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  Chapter 1 - Michael

  



For the third time that night, Michael was awoken by screams. He bolted upright and reached for Mpho’s shivering form. “It’s okay. Shh. It’s just a bad dream.”

She whimpered as he pulled her closer, her cheeks gleaming with salty tears. “I keep seeing her every time I fall asleep. Why can’t I stop seeing her?”

“It’ll get better in time, I promise,” Michael said. He spoke from experience. How many nights hadn’t he jerked awake gasping after seeing Valerie’s swollen face and glazed eyes for the hundredth time? 

Mpho shook her head. “I keep imagining what it must have been like for her, my grandmama. The pain and the suffering she endured before she finally died. Did she feel them eating her? Was she still alive when they found her?”

“Don’t,” he said. “You’ll go mad if you do that.”

“I can’t help it. It’s my fault. I left her there; I angered Hiran.” Fresh sobs wracked her body. “She died because of me.”

Michael closed his eyes as cold anger welled up inside his breast. It coiled there like a snake, feeding his desire for revenge. Deep hatred for Hiran had taken root inside his heart, the kind of hate that could only be washed away by blood.

Mpho’s haunted voice cut him to the quick. She was the first woman he’d cared about since Valerie, the first person he’d allowed anywhere near his heart. In her, he had a second chance. A real shot at happiness. I can never change what I did to Val, can never take it back, but I can try my best to make up for it by looking after Mpho.

Which was why Hiran’s deed enraged him to the point of madness. It was that monster’s fault Mpho couldn’t sleep at night, that she walked around casting fearful glances over her shoulder and hardly ate anything until her body resembled that of a little bird’s. I’ll kill him. I swear it. One day, I’ll find him, and I’ll rip his intestines out with my bare hands.

The next morning, he got ready for his shift on the wall while Mpho dressed for her stint in the vegetable gardens. She was quiet, even more so than usual. Before he left, he paused to take her in his arms. “Are you all right?”

“I’m okay,” she mumbled even though her tone indicated she was anything but fine.

He kissed her gently on the lips, rubbing his thumbs over her cheeks. “I love you. Just remember that whenever it gets rough. I love you, and I’ll always be there for you. Always.”

She nodded and lowered her eyes. “I know, and I love you too.”

“I’ll see you later,” he said before leaving the small cottage he shared with her.

The sun rose later now, and its bright rays did little to dispel the chill in the air. A stiff breeze cut through his jacket, and his breath puffed out in clouds of white. He sped up to a jog, and by the time he reached the wall to take up his shift, he’d worked up a light sweat.

“Am I glad to see you,” Max said as he abandoned his post. “I’m freezing my nuts off here.”

Michael grinned. “Get some coffee in you. You’ll feel better in no time.”

“Man, I hope so.” 

Michael took Max’s spot next to the main gates, while Liezel relieved Kirstin up in her tower, and Lenka swapped posts with Josh and Jed. During the day, three guards were enough while at night they preferred four.

After exchanging greetings, Michael began to patrol, walking from one end of the wall to the other with restless energy. He kept an eye on the activity within the grounds and marveled at the people’s resilience.

In the days since Ke Tau’s disastrous attack, the inhabitants had recovered quickly. Everyone worked overtime to keep the place running, waking at dawn and going to bed only when their chores were done. 

It was tough, but nobody complained. He didn’t mind either; it kept his mind off things. He only wished he could spend more time with Mpho. 

Once again he thought of Hiran, and bitter bile rose in his throat. That day was still branded into his brain with all the clarity of a lightning strike on a moonless night. Rebecca’s ravaged corpse, the message carved above her head, the dead women and children inside the building. All the work of one man.

Restless, Michael stalked along the length of the walls. His gaze panned over the horizon, but there was nothing but winter crops, dead grass, and bleating goats as far as the eye could see. 

A voice broke into his brooding thoughts, and he turned to see Lisa climbing onto the wall. “Hi, Michael.”

“Hi,” he said.

“Are you too busy to talk?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Do I look that busy?”

She shrugged and came to stand next to him. “Sorry.”

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She hesitated for a brief second. “It’s Mpho.”

“What about her?”

“I haven’t seen her all day,” Lisa said.

Michael frowned. “She’s supposed to work in the vegetable gardens today.”

“I know, but she never showed.”

“Maybe she changed her mind and went somewhere else.”

Lisa shrugged. “Maybe, except I’ve asked around, and nobody else has seen her either.”

Michael’s stomach dropped. “What?”

“I went to her room and knocked, but got no answer, and the door’s locked.”

A sense of foreboding stole over him, and the skin on his arms pebbled. It wasn’t like Mpho to flake on her duties, nor did anyone in camp bother to lock their doors. What was the point? They had nothing of worth to steal.

“Can you take over for me?” he asked. “I’ve got to make sure she’s okay.”

“Of course. Go ahead.”

“Thanks.”

“Michael,” Lisa called as he turned away. “Be careful. I think…I think she might be a danger either to herself, or others.”

Michael jumped down the ladder in one swift move and landed hard on the ground. Ignoring the stares of curious onlookers, he sprinted through the camp at full speed. When he reached the single room they shared, he rattled the handle.

Locked.

He banged on the door with his fist. “Mpho! Are you in there?”

No answer.

He squinted through the windows flanking the entrance but could see nothing through the thick curtains. “Mpho!”

When all he got was more silence, he threw himself at the door. His shoulder connected with brutal force, and it shuddered in the frame. Another blow caused the wood around the lock to splinter, and a final hard push burst it open. Michael half fell inside and paused to collect himself. “Mpho, where are you?”

A slight creak sounded from the bathroom, and he made his way across the small space while his eyes adjusted to the gloom. The door was open a crack, and he raised a hesitant hand to nudge it with his fingertips. “Mpho?”

The door swung wide with a low creak, and Michael sucked in a breath. His eyes fixed on the sight of Mpho’s slender body swaying gently to and fro. A stool lay toppled over beneath her feet, and her long braids framed her face. He reached out to touch her hand. The skin was icy to the touch.

Pain lanced through his heart, cutting him to the quick. His mind whirled in all directions, a tornado with no purpose. For a second, Valerie’s dead face became superimposed upon that of Mpho’s. Again. You lost her again. It’s your fault. You didn’t love her enough.

He shook his head. “No, I loved her too much. That’s why I killed her…I…I couldn’t let her go…not with him. Never!”

Guilt poured through his veins as the barely repressed memories surfaced after all these months. He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes and tried to deny the truth. He was a killer. Always would be. “No.”

He looked up at Mpho’s face. She’d forgiven him. She’d made him a better man, taught him to forgive, showed him how to love. But she’s dead, and once again it’s your fault.

“No,” he whispered in fruitless denial. He’d loved Valerie too much to let her go, and Mpho not enough to convince her to stay with him. He was a failure. A killer. 

“Mpho. Why? Why did you do it?” he asked, his voice hoarse with the need for control. “I was here, right here. All you had to do was hold on.”

There were no answers for him. 

Nothing but silence.

Michael leaned his forehead against her middle and clung to her body. He squeezed his eyes shut as the pain inside threatened to consume him. The hurt and anger coalesced into a knot of feeling so intensely bitter, he blocked it off utterly.

Finally, he let go. 

After righting the stool, he cut the rope she’d tied around the beam and carried her body outside. Muted gasps rose when others spotted him and noted his terrible burden. Blurred figures rushed over, and voices rose in the air.

“Michael?”

“What happened?”

“What did she do?”

“What’s going on?”

The questions buzzed around him like angry bees, but he ignored them all and made his way toward the burial plot on the far side of camp. Dr. Lange was already there, summoned by Max, his face sorrowful. “Michael.”

“Doctor,” Michael answered though he barely noticed the doctor.

Lisa walked over, her eyes brimming with tears. “I’m so sorry. I should have come to you sooner.”

He didn’t listen to her either.

None of them mattered as he lay Mpho down on the grass and removed the rope from her neck. Purple bruises mottled her throat, the delicate skin broken. Her eyes were wide and staring, filled with blood from tiny burst blood vessels. He closed them, still fighting the grief that threatened to tear loose with every breath he took. Why? Why did you leave me?

Max approached but wisely said nothing. Instead, he offered Michael a shovel, while he held the second one himself. Together, they dug the grave, joined after a few minutes by Logan and Breytenbach.

Martin appeared with a wooden cross, painted white and engraved with Mpho’s name. Elise and Julianne covered her form with a sheet, and Dave brought out his Bible. As they lowered Mpho’s body and covered her, Dave read from Psalms before ending off with a prayer.  

Michael functioned on autopilot, the drone of Dave’s voice just background noise to his ears. None of the words meant anything real. Without uttering a word, he turned and walked away.

Once inside the room he used to share with Mpho, he fished out a backpack from underneath the bed. With studied movements, he packed his things and armed himself. Clothes, toiletries, rifles, sidearm, knife, ammo, a bedroll, and canteen. 

He was ready to leave when something caught his eye. Mpho’s necklace, the one she’d inherited from her mother and never took off, lay on the dresser. Beneath it was a folded scarf.

Michael picked up the delicate gold cross necklace and stared at it. The scarf, crimson red, still held Mpho’s scent, and he pressed it to his nostrils. She’d left these things for him, he was sure of it. 

A final farewell.

He slipped the jewelry over his head, and the cross came to rest above his heart. The scarf he stuffed into his backpack. The items would serve to remind him of his loss...and his newfound purpose.

Revenge.





  
  Chapter 2 - Hiran

  



Hiran stared into the flickering flames of the campfire. The swirling orange and yellow designs fascinated him. If he looked hard enough, he could almost see faces in the patterns. The faces of his enemies, mostly dead now. The faces of his family. All gone now. The faces of his friends. Not many of those. He wasn’t the type to kindle casual relationships. They required too much effort for too little reward.

The fire crackled, and he squinted, concentrating on the soft features that emerged before him. Full lips, high cheekbones, a smooth brow, and dark eyes framed by long lashes. Mpho. 

Hiran hissed in anger and shifted forward, leaning closer to the flames. Yes. It was her. The siren who’d sung her treacherous songs, drawing him into her web. Something about her had appealed to him even though he resisted at first. Love was a waste of time, and affection a distraction from the reality of life.

As if she could hear his thoughts, Mpho’s lips twisted into a mocking smile. Her gaze burned into his, and his breath caught in his throat. Even now, he desired her. Witch.

A log cracked, split in half by the fiery heat, and settled into the coals with a thud, sending up a spray of sparks. They flashed like tiny fireflies, floating for a few seconds before turning to ash. Mpho’s image was gone. 

Hiran leaned back in his chair, lips twisted in anger. With casual disdain, he extended one booted foot before him as his thoughts winged back to the day of the attack. 

