Joseph bulldozed into the tree and pushed the remains of the roots out of the ground already softened by the storm. 
 Maneuvering away, he then pushed into it again and shifted the entire thing through the gap it had already made in the fence. The engine roared as the tree fought it, its branches scraping through the mud and breaking off inside the moat. The crackling snaps of broken wood filled Lisa's ears as she watched in awe. Infected and tree were pushed out like so much debris until finally, the opening was clear.
 “Right,” Max shouted, waving at the vehicle that had driven up behind the excavator, its lights throwing the clearing into bright relief. “Come on in!” 
 The vehicle, which turned out to be Tallulah and driven by Mike, pushed forward and parked its bulk inside the opening in the fence and blocked it. Those carrying shovels now jumped in and stopped up the gaps on the sides and beneath with mud, stones, and branches, assisted by the excavator. Its backhoe now came into play, digging up vast chunks of earth to further build up the barricade. Those not working on the fence mopped up the few infected stragglers still on the inside.
 Throwing herself into the fray, Lisa killed two more undead before she straightened up to find they were all down. The rain, now a gentle drizzle, washed the blood and muck from her skin while she fought to regain her breath. She ran a trembling hand across her forehead and grinned as spontaneous happiness welled up inside her. “We did it!” 
 Her joy was echoed by those around her as they high-fived and laughed, congratulating each other on averting what could have been a disaster. Max clapped her on the shoulder. “Thanks, Lisa. We couldn't have done this without you.” 
 He then turned to the gathering. “Go on, guys. Get inside and get dried off. You've done enough.” 
 “What about that?” Ronnie asked, gesturing to the fence and the zombies that clawed at it on the other side. The wall had been mended, but there was still a tree inside the moat creating a bridge. 
 “It's all right. The fence should hold, and tomorrow we can clear it out and repair it. For now, I'll stay here with Joseph while he fortifies this stretch of wire with an earth embankment.” 
 “More like a mud embankment!” Mike cried.
 Max grinned and nodded. “As long as it keeps the zombies out, I'm not going to be picky.” 
 “I'll stay too,” Breytenbach volunteered. “There might be more stragglers in the area, and someone needs to watch your back.” 
 “If you're sure,” Max replied.
 “I am staying too,” Kirstin said, standing by his side.
 He grinned and kissed her before turning back. “Right. The rest of you get out of here. Tomorrow will be a long day.” 
 Lisa considered staying as well for a moment but decided against it when she remembered Kabelo. Uneasy at leaving him unguarded for so long, she made her way back to camp. Along the way, she greeted those that had helped in the fight and acknowledged their bravery. Liesel, Mbali, Julianne, Jonathan, Ben, Sean, Ronnie, Mike, and Lenka. Together, they all made their way to their beds or duties except Lisa who headed back to the dining room.
 Exhausted, she pushed open the door, knife still in hand. Her eyes blinked while they adjusted to the flickering yellow lights, and a greeting hovered on her lips. “Hey, guys, I'm b―” 
 Her gaze fell on the prone figure of Joanna who lay on the floor, and her lips froze on the empty words. The old woman pressed trembling hands to her side. Blood gushed out between her fingers, and more of the crimson stuff frothed on her pale lips.
 Above her hovered Hannah who worked with frantic haste to fashion a dressing. Neither Elise nor Dave was anywhere in sight.
 She rushed over. “What happened?” 
 Hannah flashed her a brief look. “It was Kabelo. He stabbed her and made a run for it the moment you were gone.” 
 “That murdering son of a bitch. I knew it,” Lisa swore. “Where's Elise? And Dave?” 
 “Elise has gone looking for Jonathan. The wound is serious. She'll need surgery.” Hannah shook her head. “Dave went after Kabelo.” 
 With saying another word, Lisa whirled around and ran outside. She made straight for the main gates where she encountered a frazzled Dave and an angry Lenka arguing in front of the half-open exit.
 “Where is he?” she cried.
 “He got away. I wasn't fast enough, and he slipped right through...opened the gates...” Dave wheezed. The older man was out of breath and out of his depth.
 “Why didn't someone stop him? The guards, anyone?” 
 “They were too busy on the other side. There was no one here to catch him.” 
 “I will kill that boy,” Lenka announced. 
 “No need,” Lisa replied. “Because I'll kill him first.” 
 With those parting words, she shot through the gates and ran into the night. She ignored Dave's feeble cries and made for the outer walls as fast as she could. With every breath she took, she made a promise. “I'm coming, Kabelo. I'm coming for you.” 
  
 

 
  Chapter 6 - Breytenbach
 
 In the aftermath of the previous night, the day dawned with clear skies and a cheerful sun. Its warmth did much to dispel the lingering wintry chill and dry out the wet earth. Birds chirped in the trees and guineafowls scratched for worms in the dirt. Not a cloud remained to darken the day. Not so, the hearts of the inhabitants of the camp.
 They were all gathered around a freshly dug grave.
 Joanna's grave.
 The stab wound had been too much for the old woman to survive. The tip of the blade had pierced a lung, and not long after the incident, she passed away.
 Breytenbach stood with his arms around Julianne, trying to instill some sense of comfort in her. She'd been good friends with Joanna, and the loss was hitting her hard. It had been a shock to him too. After shoring up their breached defenses, Max, Joseph, Mike, Kirstin, Lenka, and himself had returned to camp only to be confronted by a tearful Elise.
 Kabelo had escaped, but only after he killed Joanna.
 Lisa had gone after him.
 It was a tragedy.
 Elise was too guilt-stricken to look anyone in the eye. It had been her idea to save the boy's life and give him a chance, after all. No one honestly blamed her, however. They'd all begun to warm to Kabelo over the past weeks, fooled by his quiet demeanor, and no one saw this coming. He didn't think Elise would feel that way, though.
 Other than Julianne, the people who'd miss Joanna the most were Ben, Dave, and Hannah. They'd all been close and spent much of their time together. He hoped Ben didn't suffer a relapse because of it, but the man looked steady as he murmured a quiet prayer over the grave, flanked by Dave and Hannah.
 Breytenbach allowed his gaze to drift over the assembled inhabitants. Jonathan and Dr. Lange looked mournful. Despite their best efforts, the two had not been able to save Joanna's life even with surgery. 
 Michelle was in charge of the children, and they stood apart from the rest of the group, their little faces serious. The dogs, Princess and Buzz, sat beside them, well-behaved for once.
 Erica and Tumi looked shellshocked, each holding their babies and flanked by concerned husbands. While Joseph was stalwart, Sean looked jumpy and nervous, his pale blue eyes wide as he watched over wife and daughter. As promised, the infant had been named Henriette after Henri, the man who saved Sean and Erica's lives right at the beginning of it all.
 Kirstin lay a bunch of picked wildflowers on the grave, supported by Max, while Ronnie, Mike, and Lenka stood guard on the walls. Philip read a prayer from the Bible, his throat bobbing as he spoke, flanked by Liesel, Abraham, and his son Abe. That left only Nick and Sharyn Ross. The newest additions to camp, they had yet to settle in and kept to themselves in situations like these.
 Breytenbach stared at the small heap of freshly dug earth with its crude wooden cross and sighed. Their little cemetery was growing. It now sported four graves, all lined up in a neat row underneath a clump of willow trees.
 Morgan.
 Jacques.
 Rosa.
 Joanna.
 He thought of all the other bodies out in the world. Of loved ones and friends who died and whose bodies were never recovered. The list was too long to remember, though a few stood out and lingered apart from the rest. Lilian, Johan, Mannuru, Armand.
 Julianne dashed a delicate hand across her tear stained face and turned away. She buried her face in his jacket and clung to him. He drew her close, pressing a soft kiss onto the top of her head. “I'm so sorry, my love.” 
 “I'll miss her.” 
 “I know.” 
 Around them, the crowd thinned as each returned to their various duties. Breytenbach's eyes burned from lack of sleep, but he knew there'd be no slumber for him anytime soon. There was too much to be done. In an unconscious gesture, he massaged his left arm. It had gone numb again, a niggling problem that continued to plague him ever since his illness. That and occasional shortness of breath, and feelings of faintness. 
 “Is it your arm again?” Julianne asked. 
 “Yes, but it’s not too bad.”
 “Have you been to see Jonathan about it?”
 “I have.”
 “And?”
 Breytenbach remembered the conversation he’d had with the young doctor that day. After an extensive examination, Jonathan had sat him down and said, “I think the problem is your heart.”
 “My heart?” 
 “It’s not functioning at full capacity.”
 “Why?”
 “It’s difficult to say for certain without further tests, but I think your recent illness damaged the muscle.”
 “How bad is it?” 
 Jonathan hesitated. “Again, without further tests that I don’t have the equipment for―”
 “You can’t say for sure.”
 “That’s correct.”
 The news opened up a pit of despair in Breytenbach’s stomach as he thought of Julianne, Megan, and Sam. They need me.
 Jonatha hastened to reassure him. “While I can’t fully determine the severity, I can tell you it’s not that bad. Though it might worsen over time, for now, you’re still fairly healthy. You don’t have high blood pressure or cholesterol either which is a bonus.”
 “Is there anything I can do?”
 Jonathan sighed. “The usual. Eat right, exercise, get enough sleep, keep your stress levels low, that sort of thing.”
 Breytenbach snorted. “Easier said than done. We live in a zombie apocalypse.”
 “I know, but you have to try. Also, I’ll prescribe some medication for you to take every day.”
 “Like what?” 
 “Nothing serious. Just something to help prevent blood clotting and to smooth out the rhythm of your heart. If you start to swell, you’ll have to use diuretics, and you might benefit from a calcium supplement.”
 “Nothing serious?” Breytenbach said with a tinge of disbelief.
 “Trust me, this is nothing compared to most heart disease cases,” Jonathan replied. “Also, I’ll need to see you for regular check-ups to monitor your condition.”
 “Thanks, Doc.”
 Breytenbach had left the infirmary that day feeling defeated, but also determined not to let anyone know. Heart disease. Condition. The words rang hollow to his ears, so he chose to ignore it. He drank his pills and followed Jonathan’s advice, but other than that, he pretended nothing was wrong.
 Now he looked at Julianne's worried face and said, “Don't worry, sweetheart. It's just a pinched nerve, Jonathan says. Nothing a good rub won't sort out.”
 “Oh, good. I'm glad to hear that.” She punched him lightly on the affected arm. It's because you stress too much. You should learn to relax.”
 Easier said than done, he thought with dry amusement.
 Max approached them with slow steps, his face drawn with exhaustion. “Sorry to interrupt, Mom, but I need to speak to Breytenbach.” 
 Julianne sniffed and pulled away. “It's all right. I need to get to work anyway. It's kitchen duty for me this morning. Besides, I think I need to speak to Elise and make peace with her. She shouldn't have to carry this burden alone.” 
 Breytenbach nodded. “That's a good idea, my love. See you in a bit.” 
 She walked away, and he turned to Max. “What's up?” 
 “Well, as you know, Lisa's gone,” Max replied. “Chasing after Kabelo.” 
 “I know. There's not much we can do about it, though. I'd send someone after her, but who? We're short-handed as it is.” 
 “I agree. Painful as it is to say, she's on her own.” Max sighed. “I hope she catches the little shit. He knows everything about us now. Our numbers, layout, everything. If he gets back to Ke Tau, he'll tell them everything.” 
 “Ke Tau already knows everything. They've been watching us for weeks, but yes, I hope she catches the maggot.” 
 “What about the fence?” 
 “Joseph's done a good job of shoring it up. There's a veritable wall of earth covering the gap.” Max shifted from one foot to the other. “He's gone out with a team now to clear out the site and empty the moat.” 
 “I find it curious that there were so many infected in the area last night. Why there? Why that spot? They just about poured in through the gap.” 
 “Not so curious. It was deliberate.” 
 A ball of ice formed in the pit of his stomach. “How so?” 
 “Abe returned half an hour ago. He went out with Philip and Sean to search the reserve. Make sure there are no lurkers. In their search, they stumbled across something interesting,” Max replied. “An abandoned bucksaw. A big one.” 
 “So the tree was cut?” Breytenbach shook his head. “I should have known.”
 Max nodded. “By a two-man team. They must have planned the whole thing, drawn the infected there.” 
 “So Ke Tau's back to his old tricks. I was wondering how long he'd wait.” 
 “I think the failed ambush on Ronnie and the team made him wary, but I guess he's ready to resume hostilities.” 
 Breytenbach chewed on this. “What do you want us to do now?” 
 Max shrugged. “I don't know. We haven't heard from Michael yet. If we ever do, and if we attack now without more information...” 
 “We'll most likely lose,” Breytenbach summed it up. “Especially with Tallulah out of commission. When can we get her back?” The armored vehicle was an integral part of their attack plan.
 “I'm putting all extra hands on that fence, so we're working on it.” 
 “What about supplies?” 
 “That's the thing I wanted to talk to you about,” Max said. “We're running very low. The harvest was sparse, and the winter crops aren't near ready yet. We've got the goats and the buck in the game reserve, but we can't kill too many of them, not if we're looking at a future here. Same with the chickens.” 
 “You want me to go out?” 
 Max nodded. “If you're willing. I know it's dangerous.” 
 “I'm willing. Question is. Where do I go?” Breytenbach asked. “Ke Tau runs Welkom now. He's appropriated anything of worth there, and Riebeeckstad's tapped out.” 
 “Hennenman?” 
 Breytenbach nodded. “It's a distance, but we've been there before. The problem is, with us gone you'll be vulnerable here, and short-handed. I don't like leaving while knowing Ke Tau's back on the offensive.” 
 “I've thought of that. I'm pulling everyone in except the fence team. No guards on the outer walls and everybody off non-essential duties. We'll man the inner walls and sit tight until you're back.” 
 “When I return, we'll have to make a decision. We can't sit here while Ke Tau is out there making plans. He has the advantage right now and can attack at his leisure. Last night was just a taster.” 
 “I agree. I'll have Tallulah and our people ready when you get back. Just hurry back and bring us what we need. More ammo would be great too.” 
 “I'll do my best,” Breytenbach replied, already mapping out a likely route in his head for a quick supply run.
 “When do you leave?” 
 “Now,” Breytenbach replied. “Tell Kirstin, won't you? She can meet me at the lot.” 
 “Will do, Captain,” Max replied. He strode off, leaving Breytenbach with a head full of problems with no likely answers in sight.
 He directed his feet toward the wall where he knew Ronnie stood guard. “Hey, Ronnie. We're going on a raid. Gather Mike and Lenka.” 
 “Who's taking over my watch?” 
 “Max will send someone. Get your gear and meet me at the lot in ten.” 
 “See you there, Captain.” 
 Breytenbach made his way to the rooms he now shared with Julianne and Meghan. His path carried him past the schoolroom where he spied the kids playing together on the swings. As ever, Meghan was bossing everyone around, prompting a smile from him. She was a real little firecracker and caused Julianne sleepless nights with her escapades.
 After gearing up, he forced his feet to carry him to the kitchens. He did not look forward to confronting Julianne with the news. She'd be less than thrilled at the thought of him leaving during such a time, but he knew there wasn't any choice. Needs must.
 He found her peeling onions from the garden along with a somber Elise who prepared pickle jars for the peeled vegetables. Julianne gave him one look, and her lips thinned into a strict line. “What's going on?” 
 “I'm going out.” 
 “Now? With everything That has happened?” She slammed her hands onto the counter. “What if you don't come back? What if you die out there?”
 “I won't, I promise. I'll be cautious.” 
 “You don't know that.” She stabbed the peeler in his direction for emphasis, and he stepped back as he contemplated that zombies weren't the most dangerous things out there.
 “We need supplies, love. The camp needs it.” He raised his hands to ward off the incoming kitchen utensil.
 “I don't care. Meghan needs you. Sam needs you. I need you.” 
 “I know, but―” 
 “But nothing. Your place is here.” Suddenly, her angry face dissolved into tears. “I couldn't stand it if I lost you. Not you too.” 
 “Ah, love.” He gathered her into his arms while she cried onto his shoulder. “You won't lose me, I promise.” 
 Elise cast him a sympathetic look but kept out of it, much to his chagrin. It took ten minutes before Julianne calmed down enough for him to say goodbye, and after a tearful farewell, he made his way to the parking lot.
 His team was already assembled, geared up and ready to go. He eyed their grim faces one after the other and reflected once more how fortunate he was. Never have I seen a stronger unit, not even among the elite.
 “No Tallulah?” Ronnie asked.
 “Not today. We'll need more than one vehicle anyway. You take the Ranger with Mike, and I'll take the minibus with Kirstin and Lenka.” 
 “Done.” 
 They split into two groups and piled into their respective vehicles. No one had much to say. Not even Mike had a funny comment or a weird quirk for them. They can all feel it, Breytenbach surmised.
 The events of the past few weeks had built up to last night, and now a storm loomed on the horizon. One far bigger than the previous night's one had been. This one would break over them like a tsunami, destructive in its power, and it would determine all their futures.
 We'd better not lose.
  
 

 

 
  Chapter 7 - Nadia
 
 After Logan left, Nadia stood for a long time, rooted to the spot. His words rang harsh in her ears, and his retreating back felt like a slap in the face. Tears pricked at her eyes, stinging her lids with bitter recriminations. Doesn't he want me with him? Doesn't he care whether I stay or go?
 She turned in the opposite direction and followed the sidewalk. Her left hand picked at the surface of her right forearm in an unconscious gesture, her nails scratching the delicate skin until it was raw. She knew she was unfair toward Logan, but her conflicting thoughts allowed no room for rational thinking. 
 “Nadia? Is that you?” 
 A voice cut through her thoughts, and she swung around. Her eyes fell on the tall, slender figure that strode toward her with determined strides, and her heart stuttered. “Donya?” 
 “It is you!” The girl in question halted a short distance away and regarded Nadia with deep blue eyes from a tanned face. Her hair was scraped back into a tight ponytail which cast her square jaw into sharp relief. “I can't believe it. After all this time.” 
 “Donya,” Nadia uttered once more, her mind unable to comprehend what it saw. Of all the faces from her past, this was one she'd never expected to see again. “You're here.” 
 “In the flesh.” 
 “You survived. How?” Nadia reached out to the other girl with a tentative hand but stopped when anger flashed across Donya's face.
 “I'm here, alive,” Donya replied. “No thanks to you, of course.” 
 “What do you mean?” The words were like a physical blow, and Nadia backed up a step.
 “You know what I mean.” Donya's eyes narrowed to slits. “It was you. You were the one who infected Brandon. You were the one who murdered us all. Even Joshua who took you in when you had nowhere else to go. He was good to you. We all were.” 
 “I’m sorry,” Nadia whispered as guilt rose to envelop her entire being. It was a futile gesture made more from a sense of despair than true denial. “I didn't know.” 
 “You should have guessed,” Donya said, one finger pointed at Nadia in accusation. “You should have known you'd be infectious. You and that stupid boyfriend of yours.” 
 “But I didn't. How could I know something like that?” Even as she uttered the words, Nadia felt disgusted at the wheedling tone in her voice. She hated being on the defensive. It went against the grain. “How did you find out?” 
 “It wasn't all that hard to figure it out. You were the only link between Brandon and the virus, after all.” Donya leaned back on her heels and folded her arms across her chest. “Besides, after you bailed, I stumbled upon Elias. He told me what you said.” 
 “Elias,” Nadia whispered. She remembered again the night it all happened, the memories as sharp and intrusive as a knife. The screams, the blood, Elias's hand dragging her through the house and then out into the night. He saved her life that night, and she repaid him by leaving him alone to die. “He told me to leave. He was bitten.” 
 “Oh, I know. We found him toward the end, just before he turned.” 
 “We?” 
 “Harry and I. We made it out, both of us.” 
 “You did?” Hope blossomed inside Nadia's chest.
 Donya nodded, and her features softened by a small degree. “He saved me.” 
 “Where is he?” Nadia asked, looking over the other girl's shoulder.
 “He's gone.” Donya's expression hardened once more. “He died about a week ago. Zoms got him. Ripped him to pieces right in front of my eyes.” 
 “Oh.” Disappointment crushed the fragile hope that had sprouted for a brief moment in Nadia's chest. “I'm sorry.” 
 Donya's mouth twisted. “Because of you, I lost everything. We lost everything. He could still be alive today.” 
 “Try to understand,” Nadia pleaded. “If I'd known, I never would have let it happen.” 
 Donya chuckled. “Yet, here you are. Once more keeping dangerous secrets from innocent people. I can't say I'm surprised.” 
 Nadia's mouth worked, but she couldn't summon up the energy to fight back, to deny the other girl's accusations. While a part of her knew Donya was unfair, another part whispered that she was right. “You'd tell them?” 
 “In a heartbeat.” Donya gestured around her. “These are good people. They deserve better than you.” 
 “I’d never hurt them,” Nadia whispered.
 “Nice look you've got going there, by the way. I'm getting a real wolf in sheep's clothing vibe there. Trying to fool everyone, huh?” 
 Nadia sucked in a breath, and her hands curled into fists. “It's not like that.” 
 Donya snorted. “Uh huh.” 
 “You'll see.” 
 Donya stared at her for several seconds, a bitter smile hovering on her lips. Finally, she turned away. “Well, this was nice, but I've got other business to attend to. See you later.” 
 Once more, Nadia was left alone and bereft. On numb legs, she turned away and stumbled further down the hill. Her feet carried her to the edge of the dunes, and she looked for a sheltered spot to sit. She found it between a stunted tree and a weathered boulder.
 With her legs folded beneath her, she sat on the grassy knoll and stared at the surf below. The waves rolled onto the shore, the water pushing up the sand as the tide came in only to retreat again in a pattern as old as time. Never ending.
 Her fingers plucked at the grass with restless energy while her mind looped in endless circles. The guilt she'd fought so hard to bury was back in full force. It seared through her veins like battery acid. Grief for Brandon and the others burned like a bright flame inside her.
 Her past, never very far away, came tumbling back as her defenses crumbled to dust. Hot tears raced down her cheeks and dripped onto her jersey. “All my fault. It was all my fault.” 
 Her hand encountered a shell, the jagged remnants of an abalone. Its pearl edges were razor sharp. Without thinking, she rolled back her sleeve and cut into the tender flesh of her forearm. The skin split like rotten fruit, precious blood spilling out onto the ground. The cut brought sweet relief as the tension flowed out of her the same way the waves flowed onto the sand. She sighed and closed her eyes.
 “Nadia? What are you doing?” 
 Martin's sharp voice caused her to whirl. She dropped the shell onto the grass and clamped her hand across the wound. “What are you doing here?” 
 “I came looking for you.” 
 His tall shadow fell across her face, and she blinked up into his somber face. “Why?” 
 “I spoke to Donya. She told me everything.” 
 Nadia's heart sank. “She did?” 
 He nodded. “She came in this morning with Josh and Dirk. They found her holed up in an old farmhouse and brought her in. She overheard Thys and I discussing the expedition, right after we welcomed her. She recognized your name and asked about you. That's when she told us everything.” 
 “I see,” Nadia whispered. Now that Martin knew, she was sure he'd kick her out of St. Francis. So much for making my own decisions. Will he even let me go with them on the expedition? 
 “That’s it? That's all you've got to say?” 
 “No...I...does Thys knows too?” 
 “He does.” 
 Nadia looked down at her hands. “Then everyone knows.” 
 “Not yet. I told Donya to keep her knowledge to herself for now. I don't need a widespread panic in the town.” 
 “Smart.” 
 “Yes. Not that you've been very clever about this whole thing.” He fixed her with a stern glare. “Why didn't you tell me?” 
 “Does it matter?” 
 “Of course, it matters. Don't avoid the question,” he commanded.
 “Because I'm a freak, okay?” she burst out. “A murderer.” 
 Martin sighed. “You're not a murderer.” 
 “Then what am I?” 
 He gazed at her for a moment. “You're just a girl, a survivor like the rest of us.” 
 She blinked, taken aback. That simple?
 “But,” he added, “you're dangerous too.“
 She dropped her chin. “I know.” 
 “So you must know you can't keep secrets like that. Ever.” 
 She nodded, miserable in the knowledge that he was right.
 “You cannot allow what happened before to happen again. You have a responsibility,” he said. “And you cannot endanger innocent people simply because you're afraid they'll shun you.” 
 “I would never let it happen again,” she protested. “I'm careful.” 
 Martin's voice took on a razor's edge. “Don't be a fool. What happens if you get hurt and someone comes into contact with your blood by mistake?” 
 Nadia shook her head. “I won't...I wouldn't let them.” 
 “What if some stupid boy decides to take a chance and snatches a kiss? Don't think I haven't noticed Caleb's regard for you,” he insisted. “People need to know. He needs to know.” 
 When Nadia failed to respond, he gripped her by the shoulders in a gesture both sympathetic and angry. “Tell me you understand, Nadia.” 
 She nodded as a single tear dripped down her cheek. “I understand.” 
 He sighed and straightened up. “Good.” 
 “So what now?” 
 “What happens next is up to you. Logan tells me you are undecided on whether to leave or stay.” 
 “I suppose.” 
 “It's straightforward. If you decide to stay, you will be required to tell people the truth. They deserve honesty.” 
 “Okay.” 
 “The same applies if you go. You must tell the expedition party the truth.” He paused for a few seconds. “Or I will.” 
 Her breath caught in her throat as the implications of his words sank in. If she stayed, she'd have to tell Caleb the truth. If she left, she'd be abandoning him. Either way, he'll hate me for it.
 “What about when we get to the other camp?” 
 “I'd expect you to do the right thing.” His gaze was stern and uncompromising.
 “I don't know what the right thing is anymore,” she confessed. “I feel so lost.” 
 His features softened. “You're not lost. The real Nadia is still in there. You just have to find her again.” 
 “Easier said than done,” she scoffed.
 “I never said it'd be easy.” He turned and walked away, pausing only to make a final remark. “Nothing worth having comes easy.” 
 Once Martin disappeared from view, Nadia turned back to watch the scene stretched out before her while she pondered his words. The truth in them was undeniable. “Nothing worth having comes easy.” 
 From her vantage point, she watched the fishing boats come and go in the distance. They went about their business without a thought for the zombies that now ravished the land. Fishermen cast their nets and strung their lines beneath the burning sun as if nothing had changed. Their skin showed the wear that came with the job. Deep grooves marked the leathery tan that turned their faces into uniform masks, and salt crystals formed in their graying beards. Later, they would pull in their haul, the nets filled with masses of quivering silver bodies, and tonight people would feast. Bellies would be filled, and fears would be stilled.
 A rubber duck cut a diagonal line across the water, launched from the nearby harbor. It bobbed over the crested waves, cutting through the water like a knife through butter. She surmised the boat carried Adam, returning from the morning meeting to once more take up his post at the helm of the Sincerity. It was the biggest and best equipped of all the fishing boats, and he rarely left it, preferring the open waters of the ocean to the claustrophobic arms of the town.
 For a second, Nadia contemplated what it would be like to stay. To say farewell to Logan and build a life for herself here, instead. She imagined what it would be like to live there on the shores of the sea forever, perhaps joining the watch as Ada had suggested. Some, like Donya, might hate her, but maybe the others would understand.
 Maybe Caleb would, a hopeful voice whispered in her mind.
 It would be a good life. One filled with honest work, loyal friends, and security of a sort, if not love and children. That was lost to her. Perhaps, in time, she could even make peace with what she'd done.
 But she couldn’t accept it. Refused to believe it. People would hate her, or at the very least they’d fear her. She pictured them shunning her, walking circles around her in the street while mothers herded their children away in fright. It was a painful reality. What should I do? 
 Nadia lifted her hand off the gash in her skin and gazed at the slit. It was open and raw, weeping blood. 
 She remembered the first time she'd cut herself. It was right after Bobby drowned. They were all at his funeral, dressed in black, mourners at the graveside of a child who never had the chance to live.
 The pain at his death was unbelievable. 
 Soul-crushing. 
 Devastating.
 Her stupid mother wept over his little coffin as if she had a right to be sad. As if she wasn't the cause of his death. She failed him. She failed me.
 Nausea overwhelmed Nadia, and she slipped away to the bathroom. Staring into the mirror, she screamed in sudden rage. “Why? Why? Why?”
 Next moment her fist crashed into the gleaming glass. Sharp shards rained down, and fresh blood welled from her knuckles. She stared at the crimson drops, perplexed as the pain in her fist provided relief from the mental agony. 
 Her hand closed over a piece, and she raised it to her skin for the first time. That was the day she became a cutter.
 It hadn't helped, though. The relief was an illusion. The only thing that had truly worked was time, distance, “...and acceptance.”
 “I’ll never be normal.” The words slipped out from between her lips and into the wind of its own volition. “I don't belong here.” 
 Clarity cut through the confusion that had clouded her judgment for the longest time. This wasn't her. It had never been. Neither was the cookie-cutter image she'd adopted to convince people she was ordinary. 
 “I’m not like them, and I can’t stay here. But I’m still me, still Nadia. That hasn't changed. I just lost me for a while.”
 Maybe she didn't belong anywhere, but she'd never find out as long as she kept lying to herself and everyone else. Relief flowed through her at the realization, the comfort that comes with acceptance.
 With a determined push, Nadia got to her feet. It was time to stop pretending. Time to be who she really was. She brushed stray bits of grass from her clothes and turned back toward the town. “Time to visit Marie. I'll need a few things for the journey.” 
 She strode toward the line of shops that held the bulk of the town’s supplies. Each shop carried something different and was managed by a different person. The largest was run by Marie who oversaw the general store. But first, she stopped at the pharmacy.
 The doorbell dinged when she entered, and the air was warm after the brisk breeze outside. Her fingers tingled as she made her way to the counter where the pharmacist greeted her with a smile.
 “Morning, young lady. How can I help you?”
 “I’m looking for a plaster.” Nadia proffered her cut arm with a rueful smile. “I’m so clumsy. I cut myself on the rocks at the beach.”
 He peered over his glasses at the smooth line and tut-tutted. “Oh, that looks painful. Here, let me fix it for you. When did you last have a Tetanus shot?”
 “Um, never.”
 He shook his head. “Well, better safe than sorry.”
 Ignoring her protests that she could do it herself, he disinfected and taped up the wound, but only after subjecting her to the painful shot. He then handed her a leaf of painkillers.
 “Thank you,” Nadia said as she headed back out.
 “Keep it dry and clean, and it should heal without problems. If you see any signs of infection, however, you need to come right back.”
 “Will do.”
 She stepped out into the cool air and made her way to the general shop. It smelled of incense and mint, a product of the incense burner Marie was so fond of and the bowl of sweets she doled out to the kids.
 After a warm greeting, Nadia browsed among the racks for what she needed. The store was large, the aisles overflowing with items. One half was dedicated to food and led to more storerooms in the back. This was strictly rationed.
 After lengthy deliberation, Nadia chose a bottle of water, a packet of electrolytes, and a handful of protein bars. While the expedition would have food, she liked being prepared. “Are these okay, Marie? Not too much?”
 “It’s fine, Nadia. Excited about leaving tomorrow?”
 “I guess.”
 “I’ll be sad to see you go, though.” Marie’s kind eyes crinkled at the corners.
 “I’ll miss you too,” Nadia said, realizing it was the truth.
 “Anything else you need while you’re here?” 
 “Could I have some clothes, please? I’ll send my other things back after washing them tonight.”
 “Sure, help yourself, honey.”
 There was an unspoken rule among the inhabitants that you only took what was needed, and if you no longer wanted something, you returned it. Other than that, the stores were open to everyone.
 “Looking for something specific, hun?” Marie asked after Nadia went through half the available stuff.
 “Kind of. I’ll know when I see it,” Nadia replied with a smile. 
 After several minutes of searching, she emerged with two pairs of sturdy jeans, socks, sports underwear, a couple of tank tops, and a beautiful leather jacket and belt.
 She completed the selection with a long screwdriver, a small hatchet, black eyeliner which she found in a bin full of dusty makeup, and a box which caused Marie to raise an eyebrow.
 “This color, hun? You’re sure about that?”
 “I’m sure, thanks, Marie.” Nadia looked around. “Have you got any earrings? You know like studs and so on.”
 “Well, I don’t know, I think so.” Marie rummaged around underneath the counter before coming up with a wrinkled box. “There’s a few costume jewelry things in there. Have a look.”
 Nadia picked out a few items before the quizzical gaze of Marie. “That should do it. Thank you so much for everything. I'll never forget it.”
 Marie's eyes shone with unshed tears. “It's all right, honey. Now run along before I break down and cry.”
  Nadia left and walked back to the house she shared Logan, carrying her latest acquisitions in her arms. Along the way, a huge grin broke out on her face. It felt good to be back. “Time for a change.”
 