He’d planned it all in the finest detail. After helping Ke Tau to win a great victory over the inhabitants of the camp, he would have asked for Mpho as his reward. The leader would have given her to him; there was no doubt about that. He’d have taken her for himself, saved her from the attention of Carlito and his ilk. You could have been my queen. 

It was not to be, however. Rebecca interfered, sending her beloved granddaughter out into the night to inform the camp of the surprise attack in an unprecedented act of rebellion. Not only that but Ke Tau lost his mind, refusing to listen when Hiran warned him they’d lose the fight. 

All the signs were there. The camp held the superior position, and once their reinforcements arrived, it was over. Yet, Ke Tau, in his arrogance and hatred, decided to push ahead with the plan and lost. 

Stupid fucking asshole, Hiran thought with a shrug. Now I’m the leader.

It was bound to happen at some point. He’d have betrayed Ke Tau in any case. Wrested the power from his hands, but it would have been after they got rid of their enemies. After they consolidated their hold on the town, and after he got Mpho.

Mpho. The little bitch had betrayed him. After everything he’d done for her, all the times he’d saved her from Carlito, given her extra food and clothes, this was how she repaid him. 

With smooth motions, he lit a cigarette and took a deep drag. The smoke curled from his nostrils before exiting his lips in a billowing cloud as he exhaled. 

It didn’t matter. None of it did. He was here, alive and in charge of several dozen men. Once he had enough, he’d go back. Go back and finish what Ke Tau started. And I won’t botch the job as he did. I’ll kill every last one of them. Except her. Mpho will beg for mercy once I’m done with her. Just like her grandmama.

With a smile of satisfaction, Hiran got to his feet. It was getting late, and he needed his sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a long day, after all. One filled with big plans.

He stubbed out his cigarette and walked around the perimeter, checking that everything was in place. They were encamped in an abandoned caravan park on the outskirts of Bloemfontein.

The place was a dump. The fence was in tatters, the grounds overgrown, and the ablution blocks a nightmare of overflowing sewage. Still, it suited his current need for invisibility. It was unlikely either he or his men would be discovered there.

When they’d first arrived, the men had opened up a clearing and strung wires from one tree to another in a rough circle to form a barrier for the undead. It was crude but effective. 

Around the clock, guards took care of any of the wandering corpses, and for the most part, they lay low, keeping quiet, cooking on small concealed fires, and leaving the site at night time only to travel under the cloak of darkness.

Hiran walked past the guards, satisfied when he saw they were all alert and upright. They nodded as he passed, greeting him with respectful murmurs. Either that or fear. He didn’t care which. While he wasn’t as needlessly cruel as Ke Tau had been, the men knew better than to mess with him. A figure approached him from the dark, and he slowed. “George?”

“Yes, Boss, it’s me.”

“So you’re back.”

“Indeed.”

“Report,” Hiran said as he resumed his slow walk around the encampment.

“It’s not as we thought.”

“Oh?”

“As you commanded, I took two men to scout the areas leading to the city. We found very little.”

“Very little what?”

“There are almost no zombies. The roads are clear and passable, and…”

“And?” Hiran prompted.

“We found a safe house.”

“Safe house?”

“Yes. It contained food, water, and medicine. Even blankets. All of which we took.”

“Yes, yes,” Hiran said, waving his hand. “What else? What makes you think it’s a safe house?”

“Because of this.” George produced a folded paper from the inner pocket of his jacket.  

Hiran took the paper from him and squinted at the neat writing in the light of the moon. “What is this? A map?”

“Looks like it. And an offer of sanctuary to survivors.”

Hiran read the message, committing it to memory. “Fellow survivors. Help yourselves to what you need. Leave that which you do not for those who follow after you.” He snorted before reading the rest. “All survivors who are pure of heart are welcome to join us at our base on Naval Hill. Proceed with caution.”

“Naval Hill?” Hiran stopped and shook his head. “So let me get this straight. There’s a group of survivors on Naval Hill strong enough to clear an entire city of the dead?”

“That’s what my reconnaissance trip showed me. Not only are the dead gone and the streets clear, but numerous signs and boards announce the existence of this so-called haven for survivors,” George replied.

Hiran thought about that for a minute, chewing on his bottom lip. A large group of survivors meant danger, but it also meant guns, ammunition, food, water, and recruits for his army. Everything he needed to overthrow a particular camp back home.

He turned to his second-in-command. “Get some rest, George. Tomorrow, you and I are going to Naval Hill. I want to see what we’re up against.”

“Yes, Boss,” George replied with a smart salute before disappearing into the darkness.

That night, Hiran found it hard to sleep as his brain kept churning over the possibilities. He’d thought it would take months, years even before he’d have what was needed to take out his enemies. But now…now he might be a lot closer to victory than he’d imagined.

Everything I have is right here. I just have to be smart about it, he thought before drifting off, at last, only to awaken at the crack of dawn.

He found George at the fire, dressed, armed, and ready to go. After a hasty meal, they got onto the road in a dusty old truck hardly worthy of the name. It blended in, though, and the engine was reliable which meant a lot more than fancy looks did.

George drove, following the winding roads until they were close to their destination: Naval Hill. After hiding the truck in a cul de sac, they got out. From here on out, they’d walk. 

Hiran was interested to find that what George had reported was accurate. On the way there the roads had been clear of either corpses or car wrecks. Freshly dug mass graves in open stretches of fields pointed to the burial sites of the destroyed infected complete with wooden crosses to mark the locations.

The closer they got to their destination, the more signs and billboards there were too. All announced the same thing: Salvation and refuge was at hand for those who were pure of heart.

Hiran found that ironic. How, with man’s natural inclination for sin, could anyone be considered pure? The closest you’d get would be a baby or a child. These people are morons. 

With the truck stashed, they took their guns and set off. After a long, careful hike on foot through thick brush, foliage, and thorns, they reached the entrance gates to the hill. 

In the past, Naval Hill had been a wildlife refuge of sorts, smack in the middle of a bustling city. It boasted zebras, wildebeest, and even a pair of giraffes if memory served, though Hiran wondered if any of the animals had survived the outbreak. 

It made sense to use the place as a base. Not only was it fenced in with only one entry point by road, but it was mainly a giant hill surrounded by dense brush and trees. It was the perfect deterrent to the less than agile undead. It offered panoramic views of the surrounding areas, and at the top stood the iconic statue of Nelson Mandela as well as a planetarium. 

Cold-eyed men and women armed with rifles manned the gates which had been heavily fortified, and Hiran eyed them from his position behind a battered old thorn tree. A fly buzzed around his face, but he ignored it. 

They were not fighting their way in, that was for sure. Not only would it be too dangerous, but a firefight would be heard all the way up the hill and draw reinforcements down on them.

He shifted on his haunches, easing a cramp in his lower back. With no clue as to the survivor’s real numbers or available supplies, a direct attack was out of the question. 

Hiran jerked his head back the way they came. “Let’s go.”

With slow, careful movements, they eased away from their position and retraced their steps. A short time later, they were on their way back to camp, each silent as they considered what they’d seen.

To Hiran, the way forward was obvious: Deception.

They needed more information before they could act. That and an inside look at the Naval Hill Refuge as he’d come to think of it. And I know just how to go about it.

A slow smile spread across his lips, and he cocked an eyebrow at his second-in-command. “Tell me something, George.”

“Boss?”

“Are you pure of heart?”

George grinned, revealing a row of perfect white teeth. “Indeed, I am, Boss. My heart is as white as snow.”

“Good. Because tomorrow, you’re joining the other survivors on top of the hill.”

“I am?”

“Yes, and you’re going to worm your way inside their camp and their hearts with your fine, honest ways. Got that?”

“Got it, Boss.”

“You and two others. Pick them for their innocent looks and ability to lie. We need brains here, not brawn.”

“I know just the ones,” George replied.

“Good, because by this time next month, I want every single one of them dead or kneeling in front of me.”





  
  Chapter 3 - Max

  



Max wrinkled his nose at the smell of decay that emanated from the moat. The rasping groans of the undead filled his ears as he approached the edge with careful steps. A dozen rotten faces met his eyes, all upturned toward him with rabid hunger stamped on their features.

“Oh, God. It’s going to be a long morning,” he said.

“You’re telling me,” Breytenbach replied with a heavy sigh. 

“Tell me again why we volunteered for moat duty today?” Julianne asked.

“We didn’t,” Elise replied. “We were forced into it.”

“That’s right. I made you do this because you all needed to see how bad it really is out here. You’ve had it cushy inside the camp ever since the attack,” Lisa replied in brusque tones.

Max arched an eyebrow. “Cushy? I’ve been working my ass off these past few weeks. We all have.”

Lisa shrugged. “Maybe, but dealing with sleeping arrangements, duty rosters, and meal times is different from dealing with them.” She nodded at the nearest female zombie before stabbing it through the eye. 

The milky orb burst with a squelch and orbital fluid ran down the infected woman’s face. She collapsed to the ground leaving her eye behind on the tip of the spear, and Lisa shook it off with a grimace of disgust.

“Ugh,” Max said, an involuntary shudder working its way up his body. Killing the dead never got better. It just got easier with time.

“Things are bad out here, Max,” Lisa continued. “More than you realize, and you needed to see it for yourself. All of you did.”

“I agree,” Kirstin said, siding with Lisa, and Max shot her a look of chagrin which she studiously ignored.

“I do realize, Lisa. I listen to your reports every day,” Max protested.

“Yes, you do, but you don’t seem to understand my position,” Lisa said. “You put me in charge of security, right?”

Breytenbach and Max nodded.

“Well, I’m doing the best I can here, which is a hell of a lot more than most people would, but something’s got to give.” She threw her hands in the air. “We need to do something about these things. Ever since the fight, they’re everywhere, swarming the place.”

“What exactly are you saying, Lisa?” Breytenbach asked. “Do you need more hands? More weapons? You know we’re running low on both.”

Lisa sighed, and for a moment, her shoulders slumped. “I don’t know what I’m saying. It’s just…it’s not safe here anymore.”

Max and Breytenbach exchanged loaded glances. 

“You want us to leave? Is that it?” Max asked. 

“Maybe.”

“You know that’s not possible,” Julianne protested. “This is our home. We fought for it. Some of us died for it.”

“We might not have a choice,” Lisa said, her cheeks flushing with hot blood as her voice rose in pitch.

“I’m not taking my kids out there,” Elise cried, flinging an arm out. “That’s insane!”

Breytenbach raised a hand. “Hold up. Everyone calm down. Let’s finish the patrol and see first hand what the true situation is. Then we can discuss it.”

“I agree,” Kirstin said as she joined Lisa’s side and aimed her spear at another infected. “Come on. The sooner it is done, the better.”