 

 
  Chapter 8 - Logan
 
 Logan got up early, as he usually did, and had a long hot shower. He lingered under the stream of water, knowing full well it might be the last one he got in a long time. Unlike some of the town residents, he knew what lay outside the walls, and it was not pretty.
 After brushing his teeth, he got dressed in what he termed his field clothes. It was a basic combo of jeans, jacket, t-shirt, and boots coupled with a knife and gun that rode on his hips in their holsters.
 He tossed the remainder of his belongings into a backpack, pocketed the keys to his Land Rover, and slung his rifle across his back. That concluded his preparations for the trip, and he made his way to the kitchen. 
 To his surprise, Nadia was already there, which did not happen often. At the sight of her, he froze in his tracks. “Nadia? Is that you?”
 She looked up from her steaming cup of coffee and winked. “Yup.”
 Her blonde hair had been colored a deep purple-black, and the vivid aquamarine shade of her eyes was shocking against the dark backdrop. They were further enhanced by black eyeliner and mascara.
 To top it off, she wore her old biker boots over jeans, a hot pink tank top with a leather jacket, and once more sported an assortment of hardware. Though her face was bare besides a stud in her nose and a ring in her eyebrow, she wore several chunky rings on her fingers, and her usual cross hung on its chain around her neck.
 “I can’t believe it.” He plonked his ass down on a chair and took the cup she offered. “You’re back.”
 “You bet I am.” She turned her head this way and that. “Do you like it?”
 “That depends.”
 “On what?”
 “No more whining and complaining about people not liking you?”
 “No more bitching,” she agreed. 
 “Is the kick my ass, take no shit from anybody attitude back?”
 “Pretty much,” she said with a wicked grin.
 “Then I like.”
 “Good. Now eat your food so we can get a move on.” She indicated a plate of sliced ham, the canned variety, over a bed of savory porridge. 
 “Thanks.” He picked up his fork and dug in. “Have you already eaten?”
 “Done and dusted. I just want to get going.”
 “I’ll hurry,” he said.
 “Just don’t choke and die on me.”
 He snorted. “Not likely.”
 As he ate, he contemplated her, noting the relaxed ease of her posture. She must have had some epiphany since he’d last seen her outside the meeting, a fact he was glad for. Neurotic, insecure Nadia had not been good for his peace of mind. Still, he was unsure how far the change had gone.
 “Have you…” he hesitated.
 “Spit it out, Logan.”
 “Have you spoken to Donya?”
 A flash of pain crossed her features. “I have.”
 “And?”
 “And she’s right.”
 Logan inhaled sharply and choked on a chunk of porridge. He sputtered and wheezed until Nadia jumped up and slapped him on the back. She shoved a glass of water under his nose, and it took a full minute before he regained his composure.
 “I told you not to choke and die on me,” she scolded.
 “She’s right? Donya’s right? Did I hear that right?”
 “Not about everything,” Nadia said. “But she was correct about one thing. I’ve been lying to myself all along, thinking I could pretend to be someone I’m not. I believe she termed it being a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”
 “I see. Go on.”
 “It’s not right lying to other people either. I am dangerous, and they should know that. It was selfish of me to keep it a secret.”
 Logan absorbed this in silence before he nodded. “I’m glad. So long as you stop with the freak and murderer nonsense.”
 Nadia took a sip of her coffee before replying. “I've thought about it, and while I'm not a hundred percent at peace with what I've done, I've got to accept it. I’m not a freak, just different. I’m not a murderer either. It was an accident.”
 “When did this all happen? It seems a little sudden.”
 “Let’s just say an old memory helped me to move on.”
 “Can I ask what?”
 “I’d rather not. You’ve got your secrets, and I’ve got mine.”
 Logan’s heart skipped a beat at her words, old pain reawakening as Morgan’s golden-green eyes flashed in front of his eyes. He managed a half-smile. “Fair enough.”
 Logan scooped up the last of his food before washing his dish in the washbasin. As he dried his hands, he turned to her. “Well, I’m glad you’re back. Now let’s kick some ass. Ready?”
 “Ready!”
 Logan left the apartment that had been their home for a month behind without any feelings of regret. While St. Francis had been kind to them, it was time to move on. Time to go home.
  
 ***
  
 The Land Rover was parked in the public lot along with all the other vehicles available in the town, so this was where Logan headed. It was a bright day, though cold, and a stiff breeze blew in off the ocean bringing with it the taste of salt.
 Martin was already there, along with Josh and three others. As they neared, Logan recognized the other people with him, and his stomach dropped. While Jed was an excellent addition to the party, a man from the watch and a good fighter, the other two spelled trouble.
 Next to Logan, Nadia faltered. He reached out a hand and gripped her elbow. “It’s okay. I’m here.”
 “Thanks,” she whispered as Donya and Caleb’s eyes fixed on her, one with loathing, the other with guarded optimism.
 The distance between them closed, and Logan halted a few steps away from Martin and the rest. His gaze settled on first Donya then Caleb. Inside, he boiled with glacial rage. “Is this a joke?”
 “No joke,” Martin replied. “She asked to accompany us. I couldn’t refuse.”
 “Couldn’t refuse?” Logan asked. “With their shared history? You don’t think it odd that she suddenly wants to go with us?”
 “She's assured me she won’t cause any trouble.”
 “And you believe her?” Logan barked out a short laugh. “This is ridiculous.”
 Caleb’s eyes narrowed at Logan’s words, his gaze jumping from Donya to Nadia and back. “What’s going on?”
 Jed nodded, his expression likewise confused. “I’d also like to know.”
 Irritated at the interruption, Logan snapped at Caleb. “Not that you’re any better.”
 “Excuse me?” Caleb asked, his green eyes narrowing.
 “You heard me. I’ve watched you running after Nadia like a puppy dog, and I don’t like it.”
 “It’s none of your business. You’re not her father.”
 “Logan felt his hands clench into fists but controlled himself with an effort. “I’m as good as.”
 Nadia tugged on his arm with both hands. “Logan, please. I can handle this.”
 He looked into her pleading eyes and sighed. “Fine. Go ahead.”
 She gulped and straightened up, facing the group. “If we’re all going to travel together, then you deserve to know the truth.”
 “Hear, hear,” Donya said in a mocking tone of voice, but she quieted when Martin shot her a warning look. 
 “What truth?” Caleb asked.
 Nadia drew in a shuddering breath and squared her shoulders. “I’m infected with the virus.”
 “What?” Caleb paled while Jed’s eyes narrowed and Josh paled. Only Martin showed no reaction while Donya gloated openly.
 “How’s that even possible?” Caleb asked.
 “I’m a carrier. Months ago, I got bitten by a zombie. At first, I got sick. I thought I was going to die for sure. It was awful.”
 Nadia’s voice was hushed but steady while she spoke, and he’d never felt prouder. He moved up behind her shoulder to lend his silent support.
 “But, I didn’t die. Instead, I got better. It was a miracle. Or so I thought at the time. That night, my boyfriend...he...I kissed him you see, and that night he turned. Everyone died. Everyone except Donya and me.”
 “Don't forget Harry. He died later, but might still be alive today if it wasn't for what happened. Everyone died because of her,” Donya said. She pointed an accusing finger at Nadia. “She killed them.”
 “That’s right,” Nadia replied with a lift of her chin. “I killed them. But it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t know, and I would never have hurt them on purpose. You can’t put that on me anymore, Donya. I won’t let you.”
 “Won’t let me?” Donya gasped. “Why you―”
 Martin stepped up and raised his hand. “That’s enough.”
 She glared at him but closed her mouth.
 “Does anyone else have anything to say or ask?” Martin asked.
 Josh shook his head in denial, though he looked intrigued.
 “I do,” Jed said. “So, you’re a carrier but not a zombie. That right?”
 Nadia nodded.
 “Are you dangerous? To us, I mean?”He motioned to everyone gathered. 
 “Not if you’re prepared.” Donya laughed at that, but Nadia remained firm. “I’d have to bite or kiss you or get blood in you through a cut or something. As long as you stay away from me, you’ll be safe.”
 “Why didn’t you say something before?” Caleb asked. 
 “I couldn’t,” Nadia admitted. “I didn’t want you all to look at me like I’m a monster.”
 They all looked at her in silence until Logan said, “Is that it? Can we get down to business now?”
 Martin nodded and stepped forward again. “Now that you all know about Nadia, is anyone pulling out? I, personally, don’t think it matters. She’s a strong, capable girl, and I’m happy to have her with us.”
 Logan shot Martin an approving look and added, “She’s going nowhere without me, for the record.”
 Jed shrugged and shook his head. “It makes no difference to me. She’s welcome to tag along if she carries her weight.” 
 “Fine by me,” Josh added.
 Donya snorted and folded her arms.
 Caleb looked at Nadia for a long moment before he said, “This doesn't change anything.”
 Logan fought the urge to roll his eyes. “Great. Now that everyone’s had their say, can we get going? Except her, of course.” He pointed at Donya. “She’s made it clear how she feels about Nadia and would only be a liability.”
 “What?” Donya cried. “A liability?”
 “He makes a good point. You have a problem with Nadia, that much is clear. There’s no room on this trip for personal vendettas, despite your words to me earlier.” Martin said.
 Donya pressed her lips together, “I won’t stay. I need to go.”
 “Why?” Logan asked. “Why other than to get your chance at Nadia?”
 “Because I have family there, and I’m hoping to find them.” Donya swallowed, and for the first time looked a little vulnerable. “I know it's a long shot, but I'm willing to take that chance.”
 Logan let his disbelief show in a sneer. “You expect us to believe that? How convenient.”
 “It’s true.” Nadia surprised them all by speaking up in defense of Donya. “She spoke about her aunt and uncle often enough.”
 Donya didn’t reply but nodded in tight-lipped agreement.
 Martin looked at her. “Are you willing to set aside your troubles with Nadia for the length of the trip?”
 “I am.”
 He turned to Nadia. “Your call.”
 Logan squeezed her shoulder, silently willing her to say no, but in typical fashion, Nadia nodded after a brief moment of hesitation. “She can come.”
 “Then it’s settled,” Martin said. “Now we’ve wasted enough time on this as it is, so let’s get going.”
 “On that, at least, we’re agreed,” Logan said. “Nadia’s with me in the Landie. We’ll follow you.”
 “We’re going in the double cab truck over there, so I can take four. One will have to go with you guys.”
 Caleb opened his mouth, but Logan jumped ahead of him. “Josh, wanna lift?”
 Josh shrugged. “Sure, I’m in.”
 “Great. Throw your gear in the back.”
 With those final words, they loaded up the extra fuel, supplies, and gear Ada had procured for them and set off in silence. Holding the wheel of the Landie again after so long was bliss, and a frisson of excitement rippled down Logan's spine. Finally. I'm going home.
 

 
  Chapter 9 - Michael
 
 After Rebecca left, Michael stood guard for another hour, watching as dusk turned to night. The light faded at a rapid pace, helped along by thick banks of clouds that rolled across the heavens and obscured the stars. A stiff breeze picked up, and the smell of rain lingered in his nostrils.
 A storm, Michael thought. I wonder what the camp's up to? Nombali, Dr. Lange.
 Footsteps warned of someone approaching, and he turned. A man he'd seen hanging around Ke Tau before stopped a short distance away and regarded him. He was Indian, his eyes pitch-black and emotionless. Michael thought he remembered his name. Hiran.
 “You’re Michael?”
 “I am.”
 “Ke Tau wants to talk to you.”
 Without saying another word, the stranger turned and strode back the way he came. After a second’s hesitation, Michael followed. They walked toward the barred gates of the compound which stood open a crack, and past the lounging guards. They eyed him with interest, but nobody asked a thing. It was better not to ask too many questions in this place.
 Once through the doors, Michael was hit by a wall of warm air. His skin flushed as blood rose to the surface, while his nostrils flared to pick up the many smells in the air. Sweat, blood, tobacco, and urine. A fetid mixture overlaid by the stench of fear and food.
 They walked through the foyer and across the lobby to the old dining room where Ke Tau reigned supreme from the head of a crowded table. The man lounged in his seat, an empty plate in front of him, while around him his men laughed and feasted on the food spread out before them.
 Women moved among the diners carrying food and drink while more pretty young girls hovered in the background. A cloud of tobacco smoke overhung it all and shrouded the figures of the participants.
 Michael’s stomach cramped at the sight of so much food being wasted, and saliva flooded his mouth. He ignored it, though, and edged closer until he was inside Ke Tau’s field of vision before he paused and lowered his head as a sign of respect. It was an emotion he didn’t possess for the ruthless leader but was willing to fake for the sake of the mission. Nothing was more important than the mission. Nothing.
 Hiran moved to the seat on Ke Tau’s right-hand side and sat down. There he took a sip from a glass brimming with amber liquid, his cold eyes still fixed upon Michael.
 “Ah, Michael,” Ke Tau said waving him closer. “Come sit. Eat. You must be hungry.”
 Michael bobbed his head and endeavored to look grateful as he chose an empty spot right on the end of the table closest to the door. “Thank you, Ke Tau. Indeed I am.”
 Ke Tau’s single right eye glittered. “You’re not unhappy with my hospitality, I hope?”
 “Of course not, Great Leader. I'm most thankful.”
 Ke Tau smirked, the jagged scar across his face twisting like a live snake. “Good.”
 Michael cautiously reached for a cup and waited while a woman scurried over to pour an opaque liquid in it. The smell of fermented beer reached his nose, and he fought to keep his expression neutral as he took a sip. The thick, creamy brew had a sour taste to it that he didn’t enjoy but dared not refuse. She placed a plate of food in front of him, meat and bread, before hurrying away once more.
 “So, I hear you wish for a more prominent role in my…” Ke Tau paused for effect, “...Kingdom.”
 “I live to serve, and I would like nothing more than to prove my loyalty to you.”
 “Your loyalty, yes.” Ke Tau regarded him before turning to Hiran. “What do you think, my esteemed friend?”
 Hiran shrugged. “It’s your decision, but perhaps he could be given a chance to prove himself.”
 “Perhaps.” Ke Tau played with his knife before snapping his fingers in the air. “A companion for our guest.”
 From the bank of young girls who hovered in the background, one broke free and hurried over. She bowed her head, eyes downcast as she made her way to Michael’s side.
 Michael ran his eyes over her body, noting the thin shoulders and hollow cheeks. In his estimate, she couldn’t have been more than eighteen. His stomach roiled at the thought of what he might have to do to her to prove himself, but he kept a straight face.
 “Like what you see?” Ke Tau asked. “She’s yours for the night.”
 Sensing it was a test, Michael played the part. He looped an arm around her middle and pulled her onto his lap. She didn’t resist as he ran a finger up her sleeve and over her threadbare shirt, sitting still while he fondled her small breasts.
 Around him, the men roared in appreciation while Ke Tau offered a small smile. “I’m glad you like her. Enjoy the rest of the night.”
 “Thank you.” Michael smiled and reached for the food on his plate, anything to give him an excuse not to touch the girl further. He gripped a piece of the meat and placed it in his mouth. It had a strong taste, rich and fatty, and he had the immediate suspicion it wasn’t beef or pork or mutton.
 With care, he chewed and swallowed, going back for more. All while keeping an expression of enjoyment fixed on his face. He interchanged big bites with swallows of the rancid beer and made sure to pay the proper attention to the girl on his lap. All while Ke Tau watched him with hawk-eyed attention.
 After what seemed an eternity, the plate was empty at last. He burped his loud approval and bellowed for another cup of beer. During this time, the party had grown rowdy as the men got drunk. More and more of the girls fell prey to groping hands while the food was removed in favor of more liquor.
 At last, Ke Tau raised a hand for silence, and the effect was immediate. He stood up and pinned each man in turn to his seat with that baleful white eye before saying, “Tomorrow, I’m going on a hunt. Who, I wonder, will go with me?”
 Cheers of approval did the rounds, and eagerness shone on the men’s faces. Michael sat up straight, his gaze trained on the leader. After a suitable pause, Ke Tau continued. “I have chosen the ever faithful Hiran, the brave Boipelo, clever Carlito, strong Mosi...and the newest addition to our ranks, Michael, to join me.”
 Those chosen beamed around the table, chests puffed out with pride while the rest drank to their health. Once the noise died down, Ke Tau took his leave, dragging a girl behind him with each hand.
 “Be ready at dawn,” was his parting words. Words Michael took to heart as he finished his drink and turned to the girl on his lap.
 “Where do I sleep?”
 “I will show you,” she answered in a soft voice.
 She slipped off his legs and led the way on tip-toe, her shoulders hunched against the jeers of those who watched them go. A hand on his shoulders brought him to a halt, however, and he turned to find himself face to face with Hiran.
 “Yes?”
 “I wanted to wish you a good night.” The man’s eyes flickered from him to the girl and back. “I hope you make full use of your master’s gift.”
 “I will be sure to,” Michael replied. “But is he not also your master?”
 Something dangerous flickered in Hiran’s eyes. Something cold and treacherous. “Be careful on the morrow, Michael. It’s a dangerous world out there.”
 “I’ll be sure to watch my back.”
 Hiran offered a half-smile before he turned and disappeared into the crowd. No doubt to plot and scheme.
 “Show me where to sleep,” he once more told the girl, and she hurried to take him to a secluded corner in the back of the house.
 It couldn’t be called a bedroom. It was a tiny nook in a larger room cordoned off by a threadbare curtain and contained nothing more than a thin mattress and even thinner pillow. It was clean, though, and Michael hardly cared about it after being awake for more than twenty-four hours.
 “This is where you sleep?”
 The girl nodded.
 “And here?” he indicated the rest of the room, lined with pallets similar to hers, all cordoned off with makeshift curtains.
 “The other girls sleep here too.”
 He nodded and guessed they’d be along soon when the men grew tired of drinking. It's like a brothel.
 “What’s your name?”
 “Mpho,” was the soft answer.
 He studied her face, noting the high bone structure and full lips. She was attractive, her skin a soft chocolate matched by her hair. He could not imagine raping her, though, even though he knew he was expected to.
 Delaying the inevitable, he said, “Bring me water to wash.”
 She complied, hurrying off to return with a bucket brimming with water and a cloth. First, he drank his fill of the fresh water. His parched tissues soaked up the liquid like a sponge, bringing immediate relief.
 After washing, he relieved his bladder in a pot before he lay down on the mattress with a groan of relief. Finally.
 With hesitant movements, the girl closed the curtain and joined him on the bed. He watched her through lidded eyes. He knew what he had to do, yet couldn’t bring himself to do it. How can I? She’s just a child.
 Then she startled him by saying in a quiet whisper, “I know.”
 He sat up. “You know what?”
 “I know who you are.”
 “Who’s that?”
 “You’re a spy from the other camp.”
 Ice water flooded his veins, but he remained quiet.
 She peeked through the curtain to make sure they were still alone before saying, “I’m Rebecca’s granddaughter.”
 “You?”
 She nodded and leaned closer. “I have a message for you.”
 He narrowed his eyes as he debated whether to trust her or not. “What message?”
 “My granny says you cannot win Ke Tau’s trust. You cannot do what he does, what he’ll expect you to do.”
 “Why’s that?”
 “Because you’re a good man. You cannot do such evil.”
 Her words hit him hard, and he wondered if she was right. Can I? Can I torture and kill innocent people? Act like a monster?
 A flash of remembrance hit him. Doe eyes in caramel skin, fading as death stole over them. Death delivered by his hands. Valerie.
 “How do you know I'm not a monster? How does your grandmother know?” He gazed at his hands with revulsion. The very hands that crushed the life out of Valerie’s neck when he found out she’d cheated on him. “I’m a killer.”
 The memory flooded back like a tidal wave. The anger and betrayal. Seeing his wife with another man, and the fear in his eyes when Michael leveled the gun at him and pulled the trigger. Valerie’s screams. Her pleas for mercy. Mercy he hadn’t granted. The life leaching from her eyes.
 He should have gone to jail then. But he didn’t. Saved by the very virus that brought about the end of the world. I’m the devil.
 Mpho reached out and gripped his fingers, startling him from the vision. “Maybe you were once, but you’re not anymore. You can’t go through with this.”
 “I can.”
 “You can’t,” she insisted. “You’ll fail.”
 “What do you propose I do then?” he demanded in anger. “What does your clever granny suggest?”
 Mpho sat back on her heels. “We’ve been preparing for a while now to overthrow Ke Tau and his men.”
 “We? Who’s we?”
 “The women, the children, the old men.”
 Michael scoffed. “You’ll never win.”
 “Not alone. But if you attacked, we’d have the advantage of surprise.”
 He blew out a breath as he considered her words. “Attacked when?”
 “On the full moon. We’ll make certain the men are drunk, and when you strike, we’ll rise from within. They’ll never expect it.”
 “The full moon?”
 She nodded, her eyes shining with eagerness. “All you have to do is escape tomorrow and take the message to your people. On the full moon…”
 “We attack,” he finished for her.
 “Yes.”
 “How do I know this isn’t a trap?”
 “You don’t know, but you must trust me.” She grabbed his hand and pressed it to her chest, right above her heart. “You must know how I yearn for his death. He killed my father. Feel my hatred.”
 He looked into her eyes and saw the strength of her feelings projected back at him. “I believe you.”
 She sighed and sank back onto the mattress. “Thank you.”
 He lay down next to her and stared at the ceiling, contemplating her words. It made sense. It was a logical plan. It can work.
 Outside, the first of the revelers stumbled into the room, followed by more. The sounds of sex rose around him. The grunts of men and the pained cries of girls being taken against their will. We have to stop this.
 He turned his head toward Mpho and met her soft brown eyes. “I will do it.”
 She nodded and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad, but for now, we have to convince the others you are with them.”
 He closed his eyes and gritted out a denial. “I can’t take you. I can’t. You’re a child.”
 “I’m nineteen.”
 “No.”
 “Then pretend.”
 He opened his eyes and stared at her.
 “We can act it out, but we must do it soon.” Her chin nodded toward the curtain, and there he saw a silhouette. A man, watching like a sentinel. Luckily their whispers couldn’t be heard over the din.
 Michael compressed his lips and rolled over onto Mpho with a pig-like grunt. He pinned her to the floor and ran his hands over her sides while she whimpered in fear.
 With one hand, he ripped open her shirt. The sound of tearing cloth was loud in the night. He averted his eyes from her small breasts and made as if to open his fly. She pleaded with him to stop as he shoved his hips between her legs. Their shadows played across the curtain, a horrifying show in black and white.
 Even simulating the act made him feel dirty as he pretended to thrust at the poor girl beneath him. She acted the part well, crying and sobbing with piteous sorrow.
 His heart twisted when he realized that for her, this probably wasn’t an act. How many nights has she suffered like this for real beneath the body of another man? How many?
 When at last he could realistically end the farce, he rolled over and pretended to snore. After several minutes, the sentinel was gone, run back to Ke Tau with the news that his new man was a monster after all.
 A small hand crept onto his shoulder, and Mpho whispered in his ear. “You are a good man, Michael. Now sleep. I will wake you before dawn.”
 Exhaustion crashed over him. Before he knew it, slumber stole over his senses and dragged him to the deep.
 The next day, Mpho kept her word and woke him when the light was still grey and the sun a distant dream. He rolled out of bed and washed again with the bucket of water she brought him and a sliver of soap.
 She took his dirt-streaked clothes and provided him with fresh ones. They were old and stained, but he felt profound gratitude to be clean once more.
 With small scissors, he trimmed his nails and beard before wolfing down a jug of water and a plate of food. It was the same food as the previous night, and this time he thought to ask.
 “What meat is this?”
 She eyed him solemnly. “Dog.”
 His stomach rolled, but he forced it down anyway. He’d need the calories before the day was out. Before he left, he paused. “Thank you, Mpho.”
 She nodded. “Goodbye, Michael.”
 As he picked his way through the sprawling figures of snoring men, he wondered if he’d ever see her again.
 