“Fine,” Max said, grumbling under his breath while taking up a fighting stance. “Let’s do this.”

Beneath their combined efforts, the dead fell one after the other until only the bodies remained. Silent, at last.

 While he worked, Max mulled over Lisa’s words. Admittedly, he hadn’t been out here in quite a while. As the leader of the camp, he’d been too busy with other things to bother much with moat duty. It was a crappy job, one he was happy to leave to Lisa and her security team.  

 Afterward, came the even shittier job of loading the corpses onto their stretchers. It was dangerous work spent down in the pit levering out the bodies while keeping an eye out for more, but it had to be done. Leaving the corpses to rot would create a breeding ground for all sorts of diseases as Jonathan and Dr. Lange had warned numerous times already.

Afterward, Max bent down and gripped the handles of his stretcher and lifted the heavy load into the air. With concentrated effort, he dragged the contraption forward as he continued his patrol of the outer fences with the rest of the group.

Lisa took the lead and every few feet, they had to stop to eradicate more of the infected. At the same time, they also checked the fence for weak points which they marked with red streamers for Joseph and his building team to repair later on in the day. 

It was a good system, or so Max had thought. Sure, Lisa complained a lot about the growing numbers of the undead, but he’d brushed it off as being something they could handle. Until now. Now he was starting to wonder.

Long before they reached the end, he was nearing the point of exhaustion. Every muscle in his body screamed in protest, and his legs quivered with each step he took. Sweat poured down his face, and his lungs burned with the need for oxygen. He no longer knew what fresh air smelled like. All he knew was death and decay. Holy shit, how long is this fence? And how many more infected are there?

Their sheer numbers boggled his mind. His stretcher was piled high, and the end was still nowhere in sight. He wasn’t the only one suffering either judging by the moans and groans around him. They’d all be glad when this nightmare was over.

His eyes roved across the grounds outside their haven, over the tall yellow grass and thorny bushes that adorned the veldt. With winter reigning supreme, there was little greenery to be had, and the temperatures hovered between mild during the day and icy at night.

Even as he looked, more zombies pushed their way through the undergrowth heading for the moat. Their peculiar gait marked them as old infected, their muscles atrophied and their sinews decayed. Barely human. No less dangerous, though.

They didn’t wait around for the newly arriving undead and pushed onward, instead. Any fresh infected would be left for the afternoon’s team to take care of. Right now, Max and the others had more than enough on their plates as evidenced by their laden stretchers and contorted faces.

It was with profound gratitude that Max spotted the gates which had been their starting point. Joseph and Lucas were at work restoring it to its former strength. That and the barrier that spanned the open gap in the moat. Both had been damaged during Ke Tau’s attack.

Josh and Jed stood guard just beyond the barrier, taking out any zombies unlucky enough to stumble their way. A neat pile of corpses gave mute testament to their efficiency, and Max sent a silent message of thanks to Martin who’d decided to stick around a while longer. The extra hands were most welcome.

Joseph noticed their approach and straightened up. “Good morning.”

Max dropped the stretcher to the ground and flexed his aching hands. “How’s it going?”

Joseph shrugged. “To be honest, there isn’t much more I can do without fresh material. We used most of what we had stopping up the hole in the inner wall, and even that wasn’t a proper job.”

“Ronnie went out with a few others on a raid this morning,” Breytenbach said as he drew even with Max. “I know building supplies is at the top of their list.”

“I hope they can get it,” Joseph replied. “We sorely need more of it, or we aren’t fixing anything any time soon.”

After a brief period of rest, Max and his group filed through the gates toward the field where they burned all the bodies. Once rid of their grizzly burdens, they trooped back to camp in single file. 

Max didn’t feel much like talking, and neither did the rest judging by their thick silence. They all looked pretty beat, and the day had just begun. His admiration for Lisa and her team had grown at a rapid rate during the past hour. If this is what they have to face every day, several times per day, they’ve got balls of steel. No wonder Lisa is pushing for more people and equipment.

Weary resignation set in as he faced the coming day. It wasn’t just Lisa. Everyone needed more hands. Joseph’s construction team consisted of himself and Lucas alone. Phillip, Abraham, and his son Abe managed the crops and animals while Ronnie’s group was down to four with only Kirstin, Lenka, and Mike to assist him. Thankfully, the Irishman had recovered fully from his burns.

With the growing number of kids inside the camp, Michelle and Nombali had their hands full. The infirmary staff took care of the sick, and Elise, Julianne, Erica, and Tumi managed the kitchen, storerooms, vegetable plots, and duty rosters. Sean was in charge of radio operations, Breytenbach trained people to fight, and as for himself, he helped out wherever it was most needed.

Lisa had the most people in her team with the freshly trained Liezel, Peter, and Thembiso to swell the ranks, aided by new arrivals Nadia and Caleb. Still, judging by one moat trip alone, it wasn’t enough. 

When he added the additional duties that everyone shared such as guard duty, laundry, cleaning, teaching, and grounds maintenance, it was no wonder they were all tired and on edge.

Now more than ever, Max wished they hadn’t underestimated the nefarious Hiran. They could’ve used an injection of fresh blood via the women, elders, and children Ke Tau had kept prisoner, even if they meant added strain on their supplies.

He also missed Michael, though he understood why the man had left. He was on a mission, and nothing but blood and death would stop him. As for Logan, he remained a loner, drifting in and out of camp as the mood took him. He never returned without supplies, though, so nobody complained about his lack of team spirit.

Breytenbach’s gruff voice broke into his morbid thoughts, and Max had to blink a few times to clear his head. “Huh?”

“I said, I think it’s time for a meeting. We need to get our ducks in a row, see where we stand, don’t you think?”

“Hm, yes. I agree. Will you arrange it, please?” Max checked the sun in the sky. “An hour from now, perhaps?”

“Sounds good. I’ll round up everybody who needs to be there,” Breytenbach confirmed before marching away.

Max stared after him, noting the military bearing still ingrained in the Captain even after all the years that had passed. Though semi-retired on Doctor’s orders, Breytenbach still wasn’t someone to fool around with.

“He is a good man,” Kirstin said, appearing next to his shoulder like a phantom from the mist. “It is why I stayed with him all these years.”

Max nodded. “I hope I can become half the man he is.”

“You will,” Kirstin replied with a surety he found odd.

“How do you know that?”

“You have strength, but also compassion,” she said. “You are a good leader.”

“I try to be,” Max said. “It’s not always easy, though.”

“The good things in life are never easy,” she replied before looping her arm around him and pressing her lips to his cheek. “Except this. This is easy.”

“This?” Max asked with a teasing grin as he pulled her close. “You mean us?”

“You know what I mean.” She smacked him lightly on the chest before dancing away. “See you later, my love.”

“Later,” he agreed, watching her walk away with those long legs and soldierly gait he loved so much. 

She flashed him a knowing look over her shoulder. “Stop looking at my ass.”

“Never,” he replied with a grin.

Once she was gone, Max turned away to go about his never-ending duties, but this time he had a slight spring in his step. No matter how terrible things got, it was always worth fighting for those you loved. 





  
  Chapter 4 - Breytenbach

  



Breytenbach did a quick tour of the grounds, looking for those who needed to attend the meeting for various reasons. Julianne walked with him, her body pressed against his to ward off the chill in the air.

They walked in silence, comfortable in each other’s presence. Their relationship did not need pretty words or grand gestures of passion, for it was founded on a complete acceptance of the other. Flaws and all.

It was the kind of love he’d been looking for all his life, warm and stable. Constant. After the life he’d lived, he valued loyalty and stability above all else.

Which was why that morning’s forced tour of the moat bothered him more than he was willing to admit. It brought with it the disquieting knowledge that nowhere in this world was safe. That danger lurked around every corner, waiting to steal away his fragile peace. That was something he couldn’t allow.

With this in mind, he focused on the task at hand. The meeting would be of the utmost importance, and everybody who could contribute knowledge had to attend.

Breytenbach managed to inform Elise, Lisa, and Sean of the meeting, but couldn’t find Logan anywhere. Ronnie was still out with his team on a supply run so Kirstin would have to stand in for the raiding team’s leader.

Julianne walked with him until they reached the schoolroom where she paused. “This is as far as I go, love. See you at the meeting.”

He kissed her upturned mouth and breathed in her scent. It never failed to calm him, and today, he needed it. “See you there. Please, ask Michelle to go as well. We might as well get an update on the schooling and welfare of the kids.”

“Will do.”

After she left, he resumed his search until he spotted Peter and Thembiso. With a sigh of relief, he called them over. Let the kids do the legwork. I’m too damn old for this. “Hey, boys. Do me a favor, will you?”

They jogged closer, and he took a moment to study them. Nearly a year into the zombie apocalypse, the change in both of them was startling.

Thembiso was the taller of the two, his musculature thin and rangy. Peter possessed a stockier build, his shoulders broad and husky. Both sported unshaven chins, wearing their wispy facial hair like a badge of maturity.

Breytenbach shook his head. It reminded him of his own teenage years. Of the desperate need to be viewed as a man and an adult. Now that they were part of Lisa’s security team, they were growing up even faster, honed by their new responsibilities.

It might be worth treating them like adults and including them in the meetings more often. They are the future, after all. Lonny and Ruby too. Once they’re settled in and completely recovered, that is.

The boys halted in front of him, and their sheer energy made him feel older than his years for a moment. He straightened his back and shook off the feeling. “Could you two find Phillip, Martin, and Joseph for me? I need a message delivered to them.”

Peter nodded eagerly, “Of course. What’s the message?”

“There’s to be a meeting within the next half hour, and Max would like them to be present.”

“Sure, we’ll tell them, no problem,” Thembiso said. “Oh, wait. Martin isn’t here. We saw him leave earlier with Ronnie.”

“I see. All right, well, tell the others, at least.”

“Will do!”

“Thanks, I know I can always count on you boys.” They beamed with pride as they turned to leave, but he stopped them. “Oh, one more thing. While we’re having the meeting, I’m relying on you two to keep watch. Keep us safe and secure, you hear?”

“Yes, Sir,” they chorused, prompting a smile from him.

“Now off with you.”

They sprinted away at a speed he hadn’t been capable of reaching in years, jostling and teasing each other as they went. Once more, he felt his age, despite his best efforts. As if to highlight his advancing years, his left hand started trembling again in that annoying manner it had developed ever since his illness.

With a grunt, he clenched and unclenched his fist, shaking the numbness from his arm as he made his way to the infirmary. “Seeing as he has to go to the meeting, anyway, I might as well drop in on the good doctor for a quick checkup.”

The infirmary was quiet when he entered, with no signs of either Dr. Lange or Hannah. Nor did he see Dave, though the man only helped out in the infirmary in times of need. 