 ***
 

 An hour later, he stood outside a small suburban house with Ke Tau and the others. The gates were chained shut and the windows covered in newspaper. Waist-high grass covered the lawn.
 There had been no opportunity as yet to escape, and he wondered if he’d ever get his chance. That damned son of a whore Hiran is watching me like a spider watches a fly circling his web.
 At a signal from Ke Tau, they jumped over the gate and stormed the house. With a crowbar, they forced open the security gate and crashed inside.
 Startled cries rose into the air as they barged their way through, Ak47’s pointed in front of them. Two men rushed into the hallway from the bedrooms, each brandishing a gun.
 “Drop your weapons,” Michael cried. “Drop them!”
 At the sight of so many guns, the two men tossed their own and raised their hands. The oldest, a middle-aged man with spectacles, pleaded with them. “Don’t shoot. Please, don’t shoot.”
 The other, a youngster of about seventeen, stared at them with wide blue eyes. His coloring and features indicated he was likely the older man’s son.
 “Get everyone out here, and we won’t hurt you,” Hiran ordered as he stepped forward. “Now.”
 “You promise not to hurt us?” the older man asked, his face hopeful. “You won’t hurt my kids?”
 Fuck, it’s a family, Michael realized.
 He looked on in growing horror as the older man called over his shoulder, “Ruby, come out here. Now.”
 A girl, barely fourteen, stepped out from a side door. Her hands were clasped in front of her and visibly trembled. She stared at them with tearful eyes.
 “Is that it? No one else?” Hiran asked. “You’d better not lie to me.”
 “I promise. It’s just us three.”
 Next to Michael, Carlito sidled closer. His eyes shone with excitement above his hooked nose. He licked his lips with the tip of his tongue while he stared at Ruby and grinned.
 “Keys?” Hiran asked.
 “What?”
 “The keys to the gate. Where are they?”
 “O...over there.” The man pointed at a bunch of silver keys on a side stand.
 Ke Tau, who up until now had hung back, stepped forward. He surveyed the three survivors in front of him with a crooked smile. “Mosi, make sure he’s telling the truth. Search the house, and bring in the truck. Lock behind you. This is going to take awhile.”
 Michael sucked in a single breath. The trap was sprung. Both he and the family were now caught in Ke Tau's web.
 “The rest of you, let’s play a little game,” Ke Tau said with undisguised relish.
 Carlito lowered his gun and slipped his knife from its scabbard. He stepped toward the father who now realized his mistake and stepped back with hands raised. “No, please. Don’t do this. Don’t hurt us.”
 Carlito flashed a wicked grin as Boipelo handed him a roll of duct tape. “Now, now. Don’t fight. You’ll just make it worse for yourself.”
 The man continued to beg. “Please, do what you want with me, but let my children leave.”
 “Now why would we do that?” Ke Tau asked. “Why would we let such sweet young flesh run free?”
 Realization dawned in the father’s eyes. With a cry, he flung himself at Carlito. The two collided, and the older man gasped as Carlito’s thrust his knife between his ribs. He exhaled a slow breath of air, and his mouth worked as Carlito sawed deeper into his chest with the blade. Crimson blood spilled over his lips.
 The boy cried out while the girl screamed, “Daddy, no!”
 She flung herself forward, but Boipelo caught her and held her struggling body against his while her brother looked on in terror.
 “What a pity. We could have had some fun with the father,” Ke Tau shrugged and grinned at the remaining boy and girl. “Oh, well. Guess they’ll have to do, hey Michael?”
 “Guess so,” Michael replied with a shrug. 
 “Tie the boy to a chair. Let’s see how tough he is,” Ke Tau said.
 With emotionless eyes, Hiran stripped of the teenager’s clothes until he was left cold and vulnerable in only his socks and boxers. Then he strapped him to a chair with tape while his sister watched on in terror. Their father lay on the floor in a growing pool of blood, his face slack in death.
 “Done,” Hiran said.
 “Carlito, warm up our guest, will you? He looks a bit chilly,” Ke Tau said with a sinister smile.
 “With pleasure,” Carlito replied as he removed a lighter from his pocket. He flicked the top off and rolled his thumb across until a naked flame burned brightly. This he lowered to the boy’s thigh until it touched the skin. 
 Hoarse cries tore from the teenage boy’s lips, harsh and unforgiving. The flesh of his leg blistered and rose, turning bright red and angry. Michael blanched but forced himself to watch with an expression of indifference.
 Ruby screamed and struggled against the grasp of Mosi as Carlito tortured her brother. “No, Lonny, no! No!”
 Her struggles earned her nothing more than a slap across the face. Michael wracked his brains for a way out, not only for him but the two youngster’s as well. 
 “Aren’t you going to recruit him?” he asked Ke Tau.
 “Sometimes I do, but I know people and this one…” Ke Tau shrugged. “He won’t fight for me.”
 Michael opened his mouth to argue, but a glint in Ke Tau’s eyes warned him not to. He wants me to fight, to show the real me.
 He gritted his teeth against a rising tide of nausea that threatened to overwhelm him. Rebecca was right. Mpho was right. He could never have done this. He could never have hurt these people. I have to get out of here. Now.
 

 
  Chapter 10 - Lisa
 
 Lisa ran through the night with nothing more than a knife, a gun, and a flashlight. The rain had softened to a mild patter, and the rumbling thunder grew distant. Occasional flashes of lightning still lit up the dark, but the worst of the storm was over.
 As she ran, she cursed. “Why? Why the fuck did I leave him alone? I should have stayed.”
 The sight of the dying Joanna flashed before her eyes, and she sped up. Her legs churned, and she hardly slowed when she reached the outer gates, scaling them in one swift move. “I’m coming for you, Kabelo.”
 After making her way past the barrier and across the moat, she sprinted into the night. Her flashlight bobbed up and down; its light was just enough to show her the way. She stuck to the road, and her feet crunched on the gravel until she reached the tar.
 Weeks of hard labor had strengthened her body and now stood her in good stead. Her breath flowed in and out of her lungs in a steady rhythm as she fell into a jog. Her gait was smooth and even.
 After a time, she switched off the light when the clouds parted to reveal the moon. Its silver light lit the way like a beacon. “Run, little rabbit. Run.”
 There was no need to try and track Kabelo. She knew where he was going. Ke Tau. All she had to do was catch him before he got there. 
 The road passed beneath her feet at a swift pace until she reached the crossing into Riebeeckstad. Here she was forced to slow down and navigate her way between the cars that clogged it. While a passage through had been cleared by Breytenbach’s team, infected were an ever-present threat.
 She encountered no zombies, though, and passed without incident. Her gaze fixed on the horizon, and she estimated she’d reach Welkom within an hour. The minutes passed, falling by the wayside as the distance between her and town shrank.
 The entire time she ran, she expected to see the slender figure of Kabelo in the distance. But he must have been faster than she expected because before she knew it, she hit the outskirts of town.
 Here she slowed to a stop to reevaluate. Catching the boy on the road outside of town was one thing, but going into a zombie-infested urban maze after him was another. Especially alone.
 “Crap. What do I do now?” Her voice echoed around her, but it provided no answers to her dilemma. She looked over her shoulder in the direction she’d come from and bit her lip. “Should I go back?”
 Then she remembered Joanna lying on the ground while the blood pumped out of her frail body. Kind Joanna. Helpful Joanna. A person who’d never hurt anyone or anything. Her resolve hardened into steel.
 She slipped her knife from its scabbard and held it in her right. In her left, she held the flashlight though she didn’t switch it on. The light would only draw infected. On balled feet, she snuck into town, taking the shortest route to Ke Tau’s place.
 At first, it was easy going. The road stretched long and straight with a large empty field on her left and barren houses on the right. She walked down the middle, her eyes peeled for zombies, and her ears perked for unusual noises.
 Enfolded by the quiet that accompanies the end of the world, Lisa pushed deeper into town. Her tread was light, but now and then a bit of sand or gravel would crunch beneath her soles. Her soft breaths sounded loud to her ears, and the faint crackles of rodents scurrying in the field were like gunshots to her sensitive hearing.
 Her bare arms prickled in the cold night air. She'd taken off her soaked jacket earlier. Now she stopped and unwound it from her waist to slip it back on. The damp cloth rasped across her skin and elicited a shiver from her core. 
 A loud crack came from the open field next to her, and she whirled. A towering figure lurched from a clump of bushes and fell onto her upraised hands. Lisa's knees buckled under the weight of the heavyset zombie. She strained to stay upright as it shoved into her arms. Her muscles trembled as teeth she couldn't see clicked shut in front of her face.
 Panic surged through Lisa. She ground her heels into the asphalt, lowered her head and pushed. “Get off, you fucking monster.”
 The thing growled as it staggered back. With a swing of her arm, she hit it on the side of the head with the flashlight. Turning on her heels, she ran before it could attack again. I'm not sticking around for a fight with that thing!
 Her feet pounded across the tar as she put distance between her and the zombie. Her breath rasped in and out of her lungs, and her heart bounded with the adrenalin rush.
 After a time, she stopped and sucked in a few precious lungfuls of oxygen. She couldn’t hear any signs of pursuit, but now her surroundings had changed. She was much deeper into the suburbs, and danger lurked everywhere.
 Lisa turned in a circle; her eyes strained for more lurkers. At that precise moment, a cloud drifted in front of the moon. It cut off the faint glow of silver and dumped her into a pit of black. Her fear ratcheted up a notch. 
 “Shit, shit, shit,” she whispered.
 As if in answer, a rasp alerted her, and she ducked beneath two outstretched arms in the nick of time. Another pair of fingers hooked into her hair. With a cry, Lisa wrenched her head back. A few strands ripped free with a sharp burst of pain. She fell to her knees and scrambled across the ground between several pairs of legs. 
 The clouds moved again, and the moon reappeared. Its cold light shone down on a growing throng of infected, all drawn by the noise. They shuffled across overgrown lawns and tripped across hedges. Gleaming eyes peered at her from all directions.
 Lisa jumped to her feet and sprinted down the road. Her legs carried her away from the swarm, but they streamed after her like locusts in search of green pastures. Warm blood flowed down her shins, and her palms burned, a legacy of her fall on the road. At least, she still carried the flashlight and knife. I need to hide. Somewhere. Anywhere.
 She fumbled for the button until a stream of yellow light illuminated the way ahead. With the flashlight as a guide, she looked for a house with sturdy walls. Her eyes fell upon one such. A quick glance over her shoulder showed her she had a few precious seconds to spare. 
 She ran up to the gates and rattled them with all her might. They didn’t budge, and a chain confirmed they were locked. She threw the beam around the yard and noted that nothing stirred in the long grass. The driveway was empty too.
 A hand grabbed her arm, followed by the scrape of teeth on her sleeve. She tore away before the zombie could bite down on her flesh. With a swift stab, she drove her knife into the thing’s temple. It collapsed, but behind it was another, and another. 
 Lisa kicked the closest one in the chest before tossing her light and knife across the gates. She threw herself at the metal bars and hauled her body up. A hand grasped her ankle and yanked. With a cry, she slipped down a notch. 
 Her fingers got a grip on the chill metal bars, and she pulled. Her other leg kicked out and hit something. The grip on her leg loosened. She kicked again before throwing herself over. Off balance, she tumbled over the gate and landed on her back on the concrete. Her breath left her lungs in a rush.
 Lisa gasped like a fish out of water even as hands reached through the bars to latch onto her clothes. Bit by bit, her body was dragged closer. She turned her head, and her watering eyes fell on several pairs of gnashing teeth that strained through the gaps to reach her. 
 The closest infected had a grip on her shoulder. Its face pushed at the bars until the flesh peeled away from its cheeks. Vomit pushed up her throat, and with a cry, Lisa flung herself to the side. 
 Her jacket ripped and cold air bit at her skin, but she was free. With searching fingers, she felt for her knife and flashlight. She almost cried with relief when she found them and immediately jumped up, prepared to fight. 
 The flickering yellow beam of her torch lit up the strange yard she found herself in. It cut across the long grass and overgrown beddings before she trailed it up the driveway. Nowhere could she spot any movement. A sigh of relief escaped her lips. “Oh, thank God.”
 That didn’t mean the house was empty, though, but she’d take that any day over the crowd of zombies that clawed at the gates with a desperate hunger. She cast a last glance at them over her shoulder before jogging up the driveway and out of sight. The sooner they forgot about her, the better. 
 The neglected front garden gave way to a concrete landscape at the back of the house. A walkway led from the garage past a row of potted succulents to a patio bare of furniture. There a door awaited, its glass window seeming to stare at her like an empty eye.
 She made sure the garage was locked first and did a quick search for anything dangerous. The place was deserted, devoid of either people, infected, cars, or pets, and she surmised the owners had fled when the zombies rose. 
 “Maybe I’m lucky.” Lisa shook her head and reminded herself that there was no such thing as luck, only caution, and brains. “Use your head, Lisa. There could be zombies in the house. No cars do not equal no people.”
 She closed the distance and walked up the steps to the yawning security gate. She nudged it all the way open before knocking on the door. The seconds ticked by as she waited. Nothing happened.
 With a deep breath, she reached out and turned the latch. The door swung open with a long, drawn-out creak. The dim interior of a kitchen greeted her eyes. Stale air washed over her face. It was devoid of rot; a good sign.
 With her torch lighting the way, she explored the kitchen and pantry. Here she found signs of flight. A discarded cooler box sat on the floor, and bottled spices lined one counter. An empty wrapper crinkled beneath her foot. Someone had packed a few things in preparation for a trip and left the rest behind in haste. That’s why the security gate was open.
 She cleared the area before moving deeper inside. The house was as silent as the grave. Not even the ticking of a clock could be heard. The deeper she moved, the more confident Lisa became that it was empty. 
 A thick layer of dust coated everything. There was no blood. No smell of decay either. More than that, the curtains were open, and a few things lay strewn about. Remotes, scatter cushions. Whoever used to stay there, had packed in a rush and left the house in a hurry. 
 She kept her guard up until she cleared the bedrooms, though. Here she found more evidence to support her theory. Cupboard and drawers yawned, devoid of clothes and personal knick-knacks. The inhabitants were gone. “Good luck to whoever you are. Hope you got away.”
 Lisa sighed and slumped onto the corner of a chair. For the first time in hours, she allowed herself to relax. Exhaustion quickly set in, and she forced herself to her feet to secure the house before she passed out.
 With quick movements, she closed all the doors, windows, and curtains. She picked through the kitchen and found a carton of mango juice, water, a few cans of food, and a box of dry cereal. 
 With these items in hand, she barricaded herself in the master bedroom. After a frugal supper, she washed and dressed in clean clothes courtesy of the previous lady of the house. A fresh shirt, jacket, and jeans comprised the simple ensemble. 
 Only then did she curl up on the bed to sleep, clutching her knife in one hand and a claw hammer she’d found in a toolbox in the other. Sleep overcame her.
 

 ***
 

 The next morning, Lisa was jerked awake by the sound of screams. They were long and loud, harsh to the ears and soul. She scrambled to her feet, eyes wide and heart pumping. “What the hell?”
 She whirled around on the bed, scrambling for her shoes and weapons while wiping the hair off her face. The screams continued, full of agony and pain. It sounded like a man or a boy. It was hard to tell, though. It had an inhuman quality to it.
 It took a few seconds for her to realize the screams weren’t coming from anywhere nearby. It came from outside the house, outside the yard. This knowledge didn’t make her feel any better, and she rushed about to gather her things. “I’d better get out of here fast.”
 She pulled her hair into a ponytail and tucked in her shirt before tossing her meager stash into an old backpack she’d found. With her gun holstered, and the pack in place, she snuck out of the house. 
 The zombies clamoring at the gates were gone, drawn away by the awful sounds of human suffering. Lisa climbed over the barriers and used a thick hedge as cover while she surveyed the street. It was empty except for the odd shambling figure, and her route of escape lay open.
 Now and then, the screams let up only to resume seconds later. It was painful to hear, and Lisa hesitated while she pinpointed the direction. There!
 The racket issued from a house further up the street. Its gates were closed, but a truck was parked in the driveway, and a man sat on the bonnet. She edged closer to get a better look. 
 Smoke curled from the man’s lips as he smoked. He ignored the crowd of infected banging on the gates as if he didn’t even know they were there. His every move spoke of supreme confidence. Or arrogance. Who is he? What’s happening?
 Either way, it was none of her business, and she prepared to leave. Until she spotted another man loitering by the front door. She recognized the bull shoulders and short, stocky build in an instant. Michael!
 Despite the danger to herself, Lisa crossed the distance between them in a hunched run. She kept close to the ground and used parked cars as camouflage until she hid right across the street.
 While the other man still had his back turned, she risked waving at Michael. On the third try, he spotted her. His eyes widened, and he took a step forward but stopped. With one hand clenched by his side, he shoed her away, careful not to let the guy on the bonnet see.
 She stayed put, not moving a muscle. The screams stopped, and silence descended on the neighborhood, broken only by the zombies rasping at the gate. Someone inside called to Michael. “Michael, time to show us what you can do.”
 Michael froze. His eyes cast around for an escape route. He looked at her once more and shook his head. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. He looked lost.
 “Michael! Are you one of us or not?” The strange voice did not sound happy with Michael’s hesitance.
 “I’m coming,” he answered in a gruff voice.
 The man sitting on the bonnet chuckled as Michael stepped inside. With casual movements, he drew a knife from his boot. It was at least a foot long, the blade as deadly as a shark’s gaping maw. The man stood up and sauntered into the house.
 Michael’s in trouble, Lisa realized. This knowledge brought its own set of problems with. If he was in trouble, what did she do about it? Help him? Or run back to camp?
 She hovered for a second before another drawn-out scream decided her. This time, the voice belonged to a girl. It shook Lisa to the core and touched on the raw, quivering mass of memories she harbored inside. No, not that.
 With this single denial, aimed at she knew not what, Lisa shot to her feet and ran across the street. She gripped the top of the palisades and vaulted up and over before any of the infected at the gates even realized she was there. 
 A few shuffled over, but she was already gone. Her feet carried her across the length of the yard toward the open door Michael, and the other had disappeared into. At the same time, she took out her gun and clipped the safety off.
 At the entrance, she paused and peered around the corner. Immediately she jerked her head back and squeezed her eyes shut. The sight was burned into her corneas, however. 
 A room of torture and blood. A boy was tied to a chair with crimson blood puddling around his feet onto the white tiles. A man stood next to him with a smirk on his face while vomit leaked from the boy’s lips onto his lap.
 Two more men held down a girl, her legs spread-eagled while another cut away her clothes. Michael hovered next to another man with a blind eye and a scarred face. Ke Tau.
 Lisa swallowed hard as she realized what she was up against. Ke Tau and four of his men. Too many for her to take on. But there’s Michael. He’ll help. I can’t let them...that poor girl.
  Another piercing scream from the girl’s lips decided Lisa, and she cast around for a plan. Her eyes fell on the truck, and an idea formed. She ran toward it and opened the door. The keys dangled inside the ignition. “Yes!”
 She turned toward the gates and aimed her gun at the chain and padlock that held it shut. Three shots. That’s what it took. The metal links broke apart, and the gate opened inwards, a floodgate letting in a wave of infected. 
 Even as shouts rang from the house, Lisa threw herself into the truck and slammed the door shut. A second later, the first zombies clawed at the windows. They surrounded the car, but she ignored them and reached for the ignition. 
 More yelling and gunshots drew the crowd of infected away from her and towards the tantalizing meat inside the house. A garbled scream signaled the end of somebody’s life just as the engine caught on. The truck roared to life.
 Lisa jammed it into reverse and shot back several meters before shifting into first. She aimed the nose at the doorway where a man fired shots at the oncoming swarm. Not far from him lay another man, curled into a defensive ball as several zombies ripped into his flesh. His screams could hardly be heard above the din. 
 Another shooter joined the first. Together, they cut down a swathe of infected. When it looked like they might be gaining, Lisa jammed her foot onto the accelerator and raced toward them. They froze in wide-eyed terror, mouths hanging open. 
 The nose of the truck slammed into the doorway. The first shooter crumpled beneath the hood in a spray of blood and gore. The other managed to leap aside.
 Once more, she reversed, leaving a clear path for the remaining infected to get inside the house. Screams and shots rang into the air. Lisa cast around for a way to help Michael, but her mind had hit a blank. Her plan had never progressed beyond this point. “Shit, what now?”
 She debated getting out and going in herself. It would likely mean her end, though. The yard was full of the undead, all jostling to get into the house. Movement on the upper story drew her attention. Her eyes fell on a large window facing the street as the curtains were swept aside. Michael’s face appeared in the glass, flanked by two others. One frightened and the other bloody. He’s got them.
  He dropped out of sight and returned with a chair, smashing the window wide open. Lisa caught on and maneuvered the truck forward until it rested underneath the opening. She craned her head and spotted Michael lowering first the girl then the boy. A third thump indicated he was down as well. A fist on the windshield was accompanied by a loud yell for her to move. “Go, go, go!”
 Wasting no time, Lisa reversed out of the driveway, parting the sea of undead with the mass of metal at her disposal. She was careful not to jostle too much and made it out with the roof party intact. Then she gunned it down the street until they were clear. 
 Rolling to a stop, she opened the door and got out. Two young faces met her eyes, pinned to the roof by Michael’s ham fists. “Ready to go?”
 “More than ready,” Michael growled.
 

 