It’d been somewhat of a surprise to all of them when the quiet and bespectacled Dave announced a newly discovered passion for gardening. Now he spent most of his time cultivating the vegetable plots and helping Elise to store the surplus. That’s when he wasn’t teaching the kids Biology, though.

Breytenbach spotted Jonathan in a corner sorting pill bottles and hailed him. “Hi, Doc!”

“Well, hello, Captain. What brings you here?” Jonathan asked with a frown. “Trouble?”

“Not really. We’re holding an emergency meeting, and Max would like all key members to attend.”

“I see. When is this?”

“In about ten minutes, or so,” Breytenbach replied.

“It’s not like I have much else to do. I’ve seen very few people today, to tell you the truth,” Jonathan replied as he replaced his stocks.

“That’s a good thing, I hope?”

“Very. Let’s just hope it stays that way, but with winter in full swing, I doubt it.”

“I hear you, but while we’ve got a minute…” Breytenbach hesitated before pressing ahead. “I’m still getting the shakes, Doc. Is that normal?”

Jonathan thought for a moment before pointing at a bed. “Sit down, and I’ll take a quick look.”

“Thanks.” Breytenbach sat down and rolled up his shirt sleeves. He was used to the routine by now.

Jonathan went about his business, checking Breytenbach’s pulse, blood pressure, and heartbeat before producing a syringe. “I’d like a sample, if you don’t mind?”

“Go ahead,” Breytenbach said. 

Jonathan withdrew a vial of blood, did a few last checks, then nodded. “I’m done for now, though the blood tests will take a few days.”

“So what do you think?”

“I don’t think it’s anything serious, Captain. Maybe leftover nerve damage from your injury and illness, though I’ll take a more in-depth look at your blood work and let you know.”

“All right.”

“The main thing is to take it easy, Captain. With your heart not being quite what it was, and possible nerve damage too, your raiding days are at an end,” Jonathan said.

“Yes, I’m well aware of that, and I know I’m of no use to anyone in this condition. You don’t have to tell me again,” Breytenbach said, surprised to find that he felt quite bitter about it. 

He stared at his hand. The same one that shook and quivered for no apparent reason. The original cut that had caused all the trouble had healed without a scar, the skin as smooth as a baby’s bum. It was such a tiny wound. So innocent looking. I can’t believe such a small thing nearly killed me.

Handing the team reins over to Ronnie had been the most difficult thing he’d ever had to do. It was his baby. The work of a lifetime. All those years spent gathering the perfect crew, and now it was taken from him.

“I miss it. I miss going out with my team on missions. The excitement, the adrenalin. It’s not the same without it. I feel empty,” he found himself admitting to Jonathan who stared at him with a worried expression.

“Captain, I can’t say I know how you feel because I don’t, and frankly, I’m too young to be giving you any sort of advice, but I can tell you one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“None of us would be here today if it weren’t for you. We all look up to you, every bit as much as we look to Max.” Jonathan’s face was earnest as he spoke, his blue eyes wide open and honest.

Breytenbach stared at him and wished the words would take effect, would ease some of the unrest and unhappiness inside him, but it didn’t. Life’s not that easy, I guess.

With a grunt, he stood up and prepared to leave, shoving aside his morbid thoughts for the time being. “Thanks, Jonathan. For everything.”

“No problem.”

“See you at the meeting?”

“In a few minutes, yes.”

“Oh,” Breytenbach said as he remembered something. “You haven’t seen Dr. Lange, have you? He should come to the meeting as well.”

“I’m afraid he’s not here. He went with Ronnie on the supply run,” Jonathan replied.

“What for?” Breytenbach asked.

Jonathan shrugged and turned away, busying himself with a few utensils on a tray. “I’m not sure.”

“He didn’t tell you anything?”

“Not a thing. Best to ask him yourself, I guess.”

Breytenbach stared at the doctor for a few seconds, but Jonathan studiously avoided his gaze. “All right, I’ll do that. See you later then, Doc.”

As he left the infirmary, Breytenbach’s head spun with questions. What on earth was Dr. Lange doing on a supply run? He had no business out there and was most definitely not a fighter. The exact opposite, in fact. “I’d love to hear what his explanation is when I track him down.”

He made his way deeper into camp, heading for Max’s office while mulling over these thoughts. Thembiso had said Martin was with Ronnie as well. Could it be connected to Dr. Lange’s excursion, or was it unrelated?

He shook his head. The whole situation felt like a mystery, one he had yet to solve, with bits and pieces nagging at the back of his mind. Dr. Lange’s strange behavior was one just piece of the puzzle, with Martin’s actions, Lisa’s convictions, and the infected’s increased numbers all offering possible clues to the answer.

One way or another, he was determined to figure it out. It was something he excelled at. Using bits and pieces of Intel to form a larger picture of the enemy’s plans and movements to counteract them. In this case, the zombies were the enemies, and the camp’s survival counted on keeping the upper hand. Let’s see what the meeting delivers.

He passed Nadia along the way and paused, reminded of the possibility of a vaccine. She walked past with Caleb, her boyfriend, and the two were engaged in such a deep conversation, they hardly noticed him.

She was a pretty girl, though she clearly walked on the wild side with her wacky hairdo, thick eyeliner, and numerous piercings. It was impossible to miss the tattoo on her neck either. Caleb was a lot more serious and reserved, and the two made a cute, but odd, couple. 

He had a new respect for them both, though, after that morning’s patrol. As part of Lisa’s security team, the two performed the unpleasant duty daily, and he’d never heard either of them complain.

At that moment, he spotted Logan’s lean figure in the distance and called out, “Hey, Logan. You’re back!”

Logan jogged over, falling in beside Breytenbach. “I just came in now and heard about the meeting. Are you on your way there now?”

“I am.”

“Then I’ll join you,” Logan said, waving at Nadia who threw him a bright smile over her shoulder.

“Your friend seems to be settling in well,” Breytenbach remarked after the exchange.

“Yes, she is, and I’m happy for her. She deserves it.”

“One day you must tell me the story of how you two met,” Breytenbach replied. “I bet it’s a strange one.”

“Not really. I found her on top of a roof, injured and surrounded,” Logan replied. “I rescued her only to find she was every bit as annoying as I thought she’d be. Typical teenager.”

“You still stuck with her, though,” Breytenbach.

“She grew on me,” Logan said with a chuckle. “She’s as tough as nails and has a heart of gold. Once you get to know her, that is.”

“I’m sure,” Breytenbach replied. “How’s her injury?”

“She’s doing okay, though she doesn’t have full use of the hand yet. Jonathan says it will take a while.”

“Glad to hear it. We need fighters now. More than ever.” Breytenbach’s tone was grim as he mulled over everything he’d learned that morning. 

Logan shot him a look. “Bad news?”

Breytenbach shook his head. “Maybe, but I’ll leave it for the meeting.”

They’d reached the building that housed Max’s office by then. He’d moved it a while back when his other room became needed for supplies. Now it was housed within a tiny bungalow hardly big enough to fit them all. The door was open, and the air buzzed with subdued voices as they approached. 

Logan turned to Breytenbach with a wry smile. “Ready for this?”

“Not on your life. I’d rather face a horde of zombies than the shitstorm this is going to be,” Breytenbach replied even as he plastered a pleasant smile on his face.

“You and me both,” Logan agreed.

As they stepped inside, Breytenbach had the fleeting idea to turn and run, but it was too late. Julianne had already spotted him and was picking her way through the throng of people toward him. With a sigh, he reflected that it just wasn’t his day.





  
  Chapter 5 - Martin

  



Martin turned in a slow circle, his eyes drifting over the bland concrete and tar that surrounded them. A faded sign on a nearby lamppost advertised cheap penis enlargements and luck at gambling, all with the pop of a single pill, while the shop in front of him used to be an Adult sex shop.

Its windows were smashed, and its contents looted, though a few lone magazines littered the sidewalk. He wasn’t surprised. Not even the end of the world could change certain things.

Next to him, Ronnie had spread his map over Tallulah’s bonnet, and the man squinted at the squiggly lines in the weak wintry sunlight. It was old and creased, faded by time and use. 

“I can hardly make out a thing, damn it,” Ronnie said.

“Let me see,” Mike said, shoving his head between Ronnie and the map. His once curly hair was cut short and close to the scalp, exposing the pink patches of barely healed skin on his face and neck. With his twinkling blue eyes and irrepressible grin, he looked young and boyish, not at all the troublemaker Martin had learned he was.

The first time he’d found a dead spider in his shoe, he’d thought it was a coincidence. The one in his bathtub too. The live one that “fell” down his shirt not so much, and neither was the one he nearly munched on in his sandwich. How Mike had found out about his arachnophobia, he’d never know. What he did know was that the next time the Irishman played a joke on him, he’d wring his scrawny neck.

“Shove off,” Ronnie mumbled.

“Oh, come on. Let me help,” Mike protested.

“The day I let you help we’ll end up on the North Pole,” Ronnie said, raising one bushy eyebrow. “And it’d probably be on purpose too.”

Mike gasped. “I’d never.”

Martin sighed and stepped in. “Let’s get a move on, guys. We haven’t got all day, and this place is getting busy.”

As if to emphasize his words, a rasping groan announced the arrival of yet another infected to add to the growing pile next to them. The zombie man, still dressed in the remnants of his business suit, sped up when it saw potential food. His face looked almost pathetically eager at the thought of a meal. 

With negligent ease, Lenka grabbed the creature by the neck and buried his knife in its eye socket, twisting the blade for good measure. The zombie stiffened for a second before it slumped into true death, its features seeming almost at peace for once. 

Martin turned away from the spectacle. It didn’t matter how many times he saw it; it always bothered him when they died. That moment when the look of feral hunger crossed over into serenity as if they were being released from a living hell, never failed to get to him.

It raised thoughts he’d prefer not to ponder. Questions such as: Did they know who they once were? Did they remember their past? If so, were they prisoners inside their own minds? Helpless, except to watch themselves rot away day after day while killing and eating others?

He shuddered. The mere thought gave him nightmares, and he grabbed the map to distract himself, instead. After a second, he pointed at a row of red crosses. “This street is where we are, right?”

“Right,” Ronnie replied.

“Well, all the shops and businesses here are tapped out. We need to move a block over.”

“Okay. Let’s saddle up then.”

“And afterward, you’ll help Dr. Lange get what he needs?” Martin asked though that had been the agreement from the start.

“No problem, but supplies first.”

“Cool,” Martin said, jumping into the back of Tallulah where a nervous Dr. Lange waited, an ancient leather bag clutched to his chest. “You okay, Doc?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” the elderly scientist replied, though his shaky hands belied his words.

“Just relax. We won’t let anything happen to you, I promise.”

Dr. Lange nodded. “Thank you.”

“One question. Why did you pick me to accompany you on this raid?”

Dr. Lange blinked, his eyes owlish through his thick lenses. “You’re an outsider, so less likely to blab to the people in the camp. Plus, you’re respected by Ronnie so he wouldn’t turn down your request.”

Martin nodded. “Smart.”

“That’s the one thing I’d never say I’m not.”

Tallulah rumbled as Ronnie fired her up, and they made their way around the block to the neighboring area. Like the first, it wasn’t much. Two rows of shops set inside the poorest district in town. It lacked any grand touches. Hell, it lacked any touches at all. No big signs or fancy window displays. 

Instead, it was all grey concrete and littered sidewalks, overflowing rubbish bins and broken neon signs. Rats scurried in the alleyways while graffiti adorned the walls. For once, even the infected didn’t look out of place.

Ronnie drew to a stop in front of a convenience store, and they all jumped out except Dr. Lange who stayed tucked away in the relative safety of Tallulah’s metal bulk.

Martin’s booted feet hit the road, and he flexed his shoulders underneath the brown leather jacket he wore. In his left hand, he held a knife. In the right, a machete, the blade honed to a sharp, gleaming edge. 

A stiff breeze blew in from the East, ruffling his hair and stirring up the drifts of rubbish on the sidewalks into mini-tornadoes of whirling plastic and paper. The sour tang of rotting flesh teased his nostrils.

Already a knot of infected was headed their way, drawn by the movement and sound they made. Moving as one unit, Ronnie, Lenka, Mike, and Martin readied themselves for the coming fight.

The zombies moved with more speed and agility than Martin would’ve thought possible in corpses so old and decayed. Despite their state, they proved to be tough opponents. Still, against fighters as skilled as them, the infected stood no chance, and the fight was a short one.

While they fought, Martin studied each individual’s fighting style, an old hobby of his. His own manner was two-handed and spoke of strength and discipline. He ducked beneath one infected’s grasping fingers and stabbed upward with the machete, sinking it into the soft tissue beneath the chin. At the same time, his knife hand hamstrung another undead, causing it to drop to its knees. A swift reversal with the machete followed by a horizontal slash decapitated the kneeling zombie leaving Martin in the clear. He stepped back, breathing hard as he observed the others. 

Mike grinned while he fought, his slender body swift to deliver death with sweeping cuts and whirling blades. Ronnie was both steady and economical in his movements, each one calculated to incur maximum damage with minimum effort. Lenka, on the other hand, rained down destruction with each blow of his hammer, sending bits of flesh and bone flying all over the place.

Martin nodded his approval. He was in good company. The best, judging by their survival skills. He could understand Max’s unwavering faith in each, despite their personality quirks.

Once the last zombie dropped, he followed them into the store. They stripped it of anything useful before moving on to the next shop. In this fashion, they managed to collect a full load within a few hours.

“Right, guys. Tallulah’s loaded to the brim, so it’s time to head back. If we hurry, we can make another two trips today,” Ronnie said, rubbing a loving hand over the side of the truck. “Let’s drag her fat ass home.”

“What about Dr. Lange’s request?” Martin asked.

“Oh, yeah, Forgot about that, sorry. What will he need, and how long will it take?” Ronnie asked.

“He needs blood from a living…well, you know what I mean…from a zombie.”

“For his research?” 

“Yup.”

“Mmm. Should be simple enough. Let’s go back and see if we spot a loner we can corner,” Ronnie said.

“All right.”

Once more, Tallulah rumbled to life, and they hit the road home, but at a slow pace as everyone searched for a likely candidate for Dr. Lange’s experiments. 

“There,” Mike cried, pointing to a single shambling figure making its way across an overgrown lawn. 

Ronnie slammed on the brakes, and they all jumped out. Martin grabbed a rope brought along for the purpose. He’d formed a loop at the end and attempted to lasso the infected around its neck. Luckily, it was an old guy and moved even slower than usual, so he succeeded after the third try.

Working together, Martin lashed it to a lamp pole while Mike and Lenka held its arms. Once it was securely tied down, Dr. Lange climbed out of the truck with his suitcase while Ronnie kept watch.

With macabre fascination, Martin watched while the scientist filled a row of tiny glass vials with the zombie’s infected blood. It was thick, almost like sludge, and black instead of the rich vibrant red he was used to seeing.

Once Dr. Lange was done, they put the infected out of its misery and took off once more, this time headed for home. While they drove, Martin looked over at the scientist. “Did you get what you need, Dr. Lange?”

“I did, thank you,” the doctor replied. “I’ll need more eventually, but this will suffice for now.”

“Good.” Martin pondered his next question. “How close to a cure are you?”

“Cure?” Dr. Lange let loose a dry laugh. “There is no cure. Never will be.”

“But…”

“I’m not God. I can’t resurrect the dead. Once a person becomes infected and dies, they move past whatever I or any other miracle worker can do for them.”

“I see,” Martin said. “A vaccine then? To prevent infection?”

“There you have it. That’s what I’m working on. As to how close I am, it’s hard to say. Months, years, never?”

“Good to know,” Martin said, disappointed despite knowing the odds.

“I understand your frustration, but science is fickle. Sometimes the answer lies right in front of you; sometimes it’s light years away from discovering.”

Martin was silent, thinking back to the moment he’d discovered his wife and son in zombie form. The horror, the desperation, the lack of all hope. He’d have given anything for a cure then, even his soul, but he also understood Lange’s point. There was no cure for death.

“I’ve noticed a change in the virus, though. A change that I’ve begun to pick up in the infected themselves,” Dr. Lange continued.

“Oh?” Martin said, sitting upright. “What change? When did you observe this?”

Dr. Lange shrugged. “I’ve been studying the bodies at camp, gathering tissue samples and blood.”

“And?”

“It appears they’re becoming more resilient. Their deterioration is slowing, and at a certain point, it stops altogether.”

Martin stared at the scientist as dread seeped into his veins. “You mean…”

“Yes, our fond hope that the infected will die off with time is in vain. They’re here to stay.”

“Shit,” Ronnie said from up front, adding his two cents to the picture.

“You’re serious?” Mike said, nearly falling over the back of his seat.

Even Lenka grunted in what could be construed as an alarm.

Martin leaned back as he absorbed this information. It was a frequent topic of debate among people. Would the zombies eventually starve? Or decompose to the point of nothingness? Or would they carry on forever, shuffling their way through the years to come until every human being alive today was dead?

“It might even account for their increased levels of activity,” Dr. Lange continued, much to Martin’s dismay.

“What?” he asked.

“Surely you’ve noticed?” Dr. Lange asked. “All of you?”

Mute looks met his gaze.

“I thought it was the recent fight drawing them to us,” Ronnie said. “All the carrying on and the noise, you know?”

“That accounts for part of it, yes, but I believe there’s more at play here,” Dr. Lange said. “Once a few days had passed, and the camp went back to normal, the influx of undead should have slowed, but it didn’t. I believe the virus is changing them, making them hardier but also hungrier. They’re hunting.” 

“If this is true, you have to warn Max,” Martin said. “He needs to know. Everyone does.”

“I’ll tell him as soon as I’ve gathered more evidence.”

“No, Dr. Lange. I believe you should do so right now,” Martin insisted.

“But what if I’m wrong?” Dr. Lange protested. “Most of this is speculation based on observation.”

“Rather you be wrong than the whole camp is caught unawares by another horde of the hungry undead, Doc,” Ronnie said.

Dr. Lange’s mouth worked for a few seconds before he nodded. “All right. I’ll share my suspicions with Max as soon as we get back.”

Martin nodded, his heart heavy with the implications of the scientist’s words. If Lange was correct, their lives were about to get a whole lot harder.





  
  Chapter 6 - Lisa

  



Lisa filed into the small room last and chose a spot nearest the door. She didn’t like crowds. Or small spaces. A plastic garden chair provided a seat, and she settled down to wait for the meeting to start. She wasn’t looking forward to it. These gatherings rarely delivered anything other than a bleak look at their circumstances and a boatload of arguing.

As usual, Max opened the floor. “Good morning, folks. Sorry to drag you all here, but I thought an overview of our situation was needed.”

“Situation?” Jonathan asked. “Is something wrong?”

“That’s what we’re here to determine,” Max replied with a brief smile. “First off, I’d like to begin with a report from each of the heads of their teams. Who’d like to go first?”

Phillip raised his hand. “I’ll go.”

“The floor is yours,” Max said.

“The winter crops are doing as well as can be expected given the late planting. Frost could be a problem later on. I’m hoping for at least a few balmy days, but we’re looking at a decent yield if all goes well.”

“Decent, as in?” Max asked.

Phillip shrugged. “Supplementary at best. If we preserve it properly, it can augment our normal food stores by about twenty percent.”

“That little?”

“It depends, of course. On the weather, how many mouths we have to feed, the quality of the harvest. The summer crops will be much larger. I’ll have more time, more space, and hopefully, more hands,” Philip said. 

“But for now, we’re still reliant on other food sources?” Max asked.

“Very much so,” Phillip confirmed.

“All right,” Max said. “Elise? How are things on your side?”

“We’re running low on everything, though Ronnie and Logan’s recent raids have alleviated the problem. We’ll need more, lots more, to see winter and spring through.”

“What about the plots?” Max asked, referring to the small vegetable patches Elise and Dave had going outside the kitchen. “Won’t that help?”

“We’re producing, but its small amounts at best. It lends variety to our diet, but we can’t rely on it to feed us if the stores run out,” Elise replied, shifting in her seat. “Don’t count on the chickens, either. There’s too few of them to deliver more than a couple of dozen eggs per week, and the fruit trees will only carry in summer.”

“I see.” Max sighed and looked around. “I’m almost afraid to ask. Anyone else?”

A few chuckles did the rounds before Julianne chipped in. “We can slaughter a few goats if we have to though I’d prefer to breed them. Their milk means more to me at this stage with the babies in camp.”

“What about the wildlife reserve?”

“The population is holding steady with a slight increase from spring. We lost a few animals when that tree crushed the fence, but we could hunt a buck or two to top up our meat supply.”

“Good news at last,” Max said. “Logan, are you up for it? You’re the best hunter here.”

“No problem,” Logan said, extending his long legs in front of him.

“Other than that, our water supply is adequate with the current rationing system, and we’re barely staying afloat with guard duty and chores though everyone is overextended,” Julianne continued.

“Once the repairs are done, we should have more hands,” Max said. “That should even out the workload.”

“If they ever get done,” Joseph said with a wave of his hands. “The fences need work. So do the gates, both inside and out. And that breach in our inner wall where that truck slammed through…that’s what worries me the most. We need more material.”