 
  Chapter 11 - Max
 
 After Breytenbach and his party left, Max got down to the business of survival. First, he pulled everyone off the outer walls and shut the gates. Next, he went around and assigned each person to their new duties. It was hard. They were low on numbers and even lower on morale, but it had to be done.
 Sean, Michelle, Dr. Lange, Dave, Abraham, Sharyn, Thembiso, and Peter were assigned to guard duty and put on rotating shifts of four. Liezel was placed in the watchtower and given a long range rifle and binoculars. She’d proven herself a good shot in the past and had good eyesight well suited to the job. 
 Joseph, Abe, Nick, Phillip, Jonathan, and Ben were hard at work repairing the damage to the wildlife reserve’s fence and clearing out the area. This left only a few others. 
 Hannah, he put in charge of the infirmary. When he left, she was hard at work sorting out supplies and preparing extra beds. “We never know when we might need them,” was her sage advice, and Max agreed.
 Erica and Tumi, occupied with their infants, volunteered to tidy up the bungalows, sort out washing, and repair clothes. It was a menial job, but an important one. It would help to keep people’s spirits up when they returned home to a made bed and clean clothes after a long day.
 Nombali was given the role of runner. She ferried messages, water, and food between the various groups, keeping each informed.
 The dining area was his next stop. The room echoed when he walked in and felt strangely empty for that time of the day. It drove home the reality of their situation, and he dragged a tired hand through his uncut hair. 
 Elise, dressed in carrot stained slacks with her hair in a bun, greeted him with a wan smile. “How can I help you, Max?”
 “Elise, can you manage the kitchen on your own? I need all the help I can get at the moment.”
 “Sure, Max. I’ll manage.”
 “The kids can help you with the washing and tidying up. Megan, Anne, even Mark, and Jenny,” he continued.
 “What about school?” she protested, brushing a stray lock of blonde hair out of her face.
 “I’m suspending it for now.”
 “I see.”
 “I know it’s not ideal, but this is an emergency.”
 Elise nodded. “I know, Max. I understand.” 
 “Thanks.” He turned to leave but hesitated. “Are you all right?”
 Elise nodded. “I’m fine.”
 “Are you sure?”
 “It’s okay. You have more important things to worry about than me.”
 “Elise…”
 “Please, go.” She turned her back on him and picked up a vegetable peeler.
 With a sigh, Max made his way to the stores where he found his mother, Julianne, counting canned food. “Hi, Mom.”
 She straightened up from her crouched position with a frown. “Something wrong?”
 “No, I’m just assigning duties to everyone. While Breytenbach is gone, we’re shorthanded.”
 Her face tightened at the mention of Breytenbach but remained calm. “What are my tasks?”
 “This.” He waved a hand around. “Can you manage the stores and make sure everybody sticks to their rations? No freebies.”
 “I can do that.”
 “Good. Thanks, mom.” He stared at her for a second, pensive. “Can I ask you something else?”
 “Sure.”
 “Can you keep an eye on Elise? I’m worried about her.”
 Julianne sighed. “I’ve spoken to her already, but she won’t listen.”
 “She’s beating herself up.”
 “She is,” Julianne agreed.
 “She shouldn’t. It’s not her fault. It’s Kabelo’s.”
 “Tell that to her.” Julianne stared into the distance. “You know, I was so eager to be proven right about him, that I never stopped to think about the consequences.”
 “None of us did. We played a dangerous game,” Max agreed. “I shouldn’t have let her persuade me to spare his life in the first place.”
 Julianne laid a gentle hand on his. “You did right, Max. I see that now. We’re not murderers.”
 “Perhaps, but now he’s out there, armed and dangerous, and two of our people are gone.”
 “Two?” Julianne’s brow knitted into a frown before she shook her head. “No, Lisa is fine. You can bank on that.”
 “How can you be so sure?” he asked.
 “Because I know that girl. She’s alive and stronger than ever. She’s a survivor.”
 Max rubbed his forehead. “Maybe you’re right, but she’s not here. Neither is Logan, or Morgan, or Joanna, or any of the others we’ve lost.”
 Julianne’s face softened with pity. “I know you’re worried, and I know you feel responsible. It’s only natural. But things happen, Max, and sometimes there’s nothing you can do about it.”
 “I know, Mom. It doesn’t make me feel better, though, or miss them any less.”
 “No, it doesn’t,” she agreed in a subdued voice. “We’re still here, though. We can’t give up.”
 He studied her face, noting the fine lines around her eyes and the deep hollows in her cheeks. She looked like all of them did. Tired, hungry, overworked, and stressed. I can’t let her down. I can’t let any of them down. They deserve better.
 He pulled her into a bear hug. “Thanks, Mom.”
 “For what?” she asked with a startled look.
 “Everything.” He turned to leave. “I’ll see you later after I’ve sorted a few things out.”
 “Okay.”
 He left her behind still wearing a perplexed frown and strode toward the cottage he shared with Kirstin. There he pulled out his old uniform, faded and worn but whole, and put it on. Next, he put on his battle jacket and boots before heading for the armory.
 It was small, nothing more than a windowless room fitted with racks and locked with a security gate. He carried one of the keys with him while another sat in Breytenbach’s pocket and the third hung around Julianne’s neck on a chain.
 While everyone in the camp went about armed, the armory was used to store excess guns, ammo, and explosives. While their stores were limited, they did possess some firepower, at least.
 Max unlocked the gate and slipped into the room. He pulled on a string, and a single lightbulb flickered to light. It bathed the concrete square in a yellow glow, and he allowed his eyes to travel over the racks.
 A bare steel table stood in the middle, and it was here he busied himself. One by one, he cataloged the guns, going from the smallest to the biggest. With each, he checked the load, sights, and safety. Though well-maintained, a few were dirty, and he took the time to strip and oil them. Halfway through this time-consuming job, a shout drew his attention. His ears perked.
 “Max.” It was Peter. He was certain of it. “Max!”
 He picked up the nearest gun, a Glock 17, and rushed to the exit with the gun held ready. He paused to let his eyes adjust to the light after the dim interior. “Peter? Is that you?”
 “Yeah, it’s me.” 
 “Something wrong?”
 “It’s Lisa. She’s back, and so's Michael.” Peter’s excited face appeared in his field of vision, a broad grin on his face.
 Max relaxed and flicked the safety back on. “Oh, thank God. Are they safe? Unharmed?”
 Peter bobbed his head. “They’re okay, but…”
 “What?”
 “They’ve got two people with them, and one is hurt.” Peter hesitated, and a shadow crossed his face. “Badly hurt. They’re in the infirmary now.”
 “I’m coming.”
 With controlled haste, Max returned the Glock before locking up and hurrying over. There he found a knot of people clustered outside, their voices creating a low buzz in the afternoon air. It was Lisa, accompanied by Michael, a tearful young girl, and Julianne.
 Julianne greeted him with a relieved smile. “Max, you’re here.”
 “I am. What’s going on?”
 Julianne hesitated before replying. “I think it’s best if you three speak in private.” She nodded at Lisa and Michael. “I gather they’ve got important news for you.”
 “What about Ruby?” Lisa asked with concern stamped on her face while she watched the crying girl.
 “She’ll be fine with me, won’t you dear? I’ll take care of you.” Julianne wrapped Ruby into a warm embrace. “You three go ahead. We’ll wait here for news of her brother.”
 “Her brother?” Max asked.
 “He’s in there with Jonathan and Hannah. They’ll do everything they can for him.” Worry shone in her eyes, but her voice was confident as she continued. “Don’t fret. Everyone else is back at their posts.”
 “Right. Thanks, Mom.” Max turned to Lisa and Michael. “Come with me?”
 They followed him in grim silence to the common room where a curious Elise poured each of them a cup of coffee. She didn’t stick around, however, and left them in peace.
 “Fill me in,” Max prompted.
 Lisa picked at the table with broken fingernails while she relayed her share of the story, ending at the part where Michael and the two kids jumped onto the roof. “That’s how I found them.”
 “Michael?” Max turned to the brooding ex-soldier.
 In a monotone, Michael told Max of his time with Ke Tau right up to the moment Lisa found him. He finished off with the message from Rebecca and Mpho.
 Max sat back in his chair. “On the full moon? They want us to attack then?”
 Michael nodded.
 “That’s three days from now, I think.”
 “Four,” was the gruff reply.
 “What about Kabelo?”
 Lisa’s face darkened. “He got away. I’m sorry.”
 “It can’t be helped. You tried your best, Lisa. I’m just glad you got back safely.”
 “He’ll tell Ke Tau everything,” she protested.
 “He might. If Ke Tau lives. He could have died in that house.”
 “He lives,” Michael asserted with glittering eyes. “I know it.”
 Max shrugged. “Even so, we’ll have the element of surprise on our side.”
 “Where’s Breytenbach? And Dr. Lange?” Michael asked with a frown. Max filled him in, and the man pushed back his chair. “I'll help the Doctor and the others with the fence.”
 “Okay.” Max watched him walk away before saying, “Michael.”
 “Yes?”
 “Thank you.”
 Michael inclined his head before he disappeared, and Max turned back to Lisa. “What about this Ruby and her brother. Who are they? How badly is he hurt?”
 Lisa shrugged in a nonchalant manner, but her voice was thick with emotion when she replied. “I don’t know who they are. They’re just kids, survivors. Ke Tau killed their father and tortured the boy. His name is Lonny.”
 Max winced. “How bad is he?”
 “He’ll live, though he might not want to,” she replied before looking away.
 “Ruby?” Max’s voice was tentative.
 Lisa sighed. “She’s fine. I got there before...before they could...you know.”
 “I’m glad.” Max’s voice hardened. “Did you get any of the fuckers?”
 Her eyes flew to his, and a faint smile formed on her lips. “Two, although the zombies got the one. I drove over the other.”
 Max’s lips twitched. “I see.”
 “Michael says the other three got away, and they were the worst ones. Ke Tau, Hiran, and Carlito.”
 Max stared into the distance for a few seconds as he thought everything over. “We’ll get them. Right now, we’ve got an attack to plan, though.”
 “I want in,” Lisa said.
 Max studied her and noted the hardness in her features, the stark lines of suffering around her eyes and mouth. “All right. You’ll be there.”
 “Good.”
 Max stood up and placed his empty cup on the table. “We’ll talk again later. Right now, I’ve got to sort a few things out.”
 “That’s okay. I’ll go check on Ruby and Lonny.”
 “You do that. Tonight, over supper, we’ll hold a meeting. Breytenbach should be back by then.”
 As he walked away, Max reflected on their chances of victory. With surprise on their side and rebels inside Ke Tau’s compound, they stood a good chance. An excellent one. Even so, grim foreboding gnawed at his gut. Four days. Only four days until our fates are decided. Win or lose, someone will die.
 

 

 

 
  Chapter 12 - Breytenbach
 
 When Breytenbach left camp, he headed straight for Hennenman. A small, sleepy town some distance away from Welkom and Ke Tau's grasping fingers. It was a town they'd left mostly untouched, almost as if they wanted it for backup, but hadn't planned it that way. In any event, it was a place he knew little about and had yet to explore.
 Just outside of town, he pulled over and got out. Kirstin and Lenka followed, and they waited for Mike and Ronnie to join them. While he stretched his legs and checked his equipment, Kirstin spread out an old map on the bonnet.
 “See anything on there?” he asked. “We need food and guns.”
 “Let me see.” She perused the crumpled piece of paper before pointing at a small square. “Here is a nursing home. It should have food, should it not?”
 “Yup, that could work,” he replied. “What about weapons.”
 “There’s a police station,” Ronnie interjected. “The home's closer, though.”
 “Let’s check that out first, then,” Breytenbach decided. “You and Mike hang back a bit in case we get into trouble on the streets. Who knows how many Ke Tau’s the world now holds.”
 Ronnie grunted in agreement. “Sure thing, Captain.”
 They drove off again in silence with Kirstin pointing the way. Contrary to his fears, the streets were quiet and derelict. Not much could be seen besides the usual straggling undead who groaned as they went by. Cracks filled the roadway, and empty windows gaped at them as they passed. A single plastic bag bobbed along on the sidewalk. The world’s turning into a desert. A desert populated by the dead.
 “Over there,” Kirstin said, breaking into his somber thoughts.
 Breytenbach slowed and looked for the entrance. The community was enclosed, and rust red-tiled roofs stuck out over the whitewashed walls that surrounded it. Ivy crept up the mortar, and a single sliding gate was the only way in.
 Ronnie’s truck crept up behind them, and Breytenbach slid out of his seat. A decrepit one-armed zombie shuffled over and reached yellowed fingertips toward him. He took it down with a two-handed blow from his clawed hammer, pausing only to pull the weapon free.
 “Clear the area,” he ordered as soon as Mike, Lenka, and Ronnie joined him. “Cover us, Kirstin.”
 They worked quickly to dispatch the few undead that shambled toward them. The only sound was the thumping of hammers and axes on bone and the cooing of doves in the trees above them. A gentle breeze stirred the autumn leaves clinging to branches, and if it wasn’t for the corpses littering the street, it could have been a pleasant spot.
 They slid open the gates and walked inside, peering into the undergrowth bordering the driveway. A rustle announced the arrival of a zombified gardener. His uniform still bore his name embroidered on the pocket. Jensen.
 After they’d cleared the entrance, Kirstin drove up in the minibus before bringing in the truck. They shut the gates and looped a chain around it, though Breytenbach didn’t lock it in case they needed a quick getaway.
 “Let’s scout the grounds first. Maybe look for an alternate exit in case this one is compromised,” he ordered. With Kirstin on top of the truck’s roof, they fanned out and circled the buildings.
 It was a simple job but made less so by the overgrown vegetation. It hid a myriad of evils, not least the decayed hand that reached out and gripped his ankle.
 Breytenbach danced backward as the thing bit down on his boot. Its teeth cracked on the hard leather and steel toe. He stabbed it through the crown, mouth twisting at the putrid fluid that sprayed forth. “Yuck.”
 With the smell lingering in his nostrils, he completed his circuit. The retirement home wasn’t big, nor were the grounds. A long beige colored building took up most of the space. He surmised it was used to house the majority of the elderly population in the past. Probably still does.
 Smaller units encircled the main. These were bachelor-sized apartments for the more independent retirees. These he cleared as he passed, though most were empty. “Guess the old folks all ran inside when the shit hit the fan.”
 A garage, closed and shuttered, held the home's vehicles, all parked in perfect unison. That much he could make out through the tiny windows covered in dirt. The only other thing he saw was a clearing within a rose garden. Benches dotted the now overgrown grass while the roses hung wilted heads in response to the coming winter. Only a few flowering buds clung to the branches in mute rebellion to the cold season. He made his way over to where Ronnie and Lenka waited. “Clear?”
 “On my side, yeah,” Ronnie said. “Still waiting for Mike.”
 Lenka grunted a monosyllabic reply.
 A slow minute ticked by, and Breytenbach grew impatient. “See anything, Kirstin?” 
 “Not a thing,” Captain.” She shifted position and used her scope to search the grounds.
 “He’d better not be in trouble,” Breytenbach muttered as he tried to contain his growing worry. “Or drunk.”
 Suddenly, a yelp and shaking bushes announced the Irishman’s appearance. Mike danced into view with a zombie latched onto his forearm. It worked its jaws back and forth, and silver strings of saliva gleamed dripped from the tanned skin. Breytenbach’s blood turned to ice at the sight. “No!”
 He rushed forward, but Ronnie was there before him. A single blow from the enraged Ronnie’s fist knocked the corpse onto its back, and a few stomps of his boots finished it off. Brain and bone splattered across the pavement. 
 When the thing was dead, Breytenbach and Ronnie turned to Mike who stood with his arm cradled against his chest. His chest heaved, and his ordinarily bright eyes were wide.
 Breytenbach looked at the sky. He didn’t want to see the damage to Mike’s flesh, didn’t want to acknowledge the fact that another one of his team was gone. Just like Johan.
 Ronnie reached out a hesitant hand. “Mike...how bad is it?”
 Mike shook his head, and his lips trembled.
 “Mike, let me see. Let me help,” Ronnie added in a persistent tone. He stepped closer but halted when Mike burst out laughing. 
 The slender Irishman’s body shook with mirth, intense joy bursting forth from his lips in a flow of merriment that took them all by surprise. 
 “Mike, stop it,” Breytenbach growled. He was at once confused and angered by the other’s reaction. Just like him. Always goofing off, even when it’s life and death situations.
 “He got me all right. He gnawed me like a champ!” Mike extended his arm, whole and unharmed with no bite wounds in sight. 
 Breytenbach stopped short at the spectacle. “What in hell?”
 Mike pointed at the body of the infected that attacked him. “He’s got no teeth. The old codger came after me with a mouth full of gums.”
 Breytenbach swung back to the corpse and inspected the caved-in head. It was hard to make out specifics after Ronnie stomped on it, but one thing was clear. The zombie had no teeth.
 Perplexed, he shook his head. “Never seen that before.”
 “Me neither,” Ronnie said.
 Even Lenka looked surprised.
 “It’s an old age home,” Kirstin reminded them from her perch up on the roof of the truck. “There’s bound to be people here with no teeth.”
 “Maybe he had falsies, and they fell out somewhere,” Mike suggested as he wiped his arm off with a handful of leaves. “Ugh. He slimed me good.”
 Breytenbach wrinkled his nose. “You’re sure he didn’t break the skin?”
 Mike shook his head. “Nope. I’m good.”
 “Is your sector clear?”
 “Clean as a whistle.”
 “Lucky damn leprechaun,” Ronnie muttered from the side.
 “Then I suggest we get going.” Breytenbach waved them forward. “Mike, you take the point. Ronnie and Lenka at the back. Kirstin behind me. Let’s move.”
 They formed up and set off for the front entrance of the main building. The doors formed wooden frames around glass panes with ornate brass handles to open. 
 Mike tested one, and the door swung open on silent hinges. A blast of stale air washed across their faces before the breeze whipped it away. Breytenbach followed Mike into the large foyer, his boots squeaking on the white tiles now covered with dust. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim lighting before studying the place.
 A dessicated fern drooped brown tentacles to the floor, and a long hall stretched out to either side of them. Rows of narrow windows ran along the opposite wall allowing yellow sunlight to stream inside. It was as silent as the grave, the air thick and musty. A bronze plaque on the wall welcomed them while smaller signs indicated that Wards A and C were to the left while Reception, Ward B, and the recreational rooms were to the right. This was the direction Breytenbach chose. In silent formation, they set off. 
 The hallway, though long, was empty and ended in a t-junction up ahead. They passed a lone wheelchair lounging against the wall as if its occupant just got up and walked away.
 At the junction, Mike halted. Two more signs indicated that Ward B was to the right and the rest to the left. Breytenbach edged forward and peered around the corner.
 Ward B’s hallway was dark and empty. Very little light penetrated the interior, and he had to squint to discern the rows of doors that ran along its length. These were the former rooms of retirees, he assumed. How many of those are filled with old folks now turned into zombies?
 It was an eerie thought, and he turned the other way. A polished wooden counter, complete with dried out flowers, a silver bell, and a bowl of mints, formed the reception. He craned his head but could see nothing behind it, though that meant little. Zombies had a remarkable faculty for hiding.
 Beyond it, he spotted movement. This part of the building was better lit and sported more windows than the other side. Several figures shuffled about. The nearest wore slippers and a pink gown.
 Breytenbach ducked back and turned to the others. In a low whisper, he filled them in. “Several infected to the left, unknown to the right. Kirstin, you watch our backs while we go in. Don’t make a sound, got it?”
 Mike, Lenka, and Ronnie nodded, each holding a knife ready. Breytenbach ducked around the corner and crab-walked to the reception. He peered over the countertop, noting the spilled papers and blood spatter on the walls. Auburn hair topped by a white cap stirred on the floor. 
 With compressed lips, he slipped around the counter where he saw the receptionist lying prone on the floor, unable to move with no legs or arms. Her limbs had been eaten away to the bone. She opened her mouth, but he silenced her before she could make a sound. A quick look confirmed the cubicle was empty of further life, and he turned back.
 Slipper lady stood with her back to him, swaying from side to side. She was the closest. Beyond her, there were two more infected. One appeared to be a matron still dressed in her nursing uniform, though it was now covered in blood. The other was an old man, and his back bent with rheumatism and age. None of them posed much of a threat, and between them, they finished them off in quick succession.
 Breytenbach found himself faced with several options. A pair of large double doors led to the cafeteria and kitchens. Two single doors fronted guest bathrooms. Another pointed to the offices, while two more at the end was for the infirmary and a medical supply room.
 Both the toilets were closed and latched. He elected to leave them like that. Likewise the offices. They held nothing of interest anyway. The infirmary and cafeteria were a different story. They might contain much-needed food and medical supplies. 
 With careful movements, he snuck past the double doors of the dining room and headed for the infirmary. Two small windows provided a look inside. It was not pretty. 
 Bodies lay strewn about. Several more moved around with aimless energy, searching for food. Always searching. Blood had turned the floors into a carpet of sticky black while all the beds and equipment had been tossed around as if by a giant hand. We’re not getting anything out of there.
 He removed a cable tie from his pocket and looped it around the two handles, carefully zipping it shut. That should keep them in.
 With relief, he turned to the medical storage room. There was no window this time, and he opened it after a quick nod to the other two. The door swung open, and he leaned back with his hammer held ready. Nothing came out. It was empty.
 They moved in and removed the backpacks from their shoulders. The refrigerated section was a bust, of course, but the room held much else of value. Soon, their bags were stuffed, and a satisfied Breytenbach exited the storeroom with a grin. 
 “Now for the kitchen,” he whispered. 
 Kirstin moved closer and positioned herself as the sentry while he peered into the dining area. Like the infirmary, it was a mess. Unlike it, they couldn’t afford to move on. We need food.
 “On three?” he asked. Everyone nodded. “Keep it clean and quiet. We don’t want to disturb those in the rooms and bring them down on us.”
 He pushed through the door and launched himself at the nearest infected. It was an old woman, and she caved in like brittle matchsticks. Another reached for him, and he ducked before knocking it over and finishing it off. Mike, Lenka, and Ronnie had likewise thrown themselves into the fray, and together the four made short work of the remaining zombies. 
 It was all accomplished in under a minute and with remarkable silence. He glanced over his shoulder at Kirsten. “Still good?” 
 She gave him the thumbs up, and he turned toward the kitchen doors at the far end. “Right, let’s do this. Fast as we can, boys. Let’s clear it then look for something to load the stuff into.”
 Breytenbach crossed the floor in a few long strides and reached for the handle of one of the double doors. The shiny aluminum frame opened with a high pitched screech as it caught on the tiles. He froze, and a curse hovered on his lips. 
 A bony hand reached through the entrance, and he found himself grappling with a hefty woman. She was much younger than the rest and dressed in uniform. Staff!
 Another one, this a burly man, muscled through from behind her. Lenka jumped in and slammed his knife into the man’s eyeball with a swift thrust. Breytenbach kicked back the woman and caved in her head with the hammer.
 No other infected appeared from the kitchen, and Breytenbach whirled to Kirstin, praying that the noise hadn’t awoken the home’s inhabitants. She shot him a faint smile, and he slumped. Thank God.
 “Right. Let’s move it, guys,” he said.
 They poured inside the kitchen. The smell was enough to make their eyes water, so they avoided the fridges and headed straight for the storage area. Mike found a trolley that moved well and didn’t squeak, and they began to load. 
 Breytenbach sent up a silent prayer of thanks for the bounty that awaited them. Pallets of canned food, soup packets, spices, water, juice, coffee, tea, sugar, and condensed milk lined the walls while bags of flour, rice, and beans lay on the floor.
 After filling the trolley, they prepared to leave, but Breytenbach planned on coming back for a second load, and maybe a third. Space was cramped, and he squeezed past the gas oven, bumping his hip on the knobs.
 They made their way outside the same way they came in and offloaded their booty. Then they returned for more. It was a simple operation, and it went as well the second time around as it had the first. On the third trip, Breytenbach began to wonder how long their luck would hold. Maybe we shouldn’t push it.
 But the need for food prevailed, and he signaled the group inside for the last time. As he stepped into the dining room, he thought he detected a strange scent in the air. “Ronnie, do you smell something?”
 Ronnie quirked his eyebrows. “Like what?”
 “I don’t know. It’s almost like…” As Breytenbach tried to find the words to describe what he smelled, Mike pushed past him to the aluminum doors of the kitchen. As the Irishman pushed them open, sudden recognition flooded Breytenbach’s mind. Gas.
 He remembered in that instant the moment he’d bumped into the oven knobs. Realization set in as he figured that the gas had been leaking ever since, filling the enclosed kitchen. Oh, fuck!
 The door hitched on the tiled floor as Mike pushed. The usual screech preceded a bright spark that struck up from the friction. A bright flash was followed by a loud thump as the gas caught alight. 
 Breytenbach threw up his hands to shield his face as a thunderous roar filled his ears. A big ball of flame blasted through the open door and flung Mike backward like a rag doll.
 Tables and chairs toppled over in a clatter of debris while the windows rattled in their frames. Heat singed Breytenbach’s face, and he dropped into a defensive crouch as the explosion washed over him.
 As quickly as it began the wave of destruction receded leaving Breytenbach stunned. He blinked as his shell-shocked senses came back to life. His eyes traveled over the room and took in the smoking mess left behind. Then his gaze settled on the unmoving form of Mike.
 “Mike?” The words came out in a croak. No answer. He looked around. “Ronnie? Lenka? Kirstin!”
 “Here,” Ronnie said, pushing himself to his feet from behind a pile of chairs.
 Lenka mumbled something as he rose from a heap of debris.
 The doors leading to the hallway burst open, and Kirstin ran inside. “Get up now. We have company.”
 Without waiting for an answer, she slammed the doors shut before hunting on the floor for a broken chair leg. This she thrust through the handles seconds before a body crashed into it. It was followed by another, and another.
 Breytenbach jumped up and stumbled over to the crumpled shape of Mike. Ronnie was there already, shaking his friend by the shoulders. “Mike! Wake up!”
 “Is he all right?” Breytenbach asked, but his next words dried up at the sight of the Irishman’s face. Half his hair was burned away, the skin red and raw. Blisters had already formed, popping up like water filled balloons. 
 “Mike,” Ronnie cried. “Wake up, you stupid Leprechaun.”
 There was no response. Breytenbach stared at the younger man’s unconscious features and couldn’t help but wonder. Has his luck finally run out?
 

 

 

 

 

 
  Chapter 13 - Logan
 
 Logan followed Martin’s vehicle through the exit in the massive wall that surrounded St. Francis. Once more, he admired the feat of engineering it presented, though Martin had explained that a nearby new construction site had provided most of the material. 
 Still, it was a testament to the leader’s strength of will that he’d been able to round up so many survivors and get them to work together to safeguard the town. He’s every bit the man Max said he was.
 As the gates clanged shut behind them, they moved in slow convoy past the minefields toward the turnoff that led to the R330. From there, it was an easy drive to the small town of Humansdorp.
 A small and picturesque town, the streets were lined with trees, and it used to serve as a central hub for the local farms and light industry. Josh knew the place well, having raided it often alongside his other teammates. He now directed Martin through the town via the most accessible route by radio.
 “How long have you been a raider?” Logan asked, keen to learn more about the young man.
 “From the very beginning,” Josh replied. “Martin knew my father through the service. He contacted us when the outbreak hit and organized resistance. We moved everyone we could to St. Francis as it was more isolated and easier to defend.”
 Logan had heard much of this during his stay in the coastal town but still listened with interest. “Martin had a lot of foresight.”
 Josh nodded, and his sandy hair flopped over his eyes. “That he did. He’s a great man and an even better fighter.”
 “Your dad?”
 “He didn’t make it. We lost him when we had a breach early on. A lot of good people died that day. It wasn’t easy, especially in the beginning.”
 Logan thought back to his early days with Max, Thembiso, Elise, Peter, and Anne. It hadn’t been easy for them either. “I know what you mean.”
 They lapsed back into watchful silence, and not long after left behind the town with scarcely a hitch and continued until they hit the turnoff to the N2. It was a national highway and provided smooth sailing all the way across the Zalverige Valley Dam and past the Jeffrey’s Bay Wind Farm.
 As ever, the rolling green hills covered with wind turbines struck Logan as a beacon. In the past, it provided hope for a more ecological future and fewer carbon emissions. Now, it represented the possibility of sustainable electricity to survivors of the apocalypse, if the power it produced could be harnessed and directed.
 They drove over the Gamtoos river bridge, past the tiny town of Thornhill, and into a nature reserve that crossed a spectacular gorge. Josh, used to the stunning scenery, lay with his head back against his seat while he pretended not to notice Nadia who’d practically crawled onto his lap. She sat the entire time with her face pressed to the window, and Logan had to suppress his smile at the look of awe on her face.
 “Have you never seen this part of the country before?” he asked.
 “No, never. We didn’t travel much.” Her face took on a faraway look. “My mom spent all her money on drugs and booze. We never went on holiday. Ever.”
 “We?”
 “My brother and I.”
 Logan was surprised. “You have a brother?”
 “Had.” Her lips twisted. “He died when he was five.”
 “I’m sorry,” he said, wondering at the grief and anger in her voice. What kind of life did she have before all this?
 “So am I.” She sat back in her seat and stared ahead with a stark expression.
 Logan searched for something to say but came up empty. For the first time, he realized he didn’t know that much about Nadia or her past. He’d never thought to ask and now regretted it. 
 “Logan, come in. Logan,” Martin’s voice crackled over the radio bringing relief from the thick atmosphere.
 “I’m here.”
 “We’re taking exit 713 and getting onto the R102 to Uitenhage. It’s no good trying to go through Port Elizabeth. The place is a deathtrap.”
 “Are you sure about that? The highways would be the fastest route.”
 “I’m sure,” came the blunt reply.
 Josh opened his eyes and nodded. “He’s right. That city is a graveyard. The highways are impassible and the streets clogged with those things. Not to mention the gangs.”
 “Gangs?” Nadia asked, sitting upright.
 “There’s plenty of them, all fighting for survival in a city rich with both supplies and the dead,” he answered.
 “So they’re dangerous?”
 “They’re some of the meanest folk I’ve ever seen,” Josh said.
 “Yeah, but Uitenhage?” Logan asked. “It’s right next to Port Elizabeth and chock full of people. Dead people.”
 “It’s the better bet.”
 Logan didn’t agree. He’d rather take a chance on the multi-lane highways in the hopes of saving time. Guess it’s not up to me, though.
 Nadia turned to him. “How long will it take us to get to your camp?”
 “If it was a straight shot on good roads with no delays, it could be done in nine hours. Now though, it’s a different story. We’ll be lucky to make it halfway by tonight. Damn lucky.”
 “Wow, okay,” she sat back with a defeated look on her face.
 He nudged her with his elbow. “Not keen on spending so much time with me?”
 She shrugged. “Nah, I guess I'm just hasty.”
 “We’ll get there soon enough.”
 “If you say so.”
 Logan turned the wheel, following after Martin, and they drove in silence for a while. In the distance, he spotted the large town, and his stomach twisted. “Look lively; we’re here.”
 Josh and Nadia perked up as the first buildings enfolded them. They passed on either side in a monotone of brick, paint, glass, and mortar. Some of them were old, relics from a previous century and well-preserved. Banks of Strelitzias, the city’s national flower, and trees lined the roadsides. 
 “It’s pretty,” Nadia said. “If you ignore the zoms.”
 “Yeah, it is,” Josh agreed. “Or used to be.”
 The radio crackled, and Martin’s voice came on. “We’ve got trouble. Drive slow and follow me.”
 Up ahead, the truck slowed as a crash site came into view. A knot of cars had been involved in a pileup and now formed a wall of twisted metal and broken glass.
 Logan concentrated on navigating through the mess, but it was unnerving when the first infected spotted them and closed in. Decayed faces pressed against the window next to him, leering with yellowed teeth and questing tongues. Next to him, Nadia shuddered and huddled a bit closer.
 They made it through but had scarcely gone any distance at all before Logan spotted something. He reached for the radio. “Martin, come in.”
 “Yes?”
 “You’ve got a flat.”
 “Ah, shit. I thought she was feeling a bit sluggish.”
 “Let’s look for an open spot and change that tire pronto.”
 “Roger.”
 Martin drove a few more kilometers before he halted in the middle of a four-way intersection. It was clear except for a few straggling zombies and provided an open field of fire with three possible escape routes.
 “Right, we’re up. Nadia, you’re with me. Josh, stay here and provide backup with your gun. You’re the only one with a silencer.”
 “Sure thing,” Josh replied as he took a position half in and half out of the Land Rover.
 Logan slipped out and removed his knife from his scabbard. Nadia followed with a long screwdriver in hand, and they headed for the nearest clump of infected.
 The first turned in a slow circle to face him. It was a man, and his lips peeled back from his teeth as if in a smile. Logan aimed for the eye socket and grasped the infected by one shoulder to steady it. The man’s jacket slid beneath his fingers as the rotten flesh sloughed off the bone, the rank smell of decay following soon after.
 Clenching his teeth against the stench, Logan stabbed his blade into the brain and twisted. The infected man slumped down, and he pulled his weapon free. Nadia took care of the remaining two, her movements a graceful ballet of death as she whirled and stabbed.
 “Hey,” he said. “You’re making me look bad.”
 She grinned and flipped her hair. “Keep up, slowpoke.”
 Muted pops sounded and two more infected dropped to the ground courtesy of Josh. He was a good shot, Logan noted and filed that information away for the future. Martin and Caleb changed the wheel while Jed and Donya took care of the last three zombies.
 Jed was every bit as capable as he looked, but Logan had to give it to Donya too. The girl could handle herself, even though he didn’t trust her. He noted the nasty look she shot Nadia as she bent to wipe her blade clean, and he made a mental note to watch her at all times. I won't be surprised if she tries something. 
 Nadia hefted her screwdriver before pointing back the way they'd come. “We’ve got company.”
 Logan looked over his shoulder. A wall of infected was moving toward them, faster than he’d have thought possible. They came in all shapes and sizes, every gender and nationality. A wave of humanity. “Move your ass, Caleb.”
 “I’m almost done.” The younger man grunted as he lifted the new wheel into place before fitting the nuts. Martin hovered over him, while the rest shifted restlessly.
 “There’s more,” Donya said. Her eyes had picked up movement from a different direction.
 Logan watched the approaching swarm. This group was closer. So close he could make out individual features. His feet carried him to the Landie. “Nadia, get in the car. Now.”
 She shot him a startled look but obeyed. Josh remained in his position inside the passenger door. With calm precision, he began picking off a few of the frontrunners. 
 “Caleb,” Logan said with urgency coloring his tone, though he tried to remain calm.
 “I’m almost done. One more.” Caleb fit the final nut and spun the wheel spanner with rapid haste. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his face had gone a pasty white.
 “Donya, Jed, get ready,” Martin commanded.
 They backtracked to their truck as Caleb pulled the final piece tight. He jumped up with a cry. “Done.”
 “Let’s go!” Martin shouted to all before slipping behind the wheel. Logan followed suit, and they pulled away just as the first infected reached the intersection. A few more seconds and they’d have been surrounded.
 “Man, that was close,” Josh said.
 “Too close,” Logan agreed. “Nice shooting, though.”
 “Thanks.”
 Once more, they navigated with careful precision through the streets, though it was anything but easy. At times, they got mobbed, and at others, they had to turn back, but at last, they were clear of the town and its undead inhabitants.
 “Oh, man, that was awful,” Nadia said with a groan. “I’m glad it’s over.”
 Logan flexed his stiff shoulders. “You and me both, sunshine.”
 The radio came to life with the voice of Martin. “That took longer than expected. We’ve lost a lot of time.”
 “So what's our plan of action?” Logan asked.
 “We carry on for as long as we can, then we find a secluded spot to camp for the night before we hit Colesberg. That way we'll be fresh tomorrow when we hit the populated areas again. Agreed?”
 “Agreed,” Logan replied. It was a smart suggestion. The road ahead was known for being quiet with just a few scattered hamlets in between. They’d be able to camp in peace out there. “Ready?”
 Nadia lay her head against his shoulder. “Wake me when we get there.”
 He looked down at her face and felt a surge of affection well up inside his chest. Don’t worry. I’ll keep you safe. No matter what.
 

 
  Chapter 14 - Nadia
 
 That night, they set up camp in a clearing by the side of the road. Logan’s old can alarm system had been strung around while one of them stood guard at all times. Currently, it was Josh’s turn.
 Stunted brush and trees dotted the flat, dusty expanse that stretched as far as the eye could see, lit by a moon that was close to full. The orb seemed to stare down at them with cold indifference, and Nadia shivered under its baleful influence.
 The moon wasn’t the only cold thing in the area. Donya made a point of fixing her with a glare every time their eyes met which seemed to happen every five seconds.
 Then there was Caleb. It was hard to tell what he was thinking. Despite his earlier assertion that her infection changed nothing, she had to wonder. He’d yet to say a word to her and appeared to be avoiding all contact. Has reality set in? Has he decided I’m a freak, after all?
 Nadia watched as he fixed his bedroll next to Donya's and sat down with graceful ease. The other girl leaned over and whispered something to him. This prompted a smile from him, and a surge of jealousy caught Nadia by surprise. Miserably, she folded her arms around her legs and tried not to notice the way the flames gleamed on his blue-black hair and cast his mouth into sharp relief.
 “You okay?” Logan asked.
 “I’m cool,” she replied with studied indifference. 
 “You sure? You seem a little off.”
 “No, I’m good. It’s been a long day, that’s all.” A giggle from Donya cut her to the quick, and she pressed her lips together. It’s none of your business, Nadia. He can talk to whomever he likes.
 She shifted in her spot and eased her folded legs out straight. They’d gone numb and now prickled as the blood circulation returned in a rush. Her fingers curled around the hot cup of coffee Logan passed her, and she drew comfort from it. 
 “So where to tomorrow?” she asked in a bid to distract herself from the duo across the fire which seemed intent on destroying her peace.
 He leaned over the pot on the fire and scooped out a ladleful of stew. After jabbing in a fork, he handed it to her. “That depends.”
 “On what?” She blew on the hot food before taking a tentative bite. It tasted like shit, but Logan had never been much of a cook, and she was used to it.
 “On what we encounter along the way,” Logan said. “There might be any number of problems on the roads.”
 “Yeah, I know, but what’s next?” she persisted.
 “From here it’s a straight shot to Bloemfontein. After that, Welkom. We’re about halfway, I’d say.”
 “Why do I sense there’s a but coming?”
 “We don’t know if we can make it through Bloemfontein,” Martin said. “It’s big.”
 “So it’s bound to be nasty,” Jed finished with a dry look in her direction.
 “How big?” Donya asked. “I don’t know much about that area.”
 “Quarter of a million give or take.”
 Donya opened her mouth but closed it again after a second. Her shocked expression matched that of Caleb’s, and Nadia was sure, her own. She focussed on her plate and swallowed, sobered by the thought. A quarter of a million zombies? That’s crazy. “What if we can’t go through it?”
 “Then we go around. It’ll take much longer, though, and I don’t want us to be out in the open for too long,” Martin said. He rinsed his plate before packing it into a box next to the fire. “Get some sleep, all of you. Tomorrow will be a long day.”
 “New rule,” Jed said. “If we’re out another night or so, I’m cooking.” He pulled a face. “No offense, Logan, but this is awful.”
 Martin barked out a laugh. “Who’d have thought beans and corned beef could taste like mud?”
 Logan grinned. “It’s my signature dish. Enjoy.”
 Nadia snorted. “You should try his spaghetti. Holy crap.”
 Caleb shot her a faint smile, and despite herself, warmth stirred in her breast. It didn’t override the anger, though, when he graciously took and washed Donya’s plate along with his. The other girl’s eyes glittered when she spotted Nadia’s unhappiness, a triumphant smirk twisting her lips. Screw you, Donya. 
 Nadia finished eating and took Martin’s advice to go to bed. She lay with her back to the fire and stared out into the night, wondering what the day would bring. Her body was too tired to entertain such thoughts for long, however, and soon she fell asleep.
  
 ***
 

 A rough hand shook her awake, and she sat upright with a gasp. “What? Who?”
 “Shh, it’s me, Jed.”
 Nadia dragged a hand through her mussed hair. “Yeah?”
 “It’s your watch; I’m turning in.”
 “Oh, okay.” She pushed back the bedroll covering her. “It’s three already?”
 “Yup.”
 She fumbled around for her things before getting to her feet. “Thanks, Jed.”
 “See you in the morning.” 
 He turned away, and she took up her post at the edge of the camp. After the deep sleep she’d had, it took awhile to wake up properly. She yawned and stretched before staring into the night with one hand resting on her trusty screwdriver.
 The sky was patterned with millions of stars, a veritable carpet of twinkling silver lights. This time of night, even the nocturnal animals had gone to rest with only a few faint rustles and murmurs to disturb her watch. 
 Behind her, the fire crackled as a log settled into the flames and faint snores emanated from Josh’s sleeping bag. It was cold outside her warm blankets, and she rubbed her arms while she stared into the darkness. “Man, this sucks.”
 Her voice sounded loud in the quiet air, and she regretted it the moment she spoke. A faint rustle caused the hair on her arms to rise. She cocked her head. It came from the right and slightly behind her. Nadia whirled in a tight circle and raised her hand in readiness to strike.
 “Whoa, there. It’s just me.”
 Caleb’s whisper reached her ears, and she relaxed with a sigh of exasperation. “Caleb? What are you doing here?”
 “I wanted to talk to you.” His figure materialized out of the deep, and she regarded him with a mixture of joy, fear, and anger. 
 She suppressed her emotions with an effort. “You couldn’t wait until morning?”
 “With your bodyguard around?” He snorted. “No way.”
 She allowed herself a small smile and turned back to her watch. “What do you want to talk about?”
 “Us.” 
 He moved closer until he stood next to her. Their shoulders brushed, and she sucked in a breath at his nearness. “There's no us, Caleb.”
 “Isn’t there?” His voice was as calm as if he were discussing the weather. “Are you still fighting it?”
 “Fighting what? There's nothing between us.” She ground on her teeth until her jaw ached. “Besides, shouldn’t you rather be talking to Donya?”
 “Donya? What for?” He sounded surprised, and she dared a quick glance at him. He seemed perplexed, but she wasn’t about to be mollified so quickly. “You seemed pretty cozy earlier.”
 Caleb chuckled. “Oh, that? That was nothing.”
 “It didn’t look like nothing.”
 “Are you jealous?” He turned to her with an infuriating smile.
 “No, of course not.” Her hands balled into fists, and she longed to punch him.
 “Relax. You’ve got no reason to be jealous of her.”
 “I’m not jealous!” Her voice had risen to a furious whisper, and he laid a finger across her lips.
 “Let me explain.”
 She glared at him through narrowed eyes. “You’ve got five seconds before I stick you through the eyeball like a zom.”
 “I like the new you. Or is it the old you? I always thought you were holding back, suppressing your true self.” He leaned so close to her that his breath washed over her face raising goosebumps on her arms. “Guess what? I like the real Nadia more. She’s strong, brave, and sexy.”
 She rolled her eyes. “Two seconds.”
 He turned away from her and looked into the brush. “Donya is planning something.”
 “Planning?” Nadia echoed.
 “She’s got it in for you, and I know she’s got something up her sleeve. I’m trying to gain her trust so I can prevent whatever it is from happening.”
 “You are?” Nadia cursed herself for sounding like a puppet. “I mean, why should I believe you?”
 “You didn’t believe her story, did you? About looking for her family?” He shot her a sharp look. “Even if she had family near there once, what are the chances of them surviving this long? It’s a wild goose chase.”
 “Maybe, but why do you care?”
 “That’s a stupid question, Nadia. You know how I feel about you, about us.”
 “How can there be an us?” She shook her head. “Don’t you understand what I am?”
 “I understand, and I told you it changes nothing.”
 Anger overwhelmed her at his obtuseness, and she stamped her foot. “I’m infected, don’t you get that? If you come near me, I’ll kill you. We can never kiss, never…”
 “Never make love,” he finished when she hesitated. “Yeah, I got that.”
 She blushed when he uttered the words, a wave of hot blood flooding her skin until she felt as if her body were on fire. “Yes, that.”
 He smiled, the flash of his teeth white in the glow of the fire. “You’re cute when you blush.”
 “I'm not blushing...how did you know? You can’t possibly see,” she protested. 
 “I know. I always know.” He reached out his hand, and she started like a frightened deer when he gripped her fingers. “Don’t you get it, Nadia?”
 “Get what?” The words came out in a strangled whisper.
 “It doesn’t matter what you are, what you can do, what we can never do. I don’t care about any of that. As long as I’m with you, that’s all I need.”
 Nadia allowed him to weave his fingers through hers. His touch was warm. It reminded her how long it had been since she’d been held by someone, loved by someone. Too long.
 She looked up at him. “You really mean that?”
 “You know, I do.” He reached out with his other hand and brushed her cheek. “Let me in.”
 “I’m scared,” she confessed. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 “You could never hurt me. Just give a chance, you’ll see.”
 “I...I don’t know if I can. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you, Caleb.”
 He sighed and pulled her close. Nadia resisted for a second before allowing him to fold her into his arms. She pressed her face into his neck and breathed in his scent. It felt so right, she wanted to cry. “Just think about, okay?”
 Against her better judgment, she nodded. “Okay.”
 

 
  Chapter 15 - Mpho
 
 Mpho moved between the men feasting at the table with fearful caution. In her hands, she carried a jug of fermented beer, the traditional drink of her people. With it, she topped up empty glasses and tried to avoid the grasping hands that clutched at her flesh with such persistence.
 She bit her bottom lip when one set of hands, in particular, took hold of her waist. The fingers massaged the flat expanse of her stomach before moving upward to pinch her breasts with cruel indifference. Carlito.
 Mpho hated him with a fervor that burned hotter than the fires of hell. All the girls did. He was cruel and vicious, the kind of man who relished in the suffering of others and excelled at torture. It was no wonder Ke Tau liked him so much.
 She swallowed a whimper when he pulled her onto his lap. “Come here, sweetheart. It’s been awhile since you, and I played.”
 Mpho managed an insincere smile for the inebriated man. “Too long, Sir.”
 He leered at her as his hands continued to explore her body with painful precision. She’d be bruised tomorrow. Then his lips twisted into a sneer. “Whore. So eager to throw yourself at me. It’s disgusting.”
 She cringed at his outburst. “No, I...it’s not...I’m not…”
 “Don’t play coy with me. You women are all the same. Sluts one and all.” He bared his teeth and bit down on her shoulder. Fiery pain shot through her arm, and warm blood welled up beneath his lips. 
 Mpho cast desperate eyes around for an escape route and encountered the dead gaze of Hiran, Ke Tau’s right-hand man. He watched her for a second before saying, “Carlito, leave the girl alone. We have matters to discuss.”
 Carlito growled like a dog and shook his head. “No.”
 “I said, leave her.” Hiran’s eyes narrowed to slits.
 “No.” Carlito sat upright, no longer drunk as he reached for the fearsome knife he carried.
 “What’s this?” Ke Tau said, leaning forward. “Are my two best men fighting over a girl?”
 “There's no quarrel,” Hiran said with calm composure.
 “Indeed not,” Carlito sneered. “He’s too much of a pussy to challenge me. The girl is mine.”
 Hiran’s face took on a dangerous cast made more pronounced by his exotic features. “What did you say?”
 “You heard me.”
 “Now, now. Let’s not fall out over something as simple as a mere woman,” Ke Tau intervened. “You can share.”
 Mpho shivered at his words, though she remained hopeful Hiran would save her. He was a cold and brutal man, but he held great respect for her grandmother, Rebecca, and treated them well as a consequence.
 Before Carlito could reply, a hue and cry were raised at the entrance. A boy stumbled in, short and skinny, his eyes rolling in his face. Two guards flanked him on either side, and Mpho gasped as she recognized him. Kabelo!
 Ke Tau raised a hand. “What’s the meaning of this? Who disturbs my meal?”
 “He says he’s one of us,” one of the guards said as he nudged Kabelo forward. “Says he was captured that day on the road.”
 Ke Tau sat back. “Is this true?”
 Kabelo bobbed his head. “Yes, Sir. They kept me there all this time.”
 “That’s pleasant. Did you have a good time? Did they feed you? Clothe you? Bathe you?”
 The atmosphere changed as Ke Tau’s mocking questions rang out and the mood in the room sobered. Each man sat upright; their eyes fixed on the shivering victim. Like sharks in the ocean, they smelled blood, and it drew them from miles around.
 “Y...yes, Sir,” Kabelo mumbled as he plucked at his too clean shirt. “But I escaped as soon as I could.”
 “I see. How good of you.” Ke Tau cocked his head. “Do you bring me anything useful? A head, perhaps?”
 “I...I have information,” Kabelo said as sweat beaded his forehead.
 Ke Tau smiled, and his face twisted as the scar pulled it awry. “Let’s hear it then. Go on.”
 Kabelo stuttered something in garbled sentences, his words barely audible, while the rest watched him in silence. Carlito shoved Mpho aside, his predatory instincts awakened, and reached for his knife. She took the opportunity to scramble away and hide in the corner with the other girls.
 “Don’t mumble,” Ke Tau said. “Speak up, boy, so we can all hear you.”
 Kabelo cleared his throat and in a slightly louder tone of voice, relayed what he knew. The camp’s numbers, leaders, fighters, and the layout, all of it.
 “But I already know most of that. We’ve been watching them for months, after all,” Ke Tau said. “Is that it?”
 Kabelo nodded, his expression miserable. “Yes, Sir.”
 “And how did you get away? Tell us. It must be a marvelous tale of courage and bravery.” Ke Tau’s voice had now changed, becoming much like that of a father speaking to a favored son.
 Taking heart, Kabelo told the tale of how he stabbed Joanna and ran away under cover of the storm while his guard, Lisa, was gone.
 Ke Tau bared his teeth. “Your guard this entire time was a woman? That’s why you stayed for over a month? You stabbed an old lady and ran away?”
 Too late, Kabelo realized his mistake. Tears filled his eyes as he uttered garbled pleas and explanations.
 Ke Tau’s expression changed to one of disgust. “You shame me. Carlito, get rid of him. Feed him to our guests, the infected.”
 Carlito grinned. “With pleasure.”
 Mpho watched in horror as the gleeful Carlito dragged the unfortunate boy outside. Kabelo’s screams filled the night, and the table emptied as men streamed out to watch. Finally, only Ke Tau and Hiran remained.
 “You understand, don’t you, Hiran?” Ke Tau asked.
 “Of course. He's a disgrace.”
 “Yes, but he was good for something, though.”
 “What’s that?”
 “His arrival has served to remind me that every day those people live free, they mock my authority. Tomorrow night, we attack.”
 Mpho’s terror grew when she heard his words. No, not tomorrow. The full moon is four days away. They’ll be caught by surprise. Annihilated.
 A firm hand gripped her elbow, and she whirled. Rebecca’s old face peered at her from the gloom. “Grandmother!”
 “Come with me, child.”
 Mpho followed Rebecca from the room to the kitchens in the back. There, her grandmother shoved a knife and a small cloth wrapped bundle into her hands. “Grandmother? What’s this?”
 “You must warn them. Now. Tonight. Or all is for nothing.”
 “But...I can’t. How?”
 “Go now. While they’re busy killing the boy. No one will notice. Slip out the back and over the wall. You know where.”
 “But...they’ll come after me.”
 “I’ll make an excuse. Do not worry.”
 “I can’t do it. I’m scared, grandmother.”
 Rebecca grabbed her hands in a painful grip. “Do not fear. Be brave, my child. Remember your father. We cannot live here like animals under that man’s rule.”
 “I...I know.”
 “Then go. Now.”
 Mpho nodded and squared her shoulders. She slipped out the back and into the cold night, shivering with fear. She ran to the old wooden bench that sat next to the wall and climbed up. She reached up to grasp the edge of the wall and paused. For a brief moment, she remembered Michael and how brave he’d been. She remembered the way he’d held her and spoken to her. I can be brave too.
 She scrambled up the wall and slipped over, landing on the other side with barely a sound. She was at the back of the building in a rubbish-strewn alleyway. It was deserted except for the rats and cockroaches that rustled for food beneath her feet. Her breathing sounded harsh in her ears, and she paused to regain her composure. 
 Fear pumped through her veins as she thought of the terrible punishment Ke Tau would mete out if he caught her, but thoughts of her grandmother and Michael sustained her. She looked into the darkness and blinked. I can do this. 
 

 
  Chapter 16 - Max
 
 Max woke up to find himself sprawled across an empty bed. He was fully clothed and still had his boots on, a sure sign of the exhaustion that prompted him to pass out.
 He sat up and checked his watch. It was a quarter past four in the morning and still dark outside. He yawned and stumbled to the bathroom where he splashed icy water on his face and brushed his teeth. Only then was he ready to look at himself in the mirror.
 His hair had grown long and unkempt, curling down past his collar. A three-day stubble lined his jaws, and purple shadows underscored his eyes. “I look like shit.”
 In the cold pre-dawn light, he faced several facts. One, Breytenbach and his party had not returned the day before. Two, neither had Kirstin. Three, they were short-handed to the point where every man, woman, and child had to work around the clock. Four, supplies were running out. Five, they had an attack to plan for three days hence. An attack they’d be sure to lose if Breytenbach didn’t show up. “Hell, we’ll probably lose anyway.”
 He thought of Kirstin then and blushed. She’d have no time for a pity party. “She’d tell me to get my ass in gear and be the leader these people need.”
 With numb fingers, he soaped up and reached for the razor, dragging it across his skin. Bit by bit, the stubble disappeared. The clippers were next. Long locks of hair fell into the basin. It had formed a golden pool by the time he finished.
 Max stood up straight and squared his shoulders. Now his old army uniform looked like it belonged. He smoothed his hands over his shorn head and patted his clothes into place. “This is where it starts.”
 He closed the door of his bungalow behind him and headed for the walls. The grass crunched beneath his booth, the faint crackle of ice betraying the thin layer of frost that covered the ground. The air escaped his lips in puffs of mists, and moisture clung to his lashes. He climbed the ladder and found himself on top of the wall, surveying the area below.
 “Max, you’re here.”
 He turned to face Michael who’d crept closer on balled feet and acknowledged him with a nod. “Everything quiet?”
 “So far.”
 They stood shoulder to shoulder in silence, staring out into the night. Max thrust his hands into his pocket. “Do you think we can win?”
 “Do we have a choice?”
 Mike grinned. “No, I guess not.”
 “Then we will win.”
 Their voices died away, replaced by the song of crickets and the rustling of tiny animals in the grass. Max rolled his head on his shoulders to get rid of the stiffness that had lodged there and thought of the day ahead. So much to do. So little time.
 His worry over the failure of Breytenbach to return burned in his chest like a ball of fire. Ever-present. Never far from his mind. He could think of no good reason they’d stay out overnight. Unless they ran into trouble.
 His morbid thoughts were interrupted when Michael pointed a finger. “What’s that?”
 “Where?”
 Max craned his head but saw nothing. The area beyond the walls was a deep, dark hole barely lit by the faint gleam of a moon covered in shadow. The clouds were spiteful, drifting to and fro across the silver orb’s face as if it were a disco ball casting scattered glimmers across the earth’s crust.
 “It’s a person,” Michael stated.
 “I don’t see anything,” Max protested. But the next moment, he did spot movement. Frantic, desperate moves toward the gate. Breytenbach?
 Convinced it was one of them, Max ran toward the gate. “Come on. It must be Breytenbach or one of the team. They could be in trouble.”
 Michael followed but laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Wait. It’s a woman.”
 Max squinted, and the clouds relented for a second. They parted to allow the moonlight to shine down, and he saw a feminine silhouette running at full speed.
 “Kirstin?”
 “It’s not her.”
 Max balled his hands into fists. “How do you know? Are you a freaking vampire?”
 “Just wait.”
 Together, they stood as the person came flying down the road toward them. At last, she was close enough for the floodlights at the gate to illuminate her face.
 Max’s heart sank. It wasn’t Kirstin. Who is it?
 Michael gasped, surprising Max who’d never seen the man startled before in his life. “Mpho? Is that you?”
 “It’s me. Let me in, please. I have news.” She fell to her knees, both hands wrapped around the hilt of a steak knife.
 Michael jumped down and hurried to open the gate. “Help me, Max.”
 “Who is it? Do you know her?”
 “I know her.”
 Max gripped Michael’s sleeve. “More importantly, can we trust her?”
 Michael stared at him with fathomless eyes before saying, “I trust her with my life.”
 Max let his hand fall and turned toward the barred entrance. “Let’s get her inside then. Pronto.”
 Minutes later, Max was faced by a shivering slip of a girl dressed in a threadbare shirt that barely covered her bum, no underwear, no shoes, a mop of wild caramel curls and a crazy story to tell.
 Max raised both hands to ward off her stuttered words. “Whoa, there. Calm down. Take a deep breath.”
 She sucked in a few lungfuls of air and smoothed her hair away from her blood-spattered face with the knife still gripped in one hand. Max reached out a tentative hand. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
 “Um, uh, I don’t think so, I don’t know.” She looked at her bloody hands and stained shirt then back at him. “I killed a few sick ones on the way here.”
 “Sick ones?”
 She nodded.
 “Like zombies?”
 “Them, yes. I don’t like the word, though.”
 “Oh, okay.”
 Michael, who’d been occupied closing the gate, walked over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You’re sure you’re fine?”
 She gulped. “I’m sure. Scared shitless.”
 Michael grinned, once more surprising Max. “You scared? I wouldn’t bet on it.”
 She smiled and sidled closer to Michael, letting him take the knife from her hand and drape his jacket over her shoulders. Max watched in growing confusion. What’s going on here?
 “Did you grandmother send you?” Michael asked.
 “Yes, I have important news.”
 “So important you had to run here alone in the middle of the night armed with a steak knife? You could’ve died, Mpho.”
 She ducked her head. “I know, but this is important.”
 “Can it wait?” Max asked.
 She looked at him with furrowed brows. “Wait?”
 “I mean, can we get you inside and looked after first?” he added and pointed at her feet. “You’re hurt.”
 She looked down at her naked legs and bleeding soles with seeming surprise. “Of course.”
 “Why don’t you get her inside, Michael? The kitchen lights were on, so I think Elise is up. I’ll be along as soon as I get someone to take over the watch.”
 Max watched Michael hustle the girl away while shaking his head in wonder. “I’ve never seen him so worked up about anyone.”
 He got back onto the wall and stared in the direction of the outside gates. With the coming of dawn, the birds had awoken and called their morning song into the chill air. The first streaks of pink and yellow announced the rising sun. He sighed, wondering what the new day would bring. “Where are you, my love? What happened to you? Something’s wrong. I know it, and this girl...whatever it is, it can’t be good.”
 He walked a short patrol while clearing his mind before getting down and going in search of a replacement. He was met by Liezel carrying her long range rifle and binoculars.
 “Hi, Liezel. You ready to take over?”
 “I am.” She smiled, and he was relieved to note she seemed fresh and bright-eyed.
 “Got enough sleep? Had breakfast?” he asked.
 “Yes, and yes.” She punched him on the arm.”Run along, Max. I’ll manage. If anyone needs more sleep, it’s you.”
 “Yeah, okay.” He grinned in response.
 “At least you clean up well,” she called over her shoulder as she ascended the ladder. “Keep it up.”
 With a chuckle, Max made his way to the kitchen where he found a warmly dressed Mpho drinking soup and tea while a worried Elise clucked around her like a mother hen.
 “Just look at those feet. My goodness. You’ll need to see Jonathan,” she exclaimed.
 “Thank you, ma’am, but I assure you I’m fine.”
 “Such beautiful manners. Your mother taught you well, young one.”
 “My grandmother actually. My mother died when I was young.”
 “Oh, you poor thing. Let me see if I can find you something more substantial to eat. You’re so thin!”
 Elise bustled away despite Mpho’s protestations that she was okay. Max shook his head and took a seat across from her. “Don’t bother. She needs someone to mother. It’s in her nature.”
 Michael nodded. “Now tell us your story, Mpho. What happened?”
 She placed her cup down on the table with a sober expression. “Kabelo returned last night.”
 Max sat back in his chair with shocked surprise. “Kabelo? So the little shit made it. Lisa won’t be happy to hear that.”
 “She will not,” Michael agreed.
 “Well, he got back in one piece and told Ke Tau everything about you,” Mpho said.
 “I’m not surprised,” Max replied.
 “That’s not the reason you’re here, though,” Michael said. “It can’t be.”
 Mpho shook her head. “No, you’re right. Kabelo’s appearance reminded him once more how much he hates you, how much your presence here mocks him. He...he told Hiran to get ready.”
 Max stared at the scarred wood of the tabletop beneath his hands and took a deep breath. A feeling of foreboding washed over him, and he didn’t want to hear Mpho’s next words. He forced himself to ask, “Ready for what?”
 “They’re attacking here, tonight.”
 The world spun around Max as her news sunk in. It was as bad as it could get. No, worse.
 Michael stared at Max with flat eyes, though a flicker of worry crossed his face. “You’re sure of this, Mpho?”
 “I’m sure. That’s why I had to come. I had to warn you.” Her hands folded into fists. “Ke Tau cannot win. We cannot let him.”
 Max raised his head. “Thank you for taking such a risk to warn us. I’m indebted to you. We all are.”
 “It’s my duty.”
 “Even so, after today, we might owe you everything.” Max sighed and looked at Michael. “This couldn’t come at a worse time.”
 Right then, Elise returned with a small bowl of chopped carrots fresh from the garden. “Here you go, dear. Eat this.”
 “Thank you, Ma’am.”
 Elise paused when she noticed the miserable expressions on all their faces. “What’s wrong?”
 “I’ll fill you in over breakfast, Elise. In fact, I’ll need to see the whole camp, even the guards.” He pushed back his chair and stood up. “I’ll gather everyone up and have them assemble here in an hour.”
 “Is it that bad?” Worry washed over Elise’s face, and a hand fluttered at her throat. “What about the children? We can’t alarm them.”
 Max paused. “You’re right. I’ll ask Michelle to keep them busy in the schoolroom while we meet. Someone can fill her in later. I don’t believe she’ll be capable of fighting anyway.”
 “Fighting? Has it come to that now?” Elise asked.
 “It has.”
 “Well, I imagine we’ll need our energy, so I’ll see what I can scrounge up for breakfast. We could all use a solid meal, even if it’s the last.”
 Max looked at her and felt gratitude well up inside him. No matter what, she was always there for him. No, for everyone. “Thank you, Elise. You don’t know how much your help means to me.”
 She reached over and squeezed his hand. “We’re family, Max.”
 With those parting words, she rushed away, and Max turned to Michael. “Can you take Mpho to the infirmary? Have Jonathan treat her feet then meet back here?”
 “No problem.” Michael placed a protective arm around Mpho’s shoulders. “See you soon. We need to plan.”
 “That we do,” Max affirmed. He left the dining area with a heavy heart and went about the task of assembling the entire camp. As he walked, one thought repeated itself over and over. The next twenty-four hours will decide all our fates. Good or bad. 
 