“Ronnie is doing his best, I’m sure,” Breytenbach protested.

“I know he is, but it’s not good enough. If he could bring me what I need, we could all band together and fix our defenses within days. It needs to be done,” Joseph said, his tone of voice rising in pitch. “I have a child, Max, and his safety is of the utmost importance to me.”

“I know that Joseph, it’s just hard with so much else going on,” Max said. “Important tasks like the harvest. We all need to eat, don’t you agree?”

“None of that will matter if our defenses fail and we die. Don’t forget about the plumbing and electrical systems either,” Joseph added. “They might be holding up, for now, thanks to Julianne’s rationing system, but come summer we’ll have a problem.”

“What do you suggest?” Max asked.

“That Ronnie focuses on the materials I need for the next two weeks or so and every spare hand pitches in to help. Once our defenses are stable and we have a steady supply of water and electricity, we can look to the rest,” Joseph said.

A murmur of protests did the rounds as each person voiced their own opinion, convinced that what they required was more critical. Lisa shook her head at their stubbornness. Couldn’t they set aside their differences? Privately, she agreed with Joseph on the need to do the repairs first. Everything else came second to that consideration.

Max raised his hands. “Okay, everyone. Settle down. Joseph has a point. Dead men don’t eat.” A reluctant silence fell as everyone subsided in their seats. “But before we discuss it further, does anyone else have anything to add to the meeting?”

Lisa raised her hand. It was her turn, at last. “I do.” 

“Go ahead,” Max said.

She lifted her chin and stood up. “As you all know, I’m in charge of the security team. We do moat patrols every day as well as occasional raids, sweeps of the area, and guard duty.”

Nods and half-smiles did the rounds. This encouraged her to press ahead even though she doubted anyone would believe her story.

“As such, I work near the dead. I see them every day. I study their patterns and behaviors, and…” For a few seconds, Lisa hesitated. “I’ve come to conclude that they’re changing.”

“What?” Max said. “Changing in what way?”

“There’s more of them for one thing. Lots more. Every day the moat is filled with the infected.”

“That means nothing, though, does it?” Julianne said. “With all the activity and noise around here, it was bound to draw them in.”

“Maybe, but their numbers should have slacked off by now. The fight happened weeks ago. Even Dr. Lange says so,” Lisa replied.

“Dr. Lange? What does he have to do with this?” Breytenbach asked with narrowed eyes.

“He’s been studying them too,” Lisa replied. “And he agrees. The infected are changing.”

“That’s impossible.”

“It can’t be.”

“Changing?”

“What are we going to do?”

The angry buzz of voices drowned out Lisa’s next sentence, and she pressed her lips together while she waited them out. One foot tapped the floor in a rapid beat. Patience had never been a virtue of hers.

“Where is Dr. Lange?” Max asked. “I’d like to hear from him on this matter.”

Jonathan spoke up. “He went on this morning’s raid with Ronnie.”

“Whatever for?” Max asked.

“He’s gone to study more infected, hasn’t he?” Breytenbach interjected.

With reluctance, Jonathan nodded. “So he says.”

“Well, this is an interesting development,” Max said, leaning back in his chair. “I suppose they’re not back yet?”

“They are due any moment,” Kirstin replied, standing up in one fluid motion. “I know where they went. I will wait at the gates and escort them here.”

“Thank you, love,” Max murmured with a grateful smile before turning his attention back to the meeting. “All right. Until they arrive, I propose we talk about less important matters first. Get that cleared from the agenda.”

Lisa sighed as she sat back down. As she’d feared, this meeting was turning into a long, tedious waste of time. Her only hope was that Dr. Lange would prove to be her ally, though the last time she spoke to him, he’d been reluctant to voice his opinion to Max.

A half hour passed during which the group discussed the children and their schooling, laundry and cleaning duties, the possible expansion of the vegetable plots, and combat training.

Lisa perked up at that last bit. While she’d been given a crash course in fighting by Ronnie and Lenka, she was keen to learn more. So were Nadia and a few others she knew. “Captain? Would you be interested in giving a few one on one lessons?”

“One on one?” Breytenbach asked.

“Yes. I know enough to keep me alive, but I’d like to learn more.”

“Maybe,” he replied, not looking sold on the idea. “Depends if I’ve got the time. You know I mostly work with the kids.”

“Oh, okay,” Lisa replied with a disappointed shrug. 

Next moment, Julianne elbowed him in the ribs, though, and Lisa suppressed a grin when he agreed to give her a few pointers after all. “Around dusk today? By the far east corner?”

“I’ll be there,” she agreed, and then there was nothing left to do but wait for Dr. Lange.

Luckily, the scientist showed up a short while later, hustled inside by Martin and Kirstin. Once they were seated, Max urged Dr. Lange to share his side of the story.

“It’s simple. The virus is changing. Mutating. It’s adapting to its environment and its human host. In turn, it’s making the infected more resilient as well.”

“In what way?” Max asked.

“We’ve all speculated at one point or another that the undead would rot away eventually. That there’d be nothing left of them except bones, perhaps. Well, this is untrue. Once decomposition reaches a certain stage, it slows and then stops altogether. The zombies are here to stay.”

“Well, that is indeed bad news to all of us who dream of a free world,” Max said.

“Truly, but that’s not the worst of it. The infected are also becoming stronger. As decomposition slows, they become tougher. This makes them more dangerous too.”

“You’re serious?” Max asked, his facial expression echoing the horror of everybody else gathered there.

“Very serious,” Dr. Lange said, opening his hands wide. “Imagine this. A zombie, old but intact, no longer rotting. It becomes tougher, less prone to falling over for the slightest reason. It’s hungry. Hungrier than ever before as the virus prompts it to spread the disease, so it actively searches for food instead of waiting for outside stimulus. It’s hunting.”

Lisa’s mouth fell open. That little titbit was something she hadn’t known. Sure, she’d noticed the undead’s increasing activity levels, their tendency to swarm, and even a certain toughness of late, but that was all. The doctor’s been hiding things from me, from all of us.

A grim silence fell over the room, broken only by the soft clicks of an analog clock on the wall. Lisa took the opportunity to press home her point and stood up. “This is what I’ve been trying to tell you, Max. The moat, the walls, the gates…we’re hard-pressed to keep the undead out as it is. If we hope to hold the camp, we need to not only repair but also improve our defenses. And we need to do it now.”

Max sighed, and for the first time since she’d met him, he looked defeated. “Is that even possible? We’re low on supplies, and we’re low on labor. How do we do it all?”

Breytenbach stood up. “We pull all hands on deck. We form two, even three raiding parties to find the materials we need. Once we have that, we work around the clock. All of us. We make this camp safe.”

“What about the crops, the cooking, the schooling?” Elise asked. 

“We can do that,” Michelle said, surprising everybody when she raised her hand.

“We?” Elise said.

“Nombali, the kids, and I,” Michelle answered. “We can take care of all those things while you work on the walls.”

“Really?” Elise said with a strong hint of disbelief in her voice.

Michelle raised her chin. “Don’t underestimate the children. They’re capable of more than you think. We can cook meals, do the washing, and tidy the bungalows. I bet we could even water and weed the gardens and look after the chickens. It’d be fun. Like a school outing.”

“A school outing,” Elise repeated faintly.

“It’s a chance for us to prove ourselves. To pay you back for everything you’ve done for us, ” Michelle said.

Lisa looked at the petite, sandy-haired girl who’d once been her fellow captive and felt a deep surge of respect well up within her breast. It was the first time Michelle had ever stood up for anything, and it made Lisa proud to be her friend.

“I say let them do it,” Lisa said, prompting a shy smile from Michelle.

Julianne looked around her and shrugged. “It’s a thought, guys. If they take up the slack, we can get this place fixed up once and for all.”

Rumbles of assent rose until Max stood up. “It’s settled then. Michelle, Nombali, and the children will run the camp while the rest of us get to work on the defenses.”

After a few more minutes of back and forth, it was decided that Jonathan and Dr. Lange would remain in the infirmary while Hannah would join Michelle, Nombali, and the kids. As the only medical personnel, they couldn’t be risked. Dave, however, opted to participate in the repairs as would everybody else not engaged in raiding.

With the meeting adjourned, Lisa strode outside with a feeling of relief. The crushing weight of responsibility on her shoulders had lessened. Finally, someone had listened to her. Now we can get things done, at last.





  
  Chapter 7 - Michael

  



Michael woke with a start in the cold grey hours of dawn. He blinked several times while he tried to regain his bearings. A quick glance around told him he was lying in the backseat of a car. His cheek was pressed to its grainy brown material, and a thin blanket covered his length.

The car’s windows were fogged up and empty, the interior dead silent. He shifted his weight and winced; each joint was locked in place by the long hours of sleep. Faint images lingered from the dreams that haunted him. Glimpses of Mpho’s dark eyes and full lips mocked him. 

His gaze locked onto the bundle of cloth in his fist. A crimson scarf. He raised it to his nose and breathed in her scent. It was faint, but there, and all he had left of her. Mpho.

After a moment, he shook off the memories, concentrating instead on the icy knot of hatred inside his breast. 

Hiran.

That was the only name that mattered to him now. 

With a grunt, Michael sat upright and got his feet underneath him. A quick check confirmed everything was in place, and he took a moment to stretch his spine and work the kinks out of his neck.

He was interrupted by the groans of a zombie, and next moment, it had its face glued to the window. Streamers of flesh hung from its cheeks, and one eye was missing. “Oh, fuck off, will you?”

The infected woman sped up her efforts and clawed at the clear glass, smearing it with grime. He ignored her antics and gathered up his things instead, before packing it into his backpack. Knife in hand, he exited the car and waited for the zombie lady to twig onto his re-appearance. “Over here.”

She paused mid-groan before attempting to claw her way across the roof. He rolled his eyes and sighed. “God, you’re stupid. Around the car.” 

Finally, she caught on and stumbled toward him, rasping her hunger like a broken record. Impatient to get going, Michael kicked her in the knee and broke the joint. She fell to her face, and he ended her struggles with a quick stab to the back of the head.

After a quick look around for danger, he donned fresh socks, brushed his teeth, and made a meal of water and a protein bar. A few minutes later, he was on the road again, walking to the next town. The car he’d slept in was nothing more than a rusting hulk, its battery long dead, and he left it behind without a second glance.

The morning passed swiftly as he settled into a ground-eating jog. His breath eased in and out of his lungs at an even pace that matched his heartbeat. Running was a favorite pastime of his, one he’d always enjoyed for the peace it afforded him.

When he ran, he could forget about his troubles, forget about Valerie and Mpho. He could focus on the physical. On the smooth rhythm of his limbs and the sound of his feet on the asphalt. It allowed his brain to switch off for a brief, but merciful, period.