  Chapter 17 - Lisa
 
 Lisa worked with silent concentration, doing precisely as Jonathan had shown her. It was an ugly job, but she wanted to help, and the doctor already had his hands full. Not only did he have to run the infirmary and look after the camp’s sick people, but he also had to take his turn on the wall, short-handed as they were with people out repairing fences.
 Lonny, Ruby’s brother, lay as still as a statue. His skin looked waxen, and his breathing was shallow. She’d given him the most potent dosage of pain medicine allowed, and now he slept. A good thing too because she needed to clean his various wounds, a painful process.
 She started with the worst one. The third-degree burn inflicted by Carlito to the boy’s right thigh. The tender flesh had been seared away by a naked flame and was at serious risk of infection.
 Lisa peeled away the saline dressing that had been allowed to dry, and a layer of dead tissue came away with it. Jonathan called it mechanical debridement. She called it torture. It was for that reason she’d sent Ruby away with Julianne.
 For now, the young girl would be placed under Michelle’s care with the other children. While not exactly a child, she was grieving both for her father and her brother and would be better off with the gentle Michelle and the other kids.
 Lonny mumbled under his breath and cried aloud. Lisa froze while she waited for him to calm down. Once he settled, she pulled further on the dressing and worked it free of the skin. The wound was an open sore, red, raw, and weeping. She dressed it as Jonathan had taught her, breathing more easily once it was covered. “There, that’s better.”
 She moved onward, disinfecting the cuts Ke Tau and his men had inflicted with their blades and smoothing cream over the purple bruises that discolored his face. His eyes were swollen shut, and she placed a cold compress on his forehead.
 Bandages had been wrapped around his torso. Jonathan was sure he had a few cracked and broken ribs. The last hurt she addressed was his left hand. Every single nail had been yanked out with pliers, leaving the tips exposed and glistening.
 “You poor boy. I’m so glad I got there in time.” Then she bit her lips when she realized he likely wouldn’t see it that way. In time for what? To prevent further torture? Death?
 The hard knot of rage that Lisa carried around in her breast on a permanent basis grew more prominent when she thought of his pain. Ruby’s pain. My pain. “As long as men like Ke Tau walk the earth, there will be no peace.”
 “Agreed,” the rumble of Michael’s voice intoned from the entrance.
 Lisa turned and saw him supporting the fragile form of a young woman. “Who’s this?”
 “This is Mpho, the girl I told you about earlier. Rebecca's granddaughter.” He looked down at the girl in question and frowned. “She’s hurt. Where’s Jonathan?”
 “He’s on guard duty, but I’ll see if I can help.”
 “Please.” Michael helped Mpho onto a bed and pointed at her feet. “There."
 Lisa examined Mpho’s swollen and cut feet and clucked while she cleaned them. “What did you do? This must hurt a bunch.”
 “It’s not so bad,” Mpho demurred.
 “She came to warn us,” Michael said.
 Lisa glanced up at him. “Oh? Do tell.”
 He relayed the story in simple terms and Lisa’s eyes narrowed when he got to the bit about Kabelo.
 “Kabelo? So he’s alive? That son of a bitch, I’ll kill him with my bare hands, I swear.”
 “You won’t have to,” Mpho replied. “Ke Tau took care of him.”
 “How so?”
 “He was fed to the infected. Alive.”
 Lisa waited for a feeling of satisfaction, even triumph, to take hold. Neither did. Instead, she felt nothing but mild sorrow for the boy. “Why?”
 “He was a coward, allowing himself to be held captive by a mere woman.”
 Lisa’s eyebrows lifted. “Mere woman?”
 Mpho grinned. “Ke Tau’s words, not mine. I’d never underestimate someone like you.”
 Lisa found herself smiling back. “You’re not so bad yourself. Running all the way here in the middle of the night with no shoes and only a steak knife to defend yourself? That took guts.”
 “We’ll need it when he attacks tonight,” Mpho said, wincing when Lisa pulled a thorn from her soles with a pair of tweezers.
 “So he’s coming?” Lisa asked. “Today’s the day?”
 Michael nodded. “Max has called a meeting in the common room. Everyone has to attend.”
 Lisa nodded as she finished wrapping Mpho’s feet in bandages. “I’ll be there. I just need to make sure Lonny is settled.”
 “How’s he doing?” Michael asked.
 “Not too good. He’s hurt, and it’ll take a while for him to heal. He won’t be fighting with us tonight.”
 Mpho got onto her feet, and gingerly stepped on her dressed feet. “Thank you, Lisa. See you at the meeting?”
 “Five minutes,” Lisa agreed.
 The duo left, and Lisa stood for a long moment, thinking of the day to come. She was scared, no doubt about it. The thought of losing and falling into the hands of Ke Tau and his men churned her stomach. I won’t let them take me alive. I won’t.
 This resolution calmed her somewhat, and she thought of the children. Megan, Anne, Mark, and Jenny. Even Ruby and Michelle. I can’t, no, I won’t, let them be captured. Before it gets to that, I’ll take care of them myself.
 After checking one final time that Lonny was sleeping soundly, she let herself out and walked toward the dining area. She stepped inside and paused when she surveyed the crowded room.
 A queue lined the serving counter, and her stomach rumbled when a whiff of eggs and sausage hit her nostrils. She picked up a plate and cutlery, joining the row behind Sharyn.
 “Hi,” she greeted.
 “Hello,” Sharyn replied with a smile.
 “Food smells good,” Lisa said, attempting to make conversation with a woman she knew little about. They’d never had the occasion to talk before. Naturally, she’d seen Sharyn and her husband Nick around, but that was the extent of her knowledge.
 “Yes, it does.”
 “Elise sure knows how to cook.”
 “Indeed.”
 Sharyn’s smile seemed forced, and Lisa dropped the subject. Instead, she averted her gaze and looked at everyone assembled. They were all there. The entire camp. Even the children and dogs. All except for Abe and Joseph who kept watch during the meal, and Michael, Mpho, and Max. I wonder where they are?
 Even as she thought this, Max entered, followed by a freshly washed and dressed couple in the form of Michael and Mpho. They took their place in line, and for the next few minutes, everybody seemed intent on one task only: Breakfast.
 Lisa reached the head of the queue and was faced with a harassed looking Elise. The woman’s blonde hair was scraped back in a bun and her apron stained with who knows what. Still, Lisa was glad to see her. “Morning, Elise. Do you need any help?”
 “Oh, no, dear. Thank you for asking, but I’ll manage.” Elise dished up a spoonful of scrambled eggs, followed by fried tomato and onions, maize porridge, and a homemade venison sausage. “Coffee and tea are over there. I put out the last of the powdered milk and sugar as well, so help yourself.”
 “Thanks, but what’s the occasion?” Lisa asked as she eyed her plate. It was the kind of food they hadn’t had in ages. Eggs were scarce, as was fresh vegetables, and the last sugar and powdered milk? Wow.
 “I’d rather not say. Don’t want to ruin the surprise,” Elise replied. “Max will fill you in soon enough.”
 Lisa realized the feast was in honor of the forthcoming fight, probably to boost morale. More like she doesn’t want to ruin my appetite.
 She forced a smile, and said, “Thank you, Elise, and I’m sorry.”
 “For what?” Elise looked perplexed at the apology.
 “For being such a bitch to you.”
 Elise shook her head with sadness stamped all over her features. “Don’t be silly. You were right. I should’ve listened to you.”
 Lisa shook her head, disturbed at the broken look on the older woman’s face. She opened her mouth to reply, but the moment passed when an impatient Peter and Thembiso pressed in for their food. With leaden feet, she found a seat and picked at her food. It no longer seemed at all appetizing.
 She forced herself to eat every morsel, however. In the fight to come, she’d need the energy to sustain her. Afterward, she took her plate back and poured herself a cup of sweetened tea, hot and black just as she liked it. This she nursed while waiting for the rest to sort themselves out.
 Lisa noticed the moment when Max called Peter and Thembiso. The two friends had wolved down their food in record time and even gone back for seconds. Now they were fresh and eager to please.
 “Peter, Thembiso,” Max called.
 They jogged over. “Yes, Max?”
 “I want you to relieve Abe and Joseph on the walls. Send them here so they can have breakfast as well.”
 “Okay,” they chorused.
 “I’m counting on you to keep us safe, got it? It’ll be just the two of you for at least an hour. Can you handle it?”
 “Yes, Sir.” Comically, they saluted the bemused Max.
 “And boys, don’t try to be heroes. If you see anything suspicious, I want you to run straight here.”
 They bounded off, as eager as puppies, and not long after, Abe and Joseph entered the room. Elise dished up for them, and they took their seats while Julianne went about clearing the room of dirty dishes.
 She press-ganged the children into washing up in the kitchen under the supervision of Michelle and Ruby, and the group trooped out amidst promises of sweets as a reward for their hard work. That left only those who would attend the meeting, and Lisa sat up straighter.
 The room was abuzz with speculation as everybody wondered what the decadent breakfast was for. What could be so important, that even the walls were abandoned except for a single pair of guards in the form of two teenage boys? And who were the strangers? Not everybody was familiar with either Mpho or Ruby.
 Max stood up and cleared his throat. “Right, I guess you all wonder why I called you here.”
 Murmurs of assent rose.
 “It’s simple. This morning, I received information to the effect that Ke Tau is attacking us in full force. Tonight.”
 Wild chatter broke out, and he had to wait a full minute before peace was restored. A few lingering voices called out questions.
 “Why tonight?”
 “Why now?”
 “What do we do?”
 “Can we fight them off?”
 “Where is Breytenbach?”
 Max raised a hand. “If you allow me, I’ll tell you everything and answer all your questions, but you have to let me talk.”
 Silence fell.
 Max cleared his throat and in a somber voice, relayed everything he knew. As he spoke, the mood in the room changed. It went from excited, to restless, to shocked. And finally, dismayed. He ended with the news that nobody knew where Breytenbach was or why they hadn’t returned.
 In the corner, Julianne lowered her head. She, more than anyone there except Max, missed the Captain and the members of his group.
 “I think it’s safer to assume we’re in this fight alone. We can’t count on Breytenbach to return in time to help us,” Max said. “We’re on our own.”
 The words echoed through the room like the thud of the final nail sinking into a coffin, sealing all their fates. Lisa closed her eyes. The phrase didn’t frighten her. She didn’t want to rely on anybody but herself. It would make her stronger, and she’d fight all the harder for it.
 She listened with half an ear while Max laid out the plans. Michelle and Ruby were too weak and inexperienced to fight. They'd look after the children inside the schoolroom along with the two young mothers, Erica and Tumi. Hannah, Dave, Dr. Lange, and Jonathan would run the infirmary and look after casualties. As the only medical personnel, they were too valuable to risk.
 There was some debate over Peter and Thembiso. Neither Elise nor Julianne wanted them to take part, but the boys were nearly grown and well-trained. In the end, Max gave each the role of runner. They'd be used to relay information back and fro.
 “That leaves only a few others I’m worried about,” Max concluded. “Elise, Julianne, Abraham, Phillip, and Ben.”
 “What about me?” Ben asked in his gravelly voice. “I can fight.”
 “So can I,” Abraham said, raising a stick-thin arm in the air.
 “And I,” Phillip said, placing a hand on Abraham’s shoulders. “I’d never let my best friend fight alone.”
 “Aren’t you two a bit old?” Abe protested.“
 I might be old, but I bet I could still teach you a few things, son,” Abraham replied with a chuckle.
 “Count me in,” Elise said.
 “And me,” Julianne added.
 “Are you all sure?” Max asked.
 “Yes,” they chorused.
 “Good. We’ll need as many hands on deck as possible.”
 After that, the meeting descended into a back and forth on weapons, tactics, food, water, and positioning. Mpho insisted that Ke Tau would most likely lead the attack with a swarm of undead, just like before. It was a favored tactic of his, and much of the discussion centered around this.
 It was decided two snipers would be placed in the tower, both to keep a bird’s eye view of everything and to provide back-up to those below. Liezel and Abe were chosen for this job. Both were excellent long-range shots.
 “The outer wall can’t be defended for long,” Michael asserted. “We’re too few. We should concentrate our forces on the inner walls, especially the main gate.”
 “Yes, but we mustn't forget about the smaller gate either,” Max said. “We need a force stationed there as well.
 “What about the goats, and the reserve?” Elise asked. “We can’t afford to lose either.”
 “Herd the goats into the reserve for now,” Joseph suggested. “I'll build an earthen wall to barricade it off from the rest of the farm. I can do the same with the smaller gate.”
 “Do you have enough time?” Max asked.
 “With a few helping hands, yes.”
 A couple of hands raised as people volunteered to help.“All right. That’s decided. As for the rest of you, get some rest. Report to the armory at three to get your kit. You’ll be given instructions then.”
 With that, the meeting was closed, and people hurried off to do their jobs. The last to leave, Lisa wondered what part she’d play in the struggle to come. It didn’t matter, though.
 Win or lose, a few people are gonna be sorry they ever saw my face tonight, she decided.
 

 

 

 
  Chapter 18 - Julianne
 
 Julianne fled the meeting with tears burning to be shed. She bit on her fist to keep the sobs from escaping her lips and mumbled excuses to everyone in her path. Her legs sped up to a sprint toward the cottage she shared with Breytenbach, Megan, and Sam.
 She burst inside and paused, heaving for breath. It was just as she’d left it. As he’d left it. The bed they shared at night, safe in each other’s arms. His spare boots and clothes in the cupboard next to hers, the book of poetry he liked her to read aloud at night, and the reading glasses he wore when no one saw.
 She fell onto the bed and buried her face in the pillow, breathing in his scent. Alone, at last, she let go of the fears that had kept her up the previous night. The terror that crept into her heart whenever she thought of never seeing Breytenbach again. “Christo, where are you?”
 The room had no answers for her.
 Unhampered by the need to appear strong, Julianne allowed herself to cry until she had no more tears left. Finally, the shaking stopped and the floodgates closed. When she was reduced to a few sniffles, she sat upright and stared at her hands.
 They weren’t a lady’s hands anymore. Not like they used to be. The nails were chipped and broken, devoid of polish or shine. Calluses from wielding a pitchfork and shovel lined her palms. The skin was rough and weathered.
 On impulse, she went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. She hadn’t done so in a while. The sight was startling. Despite her puffy eyed appearance, her skin was smooth and tanned. Laughter lines winged from her eyes to her temples while grey streaks mingled with the blonde in her hair. She looked older, yet younger. Harder, yet happier.
 I’m not a lady anymore, not manicured or pedicured or tweezed to perfection. I’m a woman now. A fighter. A worker. “Just like my hands.”
 Julianne turned and walked to the second bedroom. Here she lingered, taking in the sight of Samantha’s crib and Megan’s single bed, both littered with stuffed toys and colored blocks.
 Whether Breytenbach came back or not, she still had the children. Always had Sam and Megan to look after. She could not afford to break down and lose hope. Not now. “They need me, and Christo would expect me to look after them.”
 With the decision to fight for her freedom and that of her children made, Julianne got ready for the ordeal to come. She washed her face and tied her hair into a tight bun then slipped on a pair of cargo pants made of sturdy material. Comfortable boots, a tank top, and a zipper jacket completed the ensemble.
 Into her pockets, she slipped a flashlight, pocket knife, protein bar, and a bottle of water. Onto her belt, she looped the holster containing her pistol, a combat knife, and a length of sharpened steel with a leather handle made especially for her by Christo. It was her weapon of choice and very effective against infected. How well it would stand up against the living was a different story.
 With a final look of farewell, she closed the door behind her and jogged to the infirmary. There she encountered Hannah and Dave laying out medical supplies and readying beds. Jonathan and Dr. Lange attended to the still unconscious Lonny, disinfecting his wounds.“Do you need any help?”
 Hannah shot her a gentle smile and shook her head. “No, we’re all right, Julianne. Joseph is on his way to fortify the windows and doors. Other than that, we have everything in hand.”
 “Are you armed?”
 “No, we’re not.”
 “You should be, just in case. I’ll get Max to send over a couple of guns with some ammunition.”
 “Thank you.”
 With the infirmary ticked off her to-do list, Julianne made her way to the main building where Elise was putting away the last of their food and water supplies. Everything except for a full trolley that stood ready to go.
 “Is this for the wall?” she asked.
 Elise nodded. “I’m closing up here and taking it there now. Ideally, I want supplies stashed at regular intervals all along the inner walls. Who knows how long this fight will last?”
 “True. Want some company?”
 “Actually, would you mind checking on the children? I know they’re safe but…”
 “I get it, no need to explain. I was gonna go there just now anyway,” Julianne replied. “See you on the wall?”
 “On the wall,” Elise affirmed.
 Julianne made her way to the schoolroom. Joseph had already been there, and she was gratified to see the windows had been boarded up and the door reinforced with thick steel.
 Inside was a scene of domestic tranquility. Meghan, Anne, and Jenny played dress-up in the corner while Mark pushed around a plastic firetruck. Sam chewed on a colored wooden block with Ruby hovering over her like a mother hen. In a crib slept Henriette and Thabo, while Buzz and Princess dozed on a blanket in a corner.
 Overseeing the room, was Michelle, Erica, and Tumi. A crate of food and water stood in the corner, and the building had its own compost toilet. Each of them was armed with both a gun and a knife which was a comfort to Julianne. They were as safe as could be expected.
 Meghan squealed when she saw her mother and ran over. “Mommy, Mommy!”
 “Hi, sweetie. How’s it going?”
 “We’re playing Princesses and Mermaids. I’m the Princess of course,” Meghan said with evident pride.
 Julianne laughed. “As long as you let Anne and Jenny have a turn too, sweetie. Don’t hog the crown.”
 “Why not?”
 “Because real Princesses aren’t selfish or mean.”
 Meghan wrinkled her nose. “All right, if you say so.”
 “I do.” Julianne kissed her on the brow. “Now you be good, you hear me? Do what Michelle tells you, no matter what.”
 “Why?” Meghan asked with the sixth sense for trouble all children possess.
 “Because I say so. Now play with your friends. I’ll see you later.”
 “Is something going on?” Meghan lingered, reluctance keeping her frozen in place.
 Julianne sighed and dropped to her haunches. “You might hear some noises, later on, sweetie, and I don’t want you to be scared.”
 “What noises?”
 “Well, you know the sick people?” she asked. Meghan nodded. “We think some of them might come here later tonight, and we’ll have to chase them away. You understand?”
 “Is that why we have to stay here tonight?”
 “Yes. So I need you to be a good girl and listen to the grownups. Be a proper example to the other kids, okay?”
 “Okay.”
 “There’s my girl. See you later, sweetie.”
 Julianne watched Meghan go back to her friends before she walked over to Samantha. She picked her up and kissed Sam’s chubby cheeks while making a silent vow. I will not let anything happen to these children. Not today.
 “You’ll look after them, won’t you, Michelle?”
 “With my life, ma’am.”
 “So will I,” Ruby added.
 “We all will,” Erica said, and Tumi nodded.
 Julianne felt tears well up but swallowed them with a bright smile. “Thank you. See you all later, I promise.”
 She left the schoolroom with a feeling of regret, but while some of them couldn’t fight, the rest of them had no choice. Every available gun was needed on the wall, including her own. “Please, God. Don’t let my children come to harm tonight. I’ll do anything.”
 At the armory, she met Max who handed her extra ammunition for her pistol and a shotgun with shells. “Here, Mom. Take this.”
 She hefted the gun with a smile. Never the best shot in the world, the weapon was perfect for someone with limited range like her. “Thanks, Max.”
 He paused and reached out a hand. She took it, and he pulled her into a hug. “Be careful out there. I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you.”
 “Same here, Max. I love you.”
 “Love you too.”
 “Don’t forget about the lot in the infirmary. They need weapons too, just in case.”
 “I won’t.” He waved as she left. “See you soon.”
 After leaving Max behind, there was very little else to do but wait. All the buildings were shut down except the schoolroom, infirmary and one cottage with a bathroom and beds for those that needed it. All spare power was routed to the floodlights positioned along the inner wall, and food and water was stationed at intervals. People walked around with nervous energy, while others dozed in the sun, catching up on lost sleep.
 Julianne did a quick circuit of the inner walls to familiarize herself with the overall strategy Max had implemented with the help of Michael. The small gate leading outside to the reserve had been sealed and barricaded by an earthen embankment. But only after the goats were herded into the sanctuary, and it was cordoned off as well by a wall of dirt. 
 “Do you think the animals will be safe?” she asked Joseph who was just about to go to the infirmary.
 “They should be. The primary fight will be here by us. As long as their fence holds and Ke Tau concentrates his attack here, the reserve should pass unnoticed by both the living and the dead. 
 “Unless they try to break in through there again as they did with the tree.”
 “Not likely. Too much trouble. They could just come straight here through the outer gates. It’s the biggest weak point in our defenses.”
 “You’re right as ever, Joseph.”
 “I wish to God I weren’t,” he replied before hurrying off to fortify the infirmary.
 An argument at the main gates drew Julianne’s attention, and she walked over. “What’s going on?”
 Elise turned to her, her face beetroot red with anger. “They want to leave. Can you believe that? They’re running away.”
 “Who?” Julianne asked though it was pretty obvious.
 “Nick and Sharyn,” Elise exclaimed.
 Julianne looked the couple over with shrewd eyes, noting the backpacks and guns they carried. Their faces were set, eyes hooded, though Nick had the decency to blush beneath her gaze.
 “You want to leave? As in permanently?” she asked. 
 Nick nodded. “Yes, we want to go.”
 “Why?” Julianne gestured around her. “You’d abandon us at a time like this?”
 Nick averted his eyes, but Sharyn answered for him. “We never signed up for this fight, and you can’t keep us here. Let us go.”
 Her voice was shrill, and Julianne recognized the rising signs of panic. She lowered her voice to a soothing pitch and reached out. “Sharyn, please. Can’t we talk about this? I know you’re scared, but we can figure something out.”
 “No!” Sharyn backed away like a spooked horse. “I want to leave.”
 Nick sighed and shot Julianne a pleading look. “Please, just let us go. She can’t fight. Neither can I. We don’t want to stay here.”
 Julianne mulled it over before waving them away. “Go then. I hope you find what you’re looking for out there.”
 “”Thanks.” They turned to go, ducking through the gap in the gates which still stood open.
 Elise rounded on her. “What the hell? Why did you let them leave?”
 “Because what good would it do to force them to stay?”
 “But…”
 “I get it, Elise, I do. But I’d rather fight alongside my friends, than some coward who runs at the first signs of trouble.” She laid a warm hand on the other woman’s shoulder. “A friend like you.”
 “Elise sniffed. “Same here, Julianne. I just wish…”
 Elise left her wish unsaid, but Julianne thought she knew what it was because she had the same one. Dear Lord, please let us live through tonight. Unharmed and protected.
 

 
  Chapter 19 - Max
 
 

 Max stood on the wall like a sentinel, his keen gaze taking in every detail around him. A quick glance at his watch told him it was half past four in the afternoon. The sun had begun its descent toward the earth, its light washing the veldt in hues of yellow and gold. “Not long now.”
 As if in answer to his words, a smudge of dust appeared on the horizon. With each second that passed, it grew in size and deepened in color. The horde was approaching.
 “Is it them?” he asked Michael who stood next to him.
 “It’s them.”
 Earlier that day, Michael had gone on a solo reconnaissance of the area and the roads leading up to it. The news he brought back was sobering. Ke Tau had gathered a massive swarm of infected, and two of his men on dirt bikes were leading them straight to the main gates.
 “Just like last time,” Max said.
 “This time, though, they’ll follow up the attack themselves, and they'll be armed with guns,” Michael said.
 “We’re ready for them.” Max lifted his hand and waved at the people assembled on the wall around him. The signal was taken up and passed around until everybody stood to arms at their posts. A tense silence fell.
 The cloud of dust moved closer by the minute, drawing inexorably nearer. It was rust red and reminded Max of dried blood. A nervous tremor shivered through his right hand, and he clenched it into a fist. Not for the first time did he wish Breytenbach was there to advise him. But he's not, and it's up to us to defend ourselves.
 The radio at his side crackled, and he started. “Max, come in. Max.”
 He raised the mic to his lips and pressed the button. “Liezel? What is it?”
 “Four vehicles are approaching the gates ahead of the horde.”
 “Four?” He exchanged a perplexed look with Michael.
 “That’s right.”
 “Can you make out who they are?”
 “Hold on.”
 Max lowered the radio. “It can’t be Ke Tau. He wouldn’t be ahead of the infected, would he? I mean, he’d be trapped between them and the fence.”
 “It doesn’t make sense,” Michael agreed.
 “Unless…” A bright spark of hope flared in Max’s breast.
 “Unless what?”
 Liezel’s voice came on again, pitched high with excitement. “It’s one of ours in the front. It’s Breytenbach!”
 “Really?” Max craned his head toward the far outer gates. As yet, he could see nothing but prayed Liezel was right.
 “She said four vehicles, right? Breytenbach only had two,” Michael pointed out.
 “I know.” Max considered this. “We’d better be on our guard. This could be a trap.”
 “Right.” Michael turned and whispered instructions to Peter and Thembiso. They each shot in a different direction as they spread the latest news and orders to everyone assembled.
 Together they watched and waited. At last, Max spotted movement. “There.”
 “I see,” Michael replied.
 A convoy of vehicles emerged from the tree line and sped toward the barriers blocking the gates. They braked in a flurry of dust as their wheels kicked up sand, and figures emerged from the opening doors. “Can you see anyone? Breytenbach? Kirstin?”
 “No,” Michael replied.
 “Shit,” Max swore while he suppressed his irritation with the man. One minute he can see in the dark, now he can’t make out one lousy person’s face.
 Max longed for a pair of binoculars as he watched the figures drag the spiked contraption out of the way before unlatching the gates. Behind them, the first straggling line of undead appeared from the brush. “They’re not going to make it.”
 Nervous tension coiled in Max’s breast as he watched the growing spectacle playing out in front of him. Two of the figures dragged apart the barred gates, while two more shot at the approaching infected. Hurry, hurry, hurry!
 The last vehicle in line was swallowed up by the horde. Like ants over a pile of sugar, the infected covered it with their squirming bodies. The third truck suffered a likewise fate, and Max chewed on the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. Meanwhile, the people outside the cars ran back to their doors and jumped inside with seconds to spare.
 They raced through the entrance of the camp. To Max’s relief, the two swamped cars made it out as well, shedding their layer of decomposed bodies like an old skin. It was too late to close the gates or the barrier, however, and he considered the outside area lost. Not that he'd expected the fence or moat to hold them off for long anyway. 
 Max looked around him, mentally ticking off each person he came to. Because of their lack of numbers, he’d been forced to abandon the outer fences and concentrate on the inner walls, a decision he hoped wasn’t a mistake. Still, he knew he could count on each and everyone assembled. They were family, and family stood together.
 He motioned to Abraham and Phillip. “Get ready to open.”
 They nodded.
 He looked at Michael. “If it’s not them, shoot.”
 “Will do.”
 He looked around. “Everybody ready?”
 Yells of assent rose.
 We’re ready.
 The four vehicles raced up, and he held his breath as he waited. His eyes searched for Kirstin’s. Then he spotted her familiar blonde head, and his knees threatened to buckle. “It’s them, open up!”
 The bars were flung aside, and the weighted metal sheets pushed open. Breytenbach and the mystery trucks pulled inside with a flourish. The dead followed them in a straight line up the road, their faces decayed and contorted. A low hum of groans rose from their unified throats.
 “Close it now, hurry!” Max shouted at the ground unit even as he bounded down the ladder. He flung himself onto the left half of the gate and helped Abraham push the monstrosity shut with a clang. Together, they lifted the bars and slid it across.
 With their defenses intact once more, Max allowed himself a brief second to relax. Behind him, the first zombies reached the walls and began clamoring to get inside. He ignored them and searched for his beloved. There.
 “Kirstin!” He bounded forward and swooped her up in a crushing hold. His arms circled her waist as he lifted her slender body off the ground and spun her around in a circle.
 “Max.” Her lips found his, and they kissed until their surroundings faded away to nothing. Nothing existed but them and their embrace.
 “Where have you been? I’ve been so worried,” he murmured. “I’m never letting you go again, ever.”
 “And I you.”
 He kissed her once more, but she chuckled and pulled away. “You might want to put me down, Max. Old friends have come to see you.”
 “I don’t care.” He nuzzled her neck with his nose and breathed in her familiar scent.
 “You will once you see who it is.” She pushed him away with a firm nudge and turned toward the convoy of vehicles.
 Max’s gaze slid over them and came to rest on a familiar Land Rover, old and rusty but trustworthy. His brows lifted in amazement. “Logan?”
 Long legs clad in muddy boots and jeans slid from the driver’s side followed by a lean torso topped by broad shoulders and messy dark hair. Piercing grey eyes found him and lightened with instant joy. “Max!”
 “Logan, you son of a...where’ve you been? I’ve been worried sick.” Max leaped forward and grabbed his friend, enfolding him in a big bear hug.
 Logan laughed. “Come on. You always knew I’d be back, didn’t you?”
 “I’m surprised some zombie didn’t eat your skinny ass,” was Max’s acerbic comeback.
 “Nah, I’m too tough and gamey.” Logan clapped him on the back. “Anyway, I’ve got a surprise for you.”
 “Another one?” Max frowned as he looked in the direction Logan pointed.
 When he spotted Martin’s face, his jaw hit the floor. “Martin? It can’t be.”
 Martin grinned. “The one and only.”
 They clasped hands and hugged with much guffawing and exclamation until Breytenbach interrupted. “Hate to break up this happy reunion, but we’ve got an undead problem outside our gates.”
 Max sobered immediately. “You’re right. We’ve got a fight on our hands. Ke Tau is attacking tonight.”
 From the walls, battle cries sounded as the defenders stabbed at the encroaching undead with long spears. Max spotted both Abraham and Philip up there, along with Lisa, Mpho, Elise, and a few others under the leadership of Michael. Joseph and a couple of helpers were running down the sides, picking off those dead that seemed intent on encircling the camp.
 “Seems we arrived just in time, little brother,” Martin said, using Max’s old nickname with easy familiarity. “Do you need guns?”
 “We do.”
 “I’ve got a small cache stashed in the back of my truck.” Martin led the way and opened up a metal trunk containing several shotguns, R4’s, 9mm’s, AK47’s, and even a few grenades.
 Max allowed himself a satisfied smile and pocketed several of the explosives along with a few extra cartridges for his R4. “Just what we need to get rid of these fuckers hounding our doorstep.”
 Martin turned to a younger man at his side. “Josh, see to it that everybody is armed according to his or her expertise, okay?”
 Josh nodded. “I’ll still get to fight, won’t I?”
 Max laughed. With Martin and Logan at his side, he felt invincible. “There’s plenty to go around, trust me.”
 A few others hovered in a semi-circle, and Martin introduced them as Jed, Donya, and Caleb. “They’re all good fighters.”
 “Good to know.” Max spotted another girl hiding behind Logan. She had the most striking blue eyes he’d ever seen, and he paused. “Hello there. Who are you?”
 “Nadia,” she replied with a touch of defiance in her voice, almost as if she expected him to distrust her on sight. Weird.
 “Nadia’s a friend,” Logan said, one hand going to the girl’s shoulder.
 Interesting. I’d like to hear more of this friendship later, Max thought. He clapped his hands together. “Right, let’s go.”
 He marched toward the wall but paused when he saw Ronnie and Lenka helping an injured Mike from the truck. The Irishman's face was covered in bandages stained yellow with disinfectant. His right arm was likewise wrapped and held in a sling. One foot hovered in the air, shoeless, while patches of his skin were red and raw. 
 Max turned to Breytenbach. “What happened? Is Mike okay?”
 “He’ll live,” Breytenbach replied in a strained voice. “We had a spot of trouble in town, that’s all.”
 Kirstin appeared at Max’s elbow and whispered in his ear. “The Captain is ill. He needs to go to the infirmary with Mike. Make sure he does.” 
 With those cryptic words, she pecked him on the cheek and ran up the ladder towards the tower with her sniper rifle slung across her back. “What? How come I have to do it?” 
 He looked at Breytenbach more carefully, and alarm filled him. The Captain stood with his arm around a tearful Julianne, leaning on her. That in itself was unusual. His face was pale, and his lips tinged with blue. “Captain, why don’t you and Julianne take Mike to the infirmary? We can handle things from here.”
 Breytenbach shot him a sharp glance. “Don’t patronize me.”
 Julianne tugged at his sleeve. “Christo, please. You’re not well. I just got you back, and I won't lose you again.”
 Breytenbach hesitated then drew himself upright even while he swayed like a reed in the wind. “No, I can fight.”
 Max decided a more forceful approach was needed. “Captain, you’re of no use to anyone in this condition. You’ll only be a liability. Go.”
 Breytenbach blanched, but after a second, he lifted his chin and said, “Ronnie, Lenka, stay here. We’ll take Mike to the clinic.”
 “All right, Captain.” Ronnie saluted smartly before hurrying to the wall to join in the pitched battle raging along its length. Lenka followed more slowly, and only after a respectful bow to his leader.
 Breytenbach propped the suffering Mike up with one shoulder while Julianne took the other side. “Call me if you need me, Max. I’m not over the hill yet.”
 “Of course,” Max replied then watched as the trio walked off. Once they were gone, he sighed with relief. “Thank, God, he listened.”
 Logan jabbed him with an elbow. “Breytenbach and your Mom? That’s new.”
 “We’ve got lots to talk about,” Max agreed.
 “You have no idea.”
 “Later, guys. Right now, we have a job to do,” Jed reminded them.
 “You heard the man.” Martin grinned. “Let’s go to war, little brother.”
 Max and his group threw themselves into the fray with abandon. Eschewing the cumbersome spears, they used their guns to take out the zombies threatening their survival.
 Each volley of shots dropped a number of the undead, a testament to the marksmanship of Martin’s group. Not to mention Logan. He’s always been an excellent shot.
 Gradually the swarm of undead thinned with more dropping away by the second. Cries of triumph rose along the wall, and Max allowed himself to share a grin with Logan and Martin. “Good times, hey?”
 “So where’s this Ke Tau that Breytenbach told us so much about?” Logan asked during a lull.
 “Yeah, you can’t tell me this is all he’s got,” Martin added.
 “I’m expecting the snake to show his hand any moment now. He’s bound to, I mean,” Max replied.
 Max was proven right mere minutes later when a squad of off-road bikes wheeled onto the grounds. Each motorcycle carried a passenger armed with an automatic rifle of some sort and let rip at the walls as they flew past.
 People fell to the floor as bullets peppered their surroundings. A pained cry alerted Max, and he twisted his head to see Nombali crouched on her knees with blood pumping from her shoulder.
 “Peter, Thembiso,” he cried. “Get her to the infirmary now. The rest of you stay down.”
 He ducked beneath another hail of bullets and reached for the radio at his side. Martin shot him a confused look. “What’s that going to help?”
 Max grinned. “Kirstin. Can you take care of our little problem for us?”
 The radio crackled, and Kirstin's smooth voice replied. “If I must.”
 Moments later, a rifle report cracked, and a biker cartwheeled through the air to crash land spectacularly. “What the hell was that?”
 “That,” Max replied as another rider was blown clean off his ride, “is my girlfriend.”
 Martin whistled. “You’d better hold onto her tight, or someone just might steal her.”
 Max’s face took on a funny look as a thought occurred to him. “You know what? You’re right.”
 When the last bike saw its early demise, Max clicked on the radio again. “Kirstin?”
 “Yes?”
 “Will you marry me?”
 Silence fell, and everybody around Max craned their heads to hear her reply.
 “Ja,” came the simple reply in her native tongue.
 “Yes,” Max crowed, fist-bumping Logan. “It’s a yes!”
 People cheered as he raised the mic to his lips and said in a dignified voice, “I'm honored you accepted my proposal.”
 She sighed audibly over the radio. “We have company, Max.”
 “Oh, yeah. Right.” He placed the radio on his belt and turned back toward the fight. This time, it was trucks with homemade armor. He pulled a grenade out of his pocket. “Up for some fireworks?”
 Martin grinned. “Thought you’d never ask.”
  
 

 

 
  Chapter 20 - Michael
 
 While Max met with Breytenbach and the strangers, Michael got himself ready for the onslaught of the undead. Like a herd of cows, they followed after the vehicles, drawn by the noise and movement that lured them forward.
 They crashed against the walls in a tidal wave of rotting flesh, their stink rising above them to fill the nostrils of the defenders. They reached upward with searching hands, and their fingers scratched at the barrier until the meat fell off the bone. The sound rising from their mouths was like the humming of a beehive. It vibrated through Michael’s skull until his jaw ached.
 “Right, all together now,” he shouted to those around them. “Quick and easy. Don’t get pulled over.”
 He jabbed downward with his spear and slid the point into the eye socket of the nearest infected. It stiffened and fell to its feet to disappear into the roiling mess of bodies. Pulling back his arm, he repeated the maneuver over and over.
 Mpho stood next to him, and her cry of triumph when she killed one, warmed his heart. Despite his protestations, she’d insisted on fighting today, and he felt proud to have her next to him.
 Not far off, Elise was dealing out death and destruction on a scale he’d never have thought possible from the middle-aged mother. She was a lot tougher than he’d given her credit for. She caught his look and flashed him a smile. “Like fish in a barrel.”
 “Indeed.”
 He lost himself in the rhythm of killing and scarcely noticed when Kirstin came flying past to scale the steps of the tower. A minute later, Abe descended and joined him with a spear in hand.
 “And now?” Michael asked. “Aren’t you one of our marksmen?”
 “Was,” Abe replied with a rueful shrug. “Kirstin kicked me out. She kept Liezel, though.”
 Michael snorted. “Women. Always trouble.”
 “Hey,” Mpho cried in mock protest.
 “Okay, fine. Some women.”
 Minutes later, they were joined on the wall by Max and the newcomers, none of whom Michael knew. They were armed to the teeth and eager to fight, though, and that’s all he cared about.
 The till-then sporadic gunfire grew until the sound rolled across the clearing and even cloaked the sounds of the infected. Heads exploded, and bodies jerked as the bullets cut them down. One by one, they dropped to the ground to form a carpet of writhing corpses. Most dead, but some still clinging to unholy life.
 Mpho tugged at his sleeve. “We must watch for Ke Tau. He will attack soon. The dead are just the beginning.”
 “I know.” Michael straightened up and brushed the sweat from his brow.
 As if to bear out the truth of her words, a squad of dirt bikes raced through the open outer gates. Each rider wore full gear and carried a passenger armed with an automatic rifle. They blasted past the people on the walls and let off a volley of shots. 
 People hit the decks, and someone screamed, though Michael couldn't make out who. Exposed and vulnerable, the people of the camp were sitting ducks. Until Kirstin and Liezel opened fire, that is. With perfect precision, they picked off the riders until they were all down. 
 Ke Tau wasn't done yet, however, and sent a convoy of vehicles in next. They raced past the camp kicking up clouds of dust as their wheels spun out clods of grass. More gunfire came their way, and once more people ducked. Sniper fire was less effective against the drivers in their armored vehicles, and for a moment, things looked bleak. 
 Max had an ace up his sleeve, though, and the first grenade took out two trucks. Explosions rang through the air, the vibrations running through the ground and up the walls to shake the foundations. 
 Screams rang out, and the remaining undead were only too eager to descend on the wounded attackers stuck in their broken vehicles. Michael nodded with satisfaction and waited for the next attack to come.
 Something bothered him, though. The attacks, while attention-worthy, lacked any hint of cunning. More than that, they were missing a particular scar-faced warrior. Where is he, and what's he up to? 
 “Mpho, do you think this is it?”
 She shook her head. “No, I don’t. This isn’t like Ke Tau. He always tries to get inside. He rarely attacks from the front.”
 If I was Ke Tau, what would I do?
 He blocked out the noise around him and the frantic movements of the men and women fighting for their homes. The sun now hovered above the edge of the earth, its last light illuminating the struggle occurring beneath its rays. A chill breeze stirred the hair on his head and cooled the fire of combat burning within him. His mind cleared.
 He always tries to get inside. A flash of insight hit him, and he ran along the wall toward the other side of camp. A diversion. I’d create a diversion then attack where least expected.
 “Mpho, Lisa, Abe, follow me,” he cried to those nearest him. His feet carried him along the side of camp and toward the back where the place was most exposed. They ran past more incoming attacks, repelled by Max, Logan, Martin, and their team. Ronnie and Lenka likewise were dealing out death on an impressive scale to both the dead and the living alike.
 The further away he ran, the quieter it grew until it felt like a world removed. The shouting, explosions, and gunfire grew distant, becoming pure background noise. The walls here were deserted, with only Ben and Sean stationed at the back. Ke Tau's diversion had done the trick, drawing all the others to the front.
 Michael spotted the figures of Ben and Sean and hoped he was in time. But even as he ran, a dark head appeared above the wall by Ben’s feet followed by two hands and arms clambering over the edge. “Ben, watch out!”
 Michael waved his arms, but Ben just stared at him with a perplexed frown. The head and torso of a man emerged behind him and rose to its feet on long legs. White teeth set in coppery skin grinned at Michael over Ben’s shoulder. Carlito.
 “Behind you, Ben. Behind you,” Michael screamed at the top of his lungs. His legs pumped, but it felt to him like he moved in slow motion.
 Comprehension dawned on Ben’s face, and he began to turn. Carlito slid his foot long blade into Ben’s chest with one swift motion. It went in as smoothly as a hot knife through butter, and the point pierced the older man’s heart. Instant death followed as the organ ceased to beat, and warm blood spilled from Ben’s lips.
 Carlito flung him aside like a rag doll and backhanded the stuttering Sean with such force that the boy flew off the wall. He landed with a hollow thud inside the compound where he lay unmoving with his limbs splayed in doll-like fashion.
 Rage bubbled up inside Michael, and he threw himself at Carlito. “Today, you die!”
 “We shall see.”
 Michael thrust his spear at Carlito’s abdomen, but the man stepped aside with effortless grace. He evaded two more stabs with equal ease before swiping sideways with his weapon. The point raked across Michael’s stomach and drew blood. A backhanded thrust cut across his bicep and another blow nearly impaled him through the neck.
 Hurt and bleeding, Michael lashed out with his foot and caught Carlito a glancing blow on the knee. The man was as swift as a snake, though, and stabbed downward into Michael’s thigh. The blade left a deep cut along the inner flesh, and more blood spattered on the ground.
 Michael staggered back, and the two paused to consider each other. Behind Michael, Mpho gasped when she saw who it was. Carlito laughed when he recognized her. “There you are, my sweet little dove. Come to greet me, have you?”
 “Drop dead, Carlito,” she said.
 “Not today, my love. Tonight, you’ll warm my bed again, and I shall have my fill of you. Tomorrow...tomorrow I’ll feed you to the zombies.”
 Carlito’s words cut through the anger clouding Michael’s mind and brought about a clear state of mind. The man was quick and strong. Clever too. He was a tough opponent to beat, but not impossible.
 “The only bed she’ll be warming tonight is mine,” Michael taunted. “You couldn’t please a real woman if you tried.”
 Carlito’s face flushed with angry blood. “We’ll see.”
 Mpho caught on and added. “It’s true. I’ve seen the size of your little worm, Carlito, and it’s nothing to be proud of.”
 “You bitch,” Carlito growled.
 Michael chuckled. “See? You could never satisfy her as I do.”
 Lost in rage, Carlito stepped forward and thrust at Michael’s head. It was an ambitious move, one which left his side exposed. Michael ducked and pushed the point of his spear between Carlito’s ribs angled upward. The long weapon sank to the hilt, and crimson blood spurted from the wound.
 Fixed in place, Carlito hung until his eyes glazed over and a thin stream of spit drooled from his lips. A long exhale was followed by silence as he slackened into death.
 With a flip of his hand, Michael tossed the corpse over the side where two zombies shuffled past. They descended on the still warm body like locusts, ripping apart the bloody flesh with relish.
 Mpho hurried to his side. “You’re hurt.”
 He shook his head. “I’m fine.”
 Further along the wall, more of Ke Tau’s men had breached the camp and were now inside. One was down with a bullet hole in his gut. Abe was engaged in a scuffle with another, while Lisa streaked across the grounds after a fleeing figure. Elise crouched over the body of Ben while Sean lay motionless on the ground.
 Michael grabbed Mpho by the arm. “Go back and get reinforcements. They’re inside the grounds. Tell Max.”
 “What about you?” She reached for him. “I don’t want to leave you.”
 “I’ll be okay, now go.”
 “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I won’t go.”
 He paused for a single breath and looked at her. With tender fingers, he gripped her chin and placed a kiss upon her lips. She was startled into silence and gazed at him with wide eyes. “Mpho, I need you to do as I say, for all our sakes. For the women and children down there, for our freedom, for us. Do you understand?”
 She didn’t answer.
 He stepped closer. “Do you understand?”
 She nodded. “Yes.”
 “I will see you soon, I promise.”
 “I will hold you to that,” she replied before slipping away.
 He watched her go with relief then turned around. Two men were in the process of climbing over the wall, and he gutted the first with his spear. The point went into the man’s open mouth and down his gullet. He fell away with a garbled scream, taking the spear with him. The second he shot with his handgun, pulling it out in one smooth motion.
 A quick glance up and down the wall showed no more of Ke Tau’s men. Their window of opportunity was closing in any case as more undead leached away from the front gates and moved around the camp.
 He dropped down and hurried toward Elise. She sat huddled over Ben and held his hand while she crooned. “Oh, Ben. Why you? You can’t be dead. You can’t be.”
 Michael pried her away from the body and turned her to face him. “Elise, listen to me. Ben is gone. I know he was your friend, but he’s dead.”
 “I know,” she sobbed, her eyes red and watery.
 “But Sean isn’t dead, and he needs your help. Got it?”
 Her brow furrowed. “Sean?”
 “Yes, Sean. Erica’s husband. Henriette’s father. He’s lying over there, and he’s hurt. He needs your help.”
 Her face cleared, and she straightened her shoulders. “Of course. I’ll do my best.”
 He grunted with satisfaction. “Good. Can I leave you here with him? Will you be okay?”
 “Yes, yes,” she replied with brisk decisiveness. “I’ll be fine. Now go.”
 Satisfied that she was herself once more, Michael turned inward toward the camp. Several of Ke Tau’s men had made it inside and now posed a threat to everyone there.
 Warm blood trickled from his various wounds, but the worst was the cut in his thigh. He tore a strip of cloth from his shirt and tied it around with quick jerks to form a bandage. Next, he gripped his gun with his right and his knife with his left. Time to go hunting.
 