On either side, the winter landscape streamed past, a monotonous blur of beige, brown, and grey. An occasional stunted tree reached for the sky with clawed branches, and termite mounds stood guard like silent sentinels. 

In the distance, hills rose above the ground interspersed with rocky outcrops. The occasional cell tower reminded one of the past while thick brush lined the overhangs. Michael had the brief thought that some of those towering hills would make for a safe base but soon dismissed it as irrelevant to his current situation.

Around noon, he paused to take a break and built a small fire with brush and twigs. From his pack, he filled a metal cup with water and boiled it on a flat rock. Once it was hot, he dumped in a teabag and let it steep while he munched on a few apples he’d plucked from a tree. They were small and sour, having grown far too late in the season, but he didn’t care. His body needed nutrition, and that’s all that mattered.

As Michael sipped his tea, he reflected on the past few days. Following Hiran’s trail had proved more difficult than he’d thought it’d be at first. First, he’d returned to Ke Tau’s hideout to look for clues. 

There were none. 

All he found were new reasons to hate the man and his followers. Although the bodies of the women and children had been removed and cremated, the evidence of the massacre remained. Splashes of dried blood covered the floors. Slash marks adorned the painted walls where knives and machetes had missed their victims and hit concrete instead. A metallic tang hung in the air, overlaid by the sweet stench of rot.

The place was also a hub for the undead, and the damned things nearly swarmed him while he was there. He barely got out with his skin intact and moved on with alacrity.

From there on, he’d searched the rest of town, though he found precious little to point him in the right direction. Hiran and his men had disappeared into the night like the murdering thieves they were. 

Finally, he’d moved on to the next town, and then the next, using what resources he could find along the way to survive. He slept in alleyways and old cars, abandoned buildings and garden sheds with only a thin blanket and bedroll for warmth. Once, he even spent the night in a tree. That was the most uncomfortable he’d ever been. 

When he was able to, he bathed and washed his clothes in streams. The rest of the time he smelled, though he always took care of his feet. He ate what he could find or kill. Even rats and pigeons.

The infected were a nuisance. The things seemed to be more active than he remembered them being, and they wandered around in a perpetual search for food. He killed them when he had to, avoided them when he couldn’t, and never once let go of his end goal: find and kill Hiran. A week passed in this fashion, then two. He never stopped looking.

In Hennenman, he found a clue. Several, in fact. The crucified bodies of people nailed to the doors of their hideouts. From there, he’d followed the trail to a farmhouse, and after that, to a slew of other small communities. Each time, he found more unfortunates forced to die in the same fashion. As Michael investigated the scenes, he came to certain conclusions. 

Like any tyrant, Hiran ruled through fear. As long as his men feared him, they’d obey him. Toss in the occasional reward for following him and Hiran had it made. Even though he was in no way religious, killing his victims through crucifixion delivered a message. An unequivocal message. One designed to strike fear into the hearts of anyone who either followed or opposed him. 

It was apparent to Michael that while Ke Tau had been a shrewd and violent man, Hiran was a far more dangerous adversary.

“It doesn’t matter. His blood runs just as sweetly as anybody else’s,” Michael muttered under his breath.

He was now nearing Brandfort, a tiny town not far from Bloemfontein which was where Hiran had gone if his current estimate was correct. 

The town appeared in the distance, and Michael slowed to a walk. He approached with caution, one hand resting on his rifle while the other gripped his knife.

The sun was high by now, and the midday heat was pleasant after the morning chill. The pockmarked road led between two rows of buildings, worn and dilapidated after more than a year without any upkeep.

He saw no movement and spotted no life except for pigeons roosting in the eaves and a stray cat that took off the moment it saw him. Not even the usual undead candidates came out to greet him. It felt like a ghost town.

Empty windows and shop fronts seemed to stare at the street with bland indifference. Clogged gutters overflowed onto the pavements to join the garbage rotting to mush in alleys and corners. Weeds poked through the cracks in the concrete, and the road was filled with growing holes and trenches.

It was nothing he wasn’t used to, and he wondered how long it would take until nothing remained at all. Mankind’s time on earth had been brief, and it seemed their legacy would be even more fleeting.

After the previous small towns, Michael had a fair inkling of what to expect from Hiran and was proven right when he reached an open square between a bunch of shops and saw a familiar sight. 

As before, Hiran had ordered his men to clear and secure a space for their comfort and safety. They’d eradicated any undead in the vicinity, then dumped their corpses in a heap where they lay rotting like so much discarded rubbish. 

Unlike the other places he’d found, this one was fresh. The bodies were only a few days old. Along the way, he’d caught up to Hiran, and now he was sure he was close.

Parked cars were used to block off any open gaps between buildings and secure all possible approaches while empty metal drums provided warmth once fires were kindled inside. The surrounding shops were looted for anything useful, and the town searched for survivors. With their camp set up and their bellies filled, the men’s thoughts soon turned to entertainment. In this, they were led by their sadistic leader, a man whose soul was blacker than the night. 

Bitter bile rose in Michael’s throat when he spotted their first victim, a young woman lying face down on the tar and wearing no clothes. Bruises mottled her skin, and dried blood pooled around her slit throat. 

A man hung from a lamppost; his belly yawned open, and maggots crawled through the innards lying at his feet. Three more were nailed to shop doors, their faces twisted into agonizing expressions. Another girl lay against the wall where she’d crawled to die, a trail of blood marking her passage. She was barely more than a child.

Michael closed his eyes and turned away. How many? How many more would die at the hands of Hiran and his men? How many more innocents would suffer a horrifying death while such scum walked the earth? 

His hand found the necklace riding in his pocket. Mpho’s gold cross. He gripped it with one hand and repeated his vow. I’m coming for you, Hiran. Mark my words. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll rip the beating heart from your chest and squash it beneath my heel.





  
  Chapter 8 - Hiran

  



Hiran sucked hard on the cigarette dangling between his fingers. He stepped over the sprawled limbs of a corpse and danced away from the wriggling fingers of another body, this one still living. 

“George,” he barked, nodding toward the man attempting to crawl away from the light.

George walked over with casual strides, a sneer hovering on his lips. He reached the man Hiran had pointed out and kneeled beside him. With a violent twist of his hands, he snapped the man’s neck, ending his futile struggles before straightening up again.

Hiran nodded. “Good, good. You did well, George. Better than I ever expected.”

“Thank you, Boss. It was easy. These people were like sheep. Too trusting.”

“Too trusting? Or were you too devious? The wolf hidden among the flock?” Hiran asked as he turned in a slow circle, surveying the scene.

Where once a community had thrived, now lay a wasteland of death and destruction. Flames flickered where buildings and vehicles had been set alight, casting the hill in a deep orange glow. 

Smoke curled upward from the bones of a charred tent, its occupant caught beneath the burning canvas before he or she could escape. Bodies lay strewn about in the various attitudes of death, more than Hiran would’ve thought possible.

The Naval Hill Refuge had been strong with a fighting force that numbered in the dozens. It had to be to clean up a city the size of Bloemfontein and clear it of the dead, yet he wondered how they’d managed. 

A knot of crying woman and children huddled in a corner, guarded by two of his men. Most still wore their pajamas, testament to their utter unpreparedness for what befell them.

The takeover had been a complete success, coordinated perfectly from within and without through a system of secret messages passed to and fro every night. Hiran struck at midnight after George poisoned the guards with contaminated drink. They died in agony, lying in puddles of their own vomit and excrement. 

With the place wide open, it was an easy matter to sneak in and strike while the inhabitants slept unawares. Even the hunting dogs had died without uttering a single howl, struck down in a welter of blood by George who’d won their trust with treats and affection.

Hiran allowed himself a satisfied smile. “Have the gates been secured?” 

“Yes, Boss, and the fence has been checked. We’ll be safe for the night, at least.”

“Excellent, but double the guard, nonetheless.”

“Will do, Boss.”

“Where’s the leader?” Hiran asked. “I trust you kept him alive?”

“I did. She’s over here.”

Hiran’s eyes widened. “She?”

“Yes. Their leader is a woman,” George replied.

“That’s interesting,” Hiran replied. “She must be strong.”

George snorted. “She was their weakness. No woman should be a leader. They are there to bear children and serve us. No more.”

Hiran resisted the urge to roll his eyes. While his second-in-command was old school, Hiran didn’t share his sentiments. Not completely. While some women were weak, it was true, he’d also met plenty in his lifetime who were not. 

“Let me give you a little advice, George,” he said as they walked across the packed earth.

“Yes, Boss?”

“Never underestimate a woman. You’ll wake up one night with a knife sticking out of your guts and blood running down your chest. Mark my words.”

“Boss?” George eyed him with disbelief.

“It’s true, George. Just ask my father.”

By then they’d reached their destination, and George pointed at one of two kneeling figures. “This is her. Their leader. They call her Agatha.”

Hiran eyed the woman before him, studying her features. She was tall and slender, but sturdy, her shoulders broad. Her eyes were as black as night, and her hair formed a perfect halo around her head, an afro of tight black curls. Her lips were twisted with derision, and he could almost feel the hatred radiating from her body.

He whistled. “Well, what do we have here? You’re the leader of this fine establishment? Or should I say were the leader?”

Her eyes narrowed to slits, and she stressed the words. “I am the leader.”

“I find that surprising. Then again, your camp did just fold like a cheap game of cards, so maybe not so surprising,” he taunted. 

Her cheeks flamed. “Your men lied to me. They betrayed me.”

“Of course. That’s the whole point of deceit.” He tapped his chin with one finger. “I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long if you can’t even spot a spy or two.”

“Why?” she asked. “Why do it? Why destroy us? You could have joined us. We could’ve fought as one, eradicated the undead from all corners of the earth.”

“I’m not much of a joiner,” Hiran said. “Besides, why join when I can simply take?”

“Please, my son. Have mercy on these people,” the second kneeling figure pleaded, shuffling forward into the light.

Agatha shook her head. “Stay out of this, Father. Please.”

“I cannot. Surely, these people can be reasoned with.”

Hiran eyed the man with interest, noting the dog collar around his neck. He noted the man’s soft, pudgy appearance and watery eyes. “A priest? That explains all the ‘pure of heart’ bullshit.”

“Please, my son. Listen to―”

“I’m not your son, and I can’t be reasoned with,” Hiran interrupted, his lip curling with disdain. “Tell me something, priest. Have you once dirtied your hands with the blood of the infected, or have all these other people been protecting your neck?”

The priest stuttered. “As a man of God, I cannot kill.”

“I’ve heard enough,” Hiran said. “George, lock him up with the rest of the surviving men. I’ll deal with him tomorrow.”