 
  Chapter 21 - Lisa
 
 Lisa lost herself up on the wall. With a spear in her hand and an enemy in front of her, she lost all the fears, insecurities, anger, and discontent that made up her ordinary life. No longer was she Lisa, the victim, or Lisa, the raped girl, or even Lisa, the tough girl. She was just her, and nothing else mattered.
 One by one, the undead fell beneath her spear. The weeks of hard work and training now paid off as her body turned into a killing machine. The cold breeze swirled around her face and lifted tendrils of red hair off her face to blow around like strands of blood. It matched the crimson spatters that covered her skin.
 When Ke Tau's men came, she fell to her knees and whipped out her handgun. She fired off one systematic shot after the other until the gun clicked on empty.
 A man she didn't know, shouted at her from within the grounds and tossed up a fresh clip. She tossed him a grin and a quick salute before turning back to the fight. She went through two more clips that way.
 At some point, she heard Michael call for help. She trusted his judgment so followed him and Mpho without question. Together with Abe and Elise, they ran toward the back, and there Michael's suspicions turned out to be true.
 Stuck behind him and Mpho, Lisa watched in horror as a man crawled onto the wall and killed Ben. Ben, who’d always been kind and fair to her, Ben, who’d treated her like an equal and not a glass doll about to shatter. I’m sorry, Ben.
 She watched as Sean was flung aside like a rag doll and also when Michael challenged the man he called Carlito. That clicked a few things into place for her. Carlito was one of the men who’d tortured Lonny and tried to raped Ruby. Wherever Carlito was, Ke Tau was sure to be nearby. Hiran too.
 Two more men made it over the wall while Carlito and Michael fought, and she prepared to go after them. Before she could do that though, a distraught Elise pushed past her and ran toward Ben’s body.
 Lisa cursed underneath her breath as her gaze jumped between the vulnerable Elise and the two men. She pulled out her gun and aimed at the nearest, a middle-aged man with greying hair and a paunch. She punched a bullet right through his gut. His companion ducked at the sound of the shot before sprinting deeper into camp. She caught a brief glimpse of his scarred face and blind eye. Ke Tau.
 More of Ke Tau’s men crawled over the wall, and one went after the unseeing Elise with a knife. Lisa was spared from going to her rescue when Abe ran up and jumped him. With Michael still engaged with Carlito, Lisa made her decision.
 She swung her body off the wall and hit the dirt with both feet running. With her gun held at the ready, she headed in the direction the gang leader had run. Fleeting glimpses of his dark hair and slender body teased her as they weaved through the buildings, and she strived to close the gap.
 Then...he just disappeared.
 Lisa stumbled to a halt, and her chest heaved as her lungs sought oxygen. Her breathing sounded loud in the still air, and the light was rapidly fading as the sun bid the day farewell.
 Lisa turned in a circle, ears pricked for the slightest sound. There it was. A whisper of pebbles shifting on the sand. She turned but saw nothing. Again the merest hint of noise. A faint crackle. She whirled. Still nothing.
 Suddenly, an arm closed around her throat from behind, and a knife’s cold edge pricked her tender skin. “Are you looking for me?”
 Lisa gasped, and icy terror flooded her veins. Her muscles froze in place as the blade pressed deeper into her neck, cutting the soft flesh with its razor sharpness. A lean body as hard as iron pressed against hers, and a musty scent washed over her nostrils. The stink of sweat, tobacco, and old blood.
 “Who...who are you?” she managed to ask.
 A low chuckle was followed by a sharp pain as he flicked the knife against her earlobe. “I think you know.”
 “I don’t know you.”
 Another low laugh followed by a second cut to her cheek, this one much deeper. “Don’t lie to me. I hate liars. Tell me who I am.”
 “Ke Tau,” she answered with a wince of pain.
 “That’s better. Tell me what’s your name?”
 “Lisa.”
 “Now Lisa, we’re going to play a game. If you play along, I’ll spare your life. I might even let you keep your pretty face. How’s that?”
 Lisa swallowed at the menace in his voice and cast her eyes around for anyone who could help her. There was no one, however. They were all too busy defending the walls. She decided to play for time. “Go on.” 
 “If you don’t play along, I’ll take you to a quiet corner, cut your tongue out so you can’t scream, and then I’ll take you apart like a ragdoll at the seams. First your fingers, then your toes, then your lips and ears.”
 Lisa squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a breath. The sun winked in a final flash of brilliant light before vanishing altogether. Now the darkness held sway. This can’t be happening. No, no, no.
 “Your eyes will go last, but only so you can watch every single thing I do to you. And there are lots more I can do.” As if to emphasize his words, he licked the side of her face. “Mmm, you taste good. Maybe, I'll keep you. Would you like that?”
 She shuddered.
 He chuckled at her reaction. “Do you understand now what happens if you refuse to play?”
 “I understand.”
 “Good. Here’s what we do. I’m going to pretend you didn’t kill two of my men the other day and steal away with Michael and my playthings. Then you’re going to pretend I’m a good guy and take me to where your women and children are hiding.”
 “What? No!”
 He sighed. “You disappoint me, Lisa. Trust me when I say you don’t want to disappoint me.”
 “I won’t show you, no matter what you do to me.”
 “Why not?” he asked. “I won’t hurt them, I swear. I just want some leverage.”
 “Leverage?”
 “Don’t you understand, you stupid woman? Your people have won. I lost. If I want to get out of here, I’ll need something to bargain with.”
 “Hostages.”
 “Precisely.” He pressed the knife against her neck, right where the artery throbbed in time to the beat of her heart. “So tell me where the women and children are before I cut your pretty throat wide open and let you bleed out like a stuck pig.”
 Lisa thought of doing as he said and imagined him getting his hands on little Megan and Anne. Mark and Jenny. The babies. Then she thought of him killing her, even torturing her. She looked up at the stars, a thick carpet of silver lights that twinkled beside their proud mama, the moon. Death wouldn't be so bad. Maybe I could become a star, who knows. “No.”
 “What?”
 “I said no.”
 “You’re willing to die for them?”
 “I am.”
 He made a disgusted noise in the back of his throat. “Fine. I’ve wasted enough time on you already.”
 His arms tightened as he prepared to drag the blade across her neck, and Lisa closed her eyes. This is it. 
 Suddenly, Ke Tau stiffened. A garbled cry escaped his lips, and he leaned on her with all his weight as his knees buckled. Acting on instinct, Lisa folded her legs while simultaneously shoving his arms up. She slipped out of his hold and staggered away before turning to watch him.
 Ke Tau stared at her while his mouth worked soundlessly. He dropped his knife onto the ground and reached up as if to swat a fly on his back. Then he collapsed face first onto the dust.
 Behind him stood a figure, short and slender, with wide eyes and ghostly white skin. Lisa blinked and wondered for a moment if she was facing a ghost. Am I dead? Did Ke Tau kill me?
 The figure stepped forward, and a glimmer of moonlight fell across her face. It was a familiar face, one now wide-eyed with shock and horror.
 “Ruby?” Lisa said. “Is that you?”
 “It’s me.”
 Lisa looked from Ke Tau’s body to the girl and noticed the hatchet buried in his back. The handle stuck up into the air with the head lodged between his shoulder blades. “You killed him.”
 Ruby nodded, and a tremor tore through her body. “I did it for Lonny.”
 “Oh, sweetie. Come here.” Lisa opened her arms as Ruby began to cry. “It’s okay. You did the right thing.”
 Ruby pressed her face to Lisa’s shoulder. “He was going to kill you.”
 “Yes, he was.” Lisa smoothed a hand over Ruby’s soft hair.
 “He would’ve killed us too if he found us,” she mumbled.
 “He would’ve, yes.”
 “He was a bad man.”
 “An evil man,” Lisa agreed, though her heart ached for Ruby. It was not easy to kill a human being, no matter how cruel or brutal.
 She continued to hold Ruby while leading her away from the body and back to the schoolroom. There she found a worried-looking Michelle, Tumi, and Erica.
 “Ruby insisted on leaving,” Michelle said. “She wouldn’t listen to me at all.”
 “She kept saying someone needed her, over and over again,” Erica said.
 “Very strange,” Tumi agreed.
 “Well, she’s safe now, and she was right about one thing. Someone did need her.”
 Lisa cupped Ruby’s face in her palms. “Will you be all right here for a while? I need to help out on the wall, but I’ll be back soon.”
 Ruby managed a shaky smile. “I’ll be okay.”
 “Good. I’ll see you soon then. Lock behind me, it's dangerous out there.”
 “Will do.”
 As Lisa turned to leave, Ruby touched her hand. “Oh, and Lisa?”
 “Yeah?”
 “I’m not sorry I did it.”
 Lisa left the warmth of the schoolroom and stepped outside only to bump into a hulking shape. She gasped, and her hand flew to her side for her gun. A hand gripped hers, and a voice soothed her fears. 
 “Relax, Lisa, it’s only me.”
 “Michael?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Where did you come from?”
 “I’ve been searching the grounds, checking on everyone and flushing out rats.”
 “Rats?”
 His teeth gleamed in a smile. “Ke Tau’s men, the ones who got in.”
 “Did you get them all?” she asked as he directed her toward the main gate.
 “I think so, but a last thorough sweep would be best.”
 “Good idea. I guess Carlito bit the dust then?”
 “He did.” Michael walked for a few steps in silence. “I see someone did for Ke Tau. Was it you?”
 “No, not me.” She shook her head in amazement. “It was Ruby.”
 “Ruby?” He stopped in shocked surprise then burst out laughing. “Now isn’t that what I call poetic justice?”
 “What about Hiran?”
 Michael shook his head. “I haven’t seen so much as a hair on his head. He’s clever, though. Like a fox. He’d run at the first sign of trouble.”
 “I hope he never comes back.” Lisa rubbed her arms as a sudden chill overcame her.
 “If he does, I’ll kill him.”
 The bright floodlights that lit the gates came into view, and they met a tired but exultant Max. The area was a hive of activity as people bustled around.
 “What’s going on?” Lisa asked.
 “We won, plain and simple.”
 “Yeah?” While Lisa understood what he was saying, the words didn’t feel real to her yet. Guess it’s a delayed reaction.
 “We killed all the undead, and Ke tau’s men have pulled back. Those that survived, at least.” Max grinned. “We’ll take a team tomorrow to smoke him and the last of his men out and rescue Rebecca and her people.”
 “I’d like to go with you and so would Mpho,” Michael replied.
 “Fine by me.”
 “You don’t have to worry about Ke Tau, though. His corpse is over there.”Michael jerked his head in Ke Tau’s direction.
 “You got him?” Max asked.
 “Nope. Ruby did.”
 “Ruby?” Max’s face registered the same surprise Michael’s had initially. “My God.”
 “You’re telling me.”
 Max shook his head. “Martin is out sweeping the grounds and clearing away any bodies, though we’ll stick inside until daylight. He’ll take care of it.”
 “Good,” Michael said. “What about casualties on our side?”
 Max’s face darkened. “There’s a few. They’re all in the infirmary. I’m still waiting on a final report from Jonathan.”
 Lisa sensed Max was reluctant to discuss it and was putting the issue off. She couldn’t blame him. They’d just won a significant battle. The death or injury of someone near and dear was the last thing anyone wanted to think about.
 “I’m posting a guard at the schoolroom and another at the clinic. The rest of us will sleep in the common room tonight, except for rotating four-man teams on the walls. Food and water will be distributed, but I want no one wandering about on their own in case of trouble,” Max continued.
 “I’ll get Mpho and see you at the common room,” Michael said before vanishing into the night.
 “And I’ll go check on Lonny if you don’t mind,” Lisa said. “After that, I’ll stick with Ruby. She’ll want news of her brother.”
 “Perfect. See you in the morning then,” Max replied. “Oh, and Lisa? Would you mind showing these three where the common room is? They’ve come a long way.”
 He indicated two teen girls and a slightly older guy, all of whom came in with Logan and Martin’s party. They looked battle weary, and she smiled to show her gratitude for their help in defending her home. “Sure, no problem.”
 

 
  Chapter 22 - Logan
 
 In the aftermath of the battle, Logan joined Martin as they swept the grounds for signs of either Ke Tau’s men or infected. It had been a long day, filled with excitement aplenty, but he didn’t think he could sleep and wanted to keep busy.
 They walked in silence at first, flanked on either side by Jed and Josh. With slow care, they combed both the walls and grounds, even checking inside all of the buildings, no matter how small.
 They found nothing except a few bodies, all of them from the enemy. These they dumped over the walls to be dealt with in the morning. After Michael sent Mpho to alert them to the breach, Max and several others had rushed over to stop the gap. Ke Tau’s men had fallen like dead leaves in a high wind before their assault.
 Afterward, they’d escorted a shocked Elise to the infirmary along with the injured Sean, and Ben’s body. That had saddened Logan no end. Both to say goodbye to Ben and to see Elise in such a state.
 “So Bloemfontein,” Martin said, distracting him from his morbid thoughts. “What did you guys think of that?”
 “I don’t know,” Logan admitted.
 He thought back to earlier that day. It now felt like an eternity ago instead of just a few hours. They’d broken camp and set off with the full intention of bypassing Bloemfontein if the highways proved impossible to navigate. None of them were keen on getting trapped between a quarter of a million zombies, after all.
 But instead of clogged streets filled with crashed car wrecks and undead, they encountered cleared highways with no signs of infected. Any cars had been pulled over to the side where they stood in neat rows. No zombies wandered about, and they saw several sites where mass graves had been dug. All had a cross with a biblical message on it commending the poor lost souls to the grave and the hereafter.
 More than that, they’d come across something that was meant as a safe house. The small building was both clean and supplied with food, medicine, and water. There were even blankets. A message on the wall had told them to take what they needed and leave what they didn’t while a map provided directions to a sanctuary. They left everything the way it was except the map. That they took.
 Finally, on the way out of town, they’d seen a giant billboard announcing that a safe haven was nearby and to follow the directions. It had all come as a considerable surprise to Logan who hadn’t seen anything like that before in all his travels.
 “We have to tell Max,” Martin said.
 “Of course,” Logan replied. “It’s a big deal.”
 “We should send a group there to check it out,” Josh suggested.
 “Maybe,” Martin said. “But in the meantime, we’ve got plenty to do here.”
 They finished the rest of their sweep in silence, and Logan paused to take his leave. “I’m going to the infirmary. Check you guys later.”
 He made his way there and stepped into a space bustling with activity. The air was warm and the people brisk. In the rush, he spotted Julianne’s blonde hair and blue eyes and called her closer. “Hi, Julianne. How’s Breytenbach?”
 She pulled him aside and smiled. “He’s doing all right. Jonathan gave him something for his heart, and he’s resting now.”
 “His heart?” Logan wondered if he’d heard wrong.
 “Yes, it came as quite a shock to me also. He’s been keeping it a secret all this time.” She shook her head with a sad smile.
 “I’m sorry.”
 “It’s all right. He had a rough few days which taxed his heart, but Jonathan said as long as he takes it easy from now on and looks after himself, he’ll be fine.”
 “I’m glad to hear that.”
 “Do you know what happened to him in Hennenman? And Mike? He hasn’t said much himself,” she asked.
 “Not really. I heard there was a gas explosion. Mike got the worst of it, and they were stuck there for most of the night and following day. We found them on the road on the way here and patched Mike up with what we had in the truck.”
 “Well, I’m glad.” Julianne laid a soft hand on his arm. “Jonathan said his injuries aren’t too bad, just painful.”
 “What about everyone else?”
 “Lonny is better, and Nombali’s doing fine. The bullet passed right through, and Lenka’s with her right now.”
 “Lenka?” Logan frowned. “The Lenka? Big Lenka?”
 “Oh, yes. The one and only. He’s got quite a thing for Nombali, you know.” Julianne laughed. “You’ve been gone awhile. It’ll take time to catch up.”
 “I know. You and Breytenbach, Max and Kirstin, and who’s that Michael guy? He’s quite the fighter.”
 “That he is.” Julianne shook her head, and sadness filled her eyes. “It’s too bad about Ben, though. That’s a real loss for us. And you’ve heard about Joanna?”
 Logan nodded, his mood turned somber.
 “Perhaps, it’s better. Ben never really recovered after...you know.”
 “After Angie,” Logan said. “I guess it was hard for him.”
 “It was. At least, Sean is okay, and Elise is recovering from the shock.”
 “It will take time, but we always rebuild,” he said.
 “Julianne?” a deep voice interrupted. “Who are you talking to?”
 “It’s Logan,” Julianne replied.
 “Well, bring him in.”
 Julianne led Logan behind a curtain where he found a pale but otherwise healthy-looking Breytenbach lying in bed. “How are you?”
 “I’m good. Don’t need to be here; I can tell you that,” Breytenbach said with a gruff look in Jonathan’s direction. “The doc’s just overreacting.”
 Logan chuckled. “If you say so. Do what he says anyway.”
 Julianne shook her head and sidled closer until Breytenbach pulled her down next to him on the bed. “I’ll tell you one thing, though. I don’t mind using this as an excuse to take it easy for a while. I’m tired of fighting.”
 Logan nodded. “I get that. I'm tired of running. Why don’t you let Ronnie take over from you for a bit?”
 Breytenbach nodded. “That’s not a bad idea. Besides, the team could use some fresh blood. Lisa’s a mean one. She’ll fit right in.”
 “Christo,” Julianne admonished with a pump in the ribs.
 “I mean it in the best possible way, love.” Breytenbach shot Logan a sharp look. “You seem all better. Did you find what you were looking for?”
 “In a way.” Logan laughed. “It came in the form of a rebellious teen called Nadia.”
 “Nadia?” Julianne asked with a frown.
 “Nothing like that,” Logan hastened to reassure her. “She’s just a friend. We saved each other.”
 “I see,” Julianne replied. “I’d like to meet her.”
 “I’ll bring her over as soon as I can,” he said. “But I’d better get going now. Max needs me.”
 “See you soon, Logan. It was good seeing you,” Breytenbach said.
 Logan prepared to leave, but a shrill scream froze him in place. He bounded for the exit and followed the sounds of a struggle. There, not far from the clinic, a girl struggled against a snarling figure that snapped at air.
 Zombie.
 The girl whom he now saw was Donya, had it by the throat and was barely holding it at bay. The next moment, the thing slipped from her grasp and was about to bite down on her face when Nadia barrelled in from the side. Without hesitating, she pushed her arm into its mouth.
 Logan went cold as the infected sank its teeth into her flesh and ripped a chunk right out. Blood spurted, and Nadia screamed in agony. With a yell of fury, Logan launched himself at the zombie with his bare hands extended.
 He ripped the thing away from Nadia and threw it to the ground. With one swift move, he pulled his rifle from his back and shot it through the head. With its brains splattered all over the field, he looked at it.
 It was a fresh corpse with a bullet wound to the chest that had bled a lot and bite mark on the shoulder. One of Ke Tau's. Bitten before he got shot.
 Dismissing the zombie, he turned toward the bleeding Nadia and gathered her into his arms.“I need a doctor right now!”
 Jonathan rushed over, followed by Dr. Lange, and he quickly assessed the bite wound. He looked up at Logan with resignation. “I can make her as comfortable as possible, but you know what this means. She’s infected, and in time, she’ll turn.”
 Logan shook his head. “She won’t turn.”
 “I understand how you feel, but she’s infected.”
 “She’s a carrier,” Logan burst out. “She was infected months ago already. The virus can’t kill her.”
 Jonathan stared at him. “You’re sure of this?”
 “She carries the bite mark on her shoulder.”
 “I see. That changes things, but we’ll still have to take precautions.”
 “Yes, yes, just help her all right?” Logan pointed a finger at him. “If you hurt her, I’ll kill you.”
 Dr. Lange cleared his throat. “If what you say is true, then this girl is the most precious being in the world right now. I’ll personally make sure no harm comes to her.”
 Logan nodded after a long moment, somewhat mollified by his assurances. Then he looked down at Nadia. “How are you feeling, sunshine?”
 “Like shit,” she said with a tremulous smile.
 “We’re taking her now, Logan. We need to stitch her up before she loses too much blood.”
 Nadia reached out with her good hand. “Stay.”
 “Don’t worry; I’ll be right here. I won’t leave.” He winked. “I made a promise, remember?”
 “I remember.”
 They wheeled her away, and he sank down on the nearest chair to keep his promise. “Don’t worry. I’ll be here when you wake up.”
 

 
  Epilogue - Nadia
 
 Nadia woke up in a bed with crisp, clean sheets that smelled of lemon and disinfectant. Her muscles felt languid, and her eyes were gummy from too much sleep. She blinked and focused on the three faces hovering next to her bed. Logan, Donya, and Caleb.
 She smiled. “Hiya, guys.”
 All three jumped to attention, but Logan commanded her bedside. “How are you feeling today, sunshine?”
 “I’m good.” She blinked a few more times as her memories of the past few days flooded back. “Aw, man. I got bit again, didn’t I?”
 “Yes, you did, and it was a very stu…” Logan glanced at Donya, “heroic thing you did.”
 “Yes, I wanted to thank you for saving my life, Nadia. I owe you one, and I’m sorry for all the things I said before,” Donya said while looking ashamed.
 “It’s okay. You had reason to be mad.”
 Logan rolled his eyes but refrained from commenting.
 “I hope we can be friends.”
 “Besties,” Nadia said, ignoring Logan’s snort of disgust. “Did you find your family?”
 Donya shook her head. “They’re gone. Martin took me yesterday, but I couldn't find them.”
 “I’m sorry.” Nadia lifted her bandaged arm and winced when sharp pains shot up to her shoulder. “Am I okay? Is the arm good?”
 “He took quite a chunk out of you, but luckily it was only flesh so you’ll have full use of your arm,” Logan said. “You got a nasty infection, though.”
 “Oh, thank God.” Her head fell back onto the pillow. “So I’m still immune?”
 “Still immune.”
 “Still a carrier?” She shot Caleb a hopeful glance.
 “Sorry,” he said with an apologetic shrug.
 “Damn.”
 “Good news is, there’s a scientist here who thinks he can make a vaccine from your blood given enough time,” Donya piped up with bright optimism.
 “Really?” Nadia stared up at the ceiling as thoughts of a possible future with Caleb filled her mind. Kissing, hugging...lovemaking. Her cheeks burned at the thought, but suddenly, the world seemed a little bit brighter. “That’s wonderful.”
 “Well, time for you to rest. Doctor’s orders," Logan said with brisk impatience.
 “Wait. Can Caleb stay a little while?” she pleaded.
 “Him, really?” Logan asked with obvious hostility.
 She grinned. “Really.”
 “You know he’s not good enough for you,” Logan grumbled as he stalked out.
 “No one is,” Caleb moaned once he was gone.
 “That’s Logan for you, but tell me what happened after the fight. How long was I out?”
 “You’ve been out three days, and a lot has happened since then.”
 “Like?”
 “Well, Martin and Max cleared out the last of Ke Tau’s men in town. They’re gone, and a lot of their old captives stay here now.”
 “What else?”
 “Martin’s going home soon. So is Josh and Jed, but they plan on opening a trade route. Martin's sending consignment of food and supplies first thing as a sign of good faith.”
 “What about the Bloemfontein thing?”
 “They’re still deciding on that. Most lean towards sending an envoy there, but others are against it. Suspicious and all that.”
 “And you? What are your plans?”
 “Me?” He gave her a slow smile that caused her stomach to do handstands. “I’m staying right here with you until we have a vaccine.”
 “You mean that?”
 Caleb nodded and gripped her fingers. “You’ve got a home in me, Nadia. Forever.”
 Home. The word had a nice ring to it, and for the first time in her life, Nadia felt utterly at peace.
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 Chapter 1 - Sample
 

 I took the loaf out of the bread bin. It was moldy. Fuzzy patches of white had sprung up around the edges, intensifying to blue-green in places. I picked it off with my nails and popped three slices into the toaster. With any luck, it would taste all right, and nobody would notice. I wrapped up the rest and put it away. Only two slices left. 
 “Lexi, are you ready for school yet?” I called. Silence met my ears. “Lexi, we're gonna be late!”
 “I'm coming; I'm coming.” She flounced into the kitchen, dragging her school bag behind her like it was filled with cement. 
 Flopping down on a chair she stared at me, her expression baleful. My little sister was not a morning person. I made her a cup of tea with heaps of sugar, hoping to perk her up. At least, we still had a lot of that.
 I gave her a quick once over and sighed. Her dark brown hair curled out in all directions, the ponytail sagging beneath the weight of the thick strands. “What the hell happened to your hair? Did rats try to eat it? What will your teachers think?” 
 “What does it matter? I'm like the only one there.” She crossed her arms and pouted, bottom lip stuck out as far as it could go.
 “That's not true. There are still lots of kids in school.”
 “Is not. Even Jenny's mom is letting her stay at home now.”
 “Who's Jenny?”
 She looked at me with disdain. “Jenny's my BFF.”
 I snorted. BFF, indeed. Kids. “Well, you heard what Dad said, Lexi. You're going to school.”
 She stuck her tongue out before slumping forward onto her arms. I knew how she felt. I also hated school as a kid. Now I hated work. Same thing, different day.
 The bread popped out of the toaster, and I grabbed the margarine tub. Crap. It's empty. I scraped the last bit out and stretched it over a slice. Putting it on a plate, I handed it to Lexi. “Eat up. We're leaving in five minutes.”
 She eyed the single slice of toast but didn't complain. “Where's yours?” 
 “I've got my own, don't worry.” I picked up the second slice and waved it at her then crammed it into my mouth, swallowing the dry mush with a sip of tea.
 “Do I get lunch today?” Her face was hopeful, and my heart clenched as I studied her pale face and dull eyes, the ordinarily creamy skin like curdled milk.
 I tried hard to stretch our meager supplies and when possible gave her extra, but she was always hungry. We all were. It made me feel helpless. Reaching into the cupboard above me, I popped out three multivitamins and handed her one. It was one of the few perks my job provided.
 “Sorry, sweet pea. Not today. But I'll see if I can buy more food after work, okay?” She nodded and ate the last of her toast, swallowing the pill with a grimace. I copied her, worry consuming my mind.
  The shops were running dry. Food deliveries had slowed, and prices had soared to astronomical heights. Never rich to begin with, we now struggled to put food on the table. 
 My dad walked into the kitchen, “Morning, kids.”
 “I'm not a kid anymore,” Lexi complained. “I'm ten years old.” She held up both hands for emphasis. 
 He rolled his eyes and laughed, ruffling her messy hair. 
 I handed him the last slice of toast and a cup of tea with his vitamin. “Here's breakfast.” 
 My dad took it with reluctance. “Have you and Lexi eaten yet?” 
 Oh, Dad. Always worried about us. 
 “Yes, we have. We're running low on supplies, though. I'll see if I can get more after work.” 
 He nodded, fishing in his pockets. “Here. I got paid yesterday. Buy as much food as you can. It's the last.” 
 He handed me the notes. It was a pitiful amount, the few hundred rands now meaningless in the face of the growing economic crisis.
 “What do you mean last?” I took in his rumpled appearance for the first time. “Aren't you going to work today?”
 “The mine's closed, Ava.” He ran a trembling hand through his hair. The news had hit him hard. “They ran us off yesterday. Told us to get off the property. They even had the police there. People were screaming, fighting...”
 “God, why didn't you say something earlier?” 
 He shrugged and looked away. “I'll look for another job.”
 My father would never find another one. We both knew that. Unemployment had skyrocketed. This was a massive blow for us, but I didn't want to rub it in any further. “It's okay, Dad. We'll be fine, you'll see. I've still got my job.”
 “Yes, but I worry about you, Ava. Working in the pharmacy is dangerous. What if someone who's got the sickness goes there? What if you get infected?” His eyes fixed on mine, concern showing in every tired line of his face.
 Lexi followed the conversation without saying a word, her honey-brown eyes flicking back and forth between Dad and me like it was a tennis match.
 “I won't, Dad. I'm careful. We all are.” I pulled a set of gloves and a face mask out of my handbag and waved them at him. “Besides, I can't quit. We need the money. Now more than ever.” To tell the truth, I was terrified I'd get infected. But we had to eat.
 He nodded. “I know, but I still worry.”
 This I knew all too well. Ever since my mom died in a car accident two years ago, he clung to us with desperate intensity. My dreams of going to University quickly faded in the face of his need, and Lexi was so young; she needed me to look after her. 
 “It'll be okay, Dad. You'll see,” Lexi piped in with the optimism of youth. 
 I looked at her and remembered what we had talked about earlier. “I'd be more worried about Lexi if I were you. She shouldn't still be going to school. It's too dangerous.”
 “I don't want her to stop going unless there's no choice, Ava. She needs the routine, a sense of normalcy. We all do. Besides, the Principal assured me they're taking precautions.” 
 I wasn't so sure of that. What would a principal know? Hundreds of millions of people across the world were dead, with more dying each day as the disease progressed. Asia and most of Europe were in flames, America had closed its borders, while Africa was a bloodbath. The only thing that had saved our asses thus far was an airport strike over wages. It had prevented the Black Tide from spreading here before the WHO could issue a global alert.
 Still, it had spread to our central cities, sneaking a ride in on the backs of refugees entering the country illegally. Hospitals and clinics had distributed antiretrovirals from stores initially meant for HIV positives. While it couldn't cure the disease, it did slow it down at first. Until the virus became resistant. Now it was speeding up. How much longer did we have before it showed up in our town? A week? Two weeks? 
 “But Dad,” Lexi whined.
 “I don't think...” I began.
 “We'll see how it goes, for now, okay?” He held up a hand to forestall any further objections, and we reluctantly subsided. He could be very stubborn when he felt like it, a trait he had passed on to both of us in spades.
 “Fine. If you say so,” I replied, not bothering to hide my irritation. “Let's go, Lexi. Have you got your jacket? It's freezing outside.”
 “Got it,” she replied. 
 She kissed Dad goodbye, but I walked out after giving him a nod, annoyance fueling my actions. Why did he have to be so stubborn? I ignored the twinge of guilt I felt at the defeated look on his face and stepped outside.
 Our feet crunched over the grass, frost glittering in the early morning sun. I hurried to my car, a rust bucket as old as the hills. The doors creaked as we got in, and I suppressed a grin at the look on Lexi's face. 
 “Why does your car have to be so old? The other kids at school laugh at me.”
 “You can always walk. A second class drive is better than a first class walk.” 
 Lexi rolled her eyes at that but refrained from saying anything. I loved these moments. Moments when we could act normally. Like the Black Tide had never happened and we were just two sisters, bickering and teasing each other.
 I turned the key in the ignition. The old girl groaned loudly but refused to start. It took several more tries before she caught, and a cloud of white smoke billowed from the exhaust, much to Lexi's disgust.
 The petrol tank was low, and I smothered a sigh of despair. Fuel cost a fortune, but I needed it to get to work. It was too dangerous to walk nowadays. 
 The cold cut like a knife, so I cranked up the heat. Our breath puffed out in little clouds of mist, and my fingers felt like ice, the knuckles raw and chapped. Winter was never my favorite time of year. 
 A look in the mirror confirmed that I looked as bad as I felt. The recent rationing had whittled down my heart-shaped face to a sharp point; the cheekbones were prominent and my skin as white as snow. Dark green eyes gazed back without their usual vigor, and I resolved to get more sleep that night. Maybe even a decent meal.
 I glanced at my handbag with longing. Nestled inside was my last box of cigarettes which I rationed with ferocious intensity. It was unlikely I'd be able to afford more. A terrible habit, one that both Lexi and my dad hated, but I couldn't help myself. For now, I ignored the craving, turning my attention to the wheel.
 On the way to school, I turned on the radio, flipping between stations hoping for good news. No such luck. The situation was getting worse, not better. “Fuel and food prices continue to rise in the face of this ongoing crisis. All South Africans are advised to stock up on essential items and stay indoors.”
 “Stock up on what? The shops are empty,” I shouted at the radio then closed my mouth when I noticed Lexi's stricken face. “I didn't mean it like that, sweetie. I'll get something after work. Don't you worry about it.” 
 She nodded but whether she believed me was a different matter. 
 “The virus spreads through physical contact. Wear a mask and gloves in public at all times. If you or a loved one exhibit symptoms, report to the nearest hospital or clinic for treatment.”
 I snorted. Treatment? What treatment? There was no treatment. Once you got it, you died. 
 “The disease first presents itself with typical flu-like symptoms. Fever, fatigue, coughing, sneezing, and headaches which progress to vomiting, diarrhea, bleeding from the gums, ears, nose...” The litany of horror continued, and I switched off the radio. It was depressing, and we'd heard it all a thousand times by now.
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