“You heard the Boss.” George gestured at two of his men waiting nearby, and they stepped forward to drag the priest away. He protested weakly, and they jerked him to his feet with little regard for his person.

Agatha gasped. “You can’t do this. He’s a priest!”

Hiran snorted. “Try again.”

“Tell your men to let him go, you coward. Take me instead.”

“I already have you,” Hiran pointed out. 

“Then face me like a man,” she cried, struggling against her bonds. “Fight me.”

Hiran laughed. “Why should I? You’re no man. You’re brave, though. I’ll give you that.”

“You stinking jackal.”

“Now, now. There’s no need for that. We can talk like two civilized people, can’t we?”

She gasped. “Civilized? You call this slaughter civilized?”

He shrugged. “You have a point, but there’s no need for such negativity. Consider this a hostile takeover. A change of management, shall we say.”

She sputtered. “What? Are you insane?”

“Perhaps. Some might think so. I prefer the word ruthless,” Hiran said, before switching direction. “Tell me. How did you and your pathetic priest manage to clear an entire city of the dead?”

She blinked, taken aback. “What?”

“You can’t tell me you did all of this on your own.”

Agatha’s eyes narrowed before she spat at him, a globule of saliva landing on his shoe. “I’ll never tell.”

Suddenly, Hiran grew tired of the cat and mouse game he’d initiated. “Fine. Suit yourself. George, what shall we do with her?”

George’s eyes glowed as he watched the struggling woman, his desire oozing out of his pores. “I’ll take care of her, Boss.”

“Mm. You do deserve a little something for your efforts today,” Hiran said, pretending to mull it over.

“You can’t do this! I’m not your property! How dare you?” Agatha cried. “Let me go.”

Her struggles had caused the zip tie around her wrists to tighten to the point where it cut into the flesh, and blood leaked from the wounds. It pattered onto the ground, forming little balls of rust-colored sand.

Hiran ignored her protests. “She’s all yours, George. Consider it payment for your loyalty. Don’t damage her too badly, though. I want to question her again later.”

“Sure thing, Boss,” George replied as he grabbed Agatha by the arm.

“Maybe you’ll be more forthcoming in the morning,” Hiran said to the enraged Agatha.

“Fuck you, you stinking piece of―”

Her words were abruptly cut off when George hit her with his fist, knocking her unconscious. Hiran watched with approval as his second-in-command tossed her over his shoulder and walked away. “She doesn’t know it yet, but she’s in for a rough night.”

After issuing a few more orders, Hiran made himself comfortable by the side of the fire. He basked in the glow of the flames, sipping on a cold beer served to him by a captive. That same captive now sat by his feet, sobbing quietly into her hands.

 Triumph filled his being, and he allowed it to wash over him in waves of elation. He had everything he needed. A proper base, guns, ammunition, and supplies. 

Even a little bit of fun, he thought as he eyed the pretty girl below him. She was much more his speed than the Amazonian Agatha. He preferred his girls to be meek and dutiful. Adoring even. Everything that bitch Mpho should’ve been.

For a moment, his mood darkened, but it didn’t last. It couldn’t. Not when everything he wanted lay within his grasp. He closed his eyes and savored the sounds that emanated from the camp around him. Whimpers and screams, crude laughter, and the smack of flesh on flesh. The sound of his men subjugating their victims.

He tossed the beer aside and got to his feet. “Come, girl. Time for bed.”

“Please, don’t,” she sobbed, shaking her head.

Hiran grabbed a fistful of her hair, ignoring her pained cries. “Please me, and you might live to see the morning. Piss me off, and I’ll feed you to the dogs. Understand?”

She nodded through a web of tears, and he felt himself harden in anticipation of the pleasure to come.

Victory was sweet.

The next morning he found himself sitting at the head of a long table being served breakfast the likes of which he hadn’t had in a long time. He smiled with satisfaction as he sipped at a hot cup of coffee and reflected that life was good. Can’t get much better than this.

The smell of fried onions, canned bully beef, and corn teased his nostrils as steam wafted from his full plate. He dug in with gusto, copied by his most trusted men who shared the table with him.

The rest sat on tables scattered around the periphery or outside while some stood guard. They were served by the women who’d survived the night, and they were utterly cowed and beaten.

When he’d chewed and swallowed his last bite, he sat back and waved at a nearby girl to refill his cup. She did so with haste, and again, he experienced the thrill of victory.

“It’s time, George,” he said when all the men had finished their food and the tables had been cleared.

“Of course, Boss,” George replied before waving at two men near the door. 

They disappeared for a few moments while Hiran and George waited. When they reappeared, they had four more men with them, all chained and bruised. 

Hiran ran his eyes over them. “George?”

“These are possibles, Boss. They talked readily enough when questioned, bowed down when beaten, and in the week I stayed here, they seemed to dislike Agatha and her rule.”

“I see. Bring them forward,” Hiran said. The men were prodded closer until they stood with their heads and shoulders bowed, dirt-streaked and beaten. “So, you didn’t like Agatha? Why is that?”

It took some more prodding to loosen their tongues which had frozen from fright, but at last, their hidden resentments became known.

“She was a real bitch, that Agatha. Always lording it over me. ”

“I don’t like a woman being my boss.”

“Her and that priest, they were forever preaching and praying at us.”

“I should’ve been in charge, not her.”

Hiran snorted at that. “Well, sorry to hear that, but I’m in charge now. Have any of you got a problem with that?”

They all shook their heads.

“Good.” He fixed them to the spot with a baleful stare. “This is a one time offer. Refuse, and you die. Disobey, and you die. Got that?”

They nodded.

“Join me, and you’ll have food, shelter, women, and a share in any spoils. All I require in return is absolute obedience. Who’s in?”

All four raised their hands, much to his satisfaction. Good little mice. “Excellent. Welcome to the fold. See to it that they’re fed and clothed, George.”

“Yes, Boss,” George replied, waving a hand. The new recruits were led away by two other men to receive their reward for joining.

Hiran’s eyes narrowed. “Watch them, George. If any of them prove false...”

“Will do, Boss.”

“Good.” Hiran tapped his fingers on the tabletop. “Tell me, how’s Agatha this morning?”

“She’s just fine, Boss. In peak shape, I might add.” While George spoke in a joking fashion, Hiran detected a hint of chagrin in his voice which peaked his interest. What had the woman done to so upset his second-in-command?

“Bring her in,” Hiran replied. “The rest, as well, including the priest.”

When the prisoners arrived, Hiran took a moment to study them. They formed a motley group. The priest, despondent and sagging, but still hopeful of reasoning with his captors. A few surviving men, all the worse for wear after the fight and a night spent in captivity. A few were defiant and glared at Hiran, but most were not.

Agatha surprised him the most. He was familiar with George’s ways, had seen his work before, and was expecting to see a gibbering wreck of a human being. Instead, she stood proud and tall, her chin raised in a manner a queen would be proud of. 

He turned to look at George. “Are you losing your touch?”

George flashed him a forced smile. “I didn’t want to damage her too badly, as you commanded.”

“But still, it seems you’re growing soft in your old age. Or you’ve met your match.”

George’s teeth ground together, but he didn’t reply, much to Hiran’s amusement.

Hiran waved at Agatha. “Come sit, my dear.”

She shook her head, but two men forced her into the seat next to him, cuffing her on the head when she resisted. She cast a baleful glare at George who seemed on the verge of exploding then stared at Hiran with all the hate she could muster.

He chuckled. “I trust you slept well? That George here treated you nicely?”

“Piss off, you monster,” she ground out between clenched teeth.

George moved as if to hit her, but Hiran waved him back. “Leave her be, George. I want her conscious for what comes next.”

“Yes, Boss,” George grumbled.

Hiran waved a negligent hand at the assembled men. “Crucify them, and leave the priest for last. Perhaps, he can pray for their souls before it’s his turn.”

“What?” Agatha cried, echoed by the priest and a few of the others. “You can’t do this!”

“Oh, but I can, and I will.” Hiran stood up. “Let’s move this party outside, shall we?”

The men were dragged out by their chains, kicking and screaming as they realized what was to come. George had a hold of Agatha, his arms wrapped around her waist as she struggled. The surviving women knotted together in a corner, watching the unfolding spectacle with horrified eyes.

Wooden crosses had been hastily assembled and planted around the clearing throughout the night. Where it might have brought comfort before, the symbol of Christ now inspired terror in the hearts of all.

The priest broke down in tears as he blubbered for mercy, going so far as to crawl toward Hiran on his hands and knees. “Please, my son. Don’t do this. We are all children of God.”

“I don’t believe in your God, Priest,” Hiran replied. He delivered a brutal kick to the man’s face, and it landed with a sickening crunch.

“No!” Agatha screamed, renewing her struggles until George was hard-pressed to hold her still.

The priest fell back with a cry, blood spraying from his broken nose. “No, please, don’t.”

“You can pray all you like, but your God won’t save you today,” Hiran said with glittering eyes. Bloodlust coiled in his stomach, and he relished in the feel of it. This was what he craved. The ability to control, to destroy. The power of life and death itself. 

One by one, the men were nailed to the crosses with metal stakes, each hammer blow delivered with terrific force. Their screams echoed throughout the clearing until they were reduced to pathetic whimpers. Blood ran down their limbs to puddle beneath their feet, staining the earth red. 

Agatha and the priest watched with shocked disbelief, their cries, and struggles going weaker until even Agatha fell silent. When George let her go, she collapsed to her knees and covered her face. At last, when none remained but them, Hiran delivered the killing blow. 

“Disembowel them,” he ordered coldly.

A swift slice of a machete cut open the hanging men’s bellies, and their innards spilled from their bodies. Their wretched cries rose to a crescendo until it died away to miserable pleas for a swift death.

Hiran smiled at the priest. “Your turn.”

“No, please, I beg you. I’ll do anything you ask,” the priest cried. “Anything.”

“Would you abandon your faith, your God?” Hiran asked.

The priest hesitated for a brief moment before nodding. “Yes, yes, I will.”

“Then you’re even more of a coward than I thought,” Hiran replied with a curl of his lip. “Take him.”

As his men dragged the priest away, Agatha turned to him, still on her knees. “Please, not him too. End this. End their suffering.”

Hiran studied her through lidded lids. “Ready to talk, at last?”

She nodded, her eyes wet with unshed tears. “Yes. If you’ll stop this madness.”

“Answer my questions, and I’ll save the priest. I’ll even grant the rest the death they so dearly want now.”

“I’ll answer you,” she said, bowing her head.

Hiran waved at the men holding the priest, indicating that they wait. “So tell me, Agatha. How did your pitiful camp manage to clear an entire city of the undead?”

“It…it wasn’t us. It was the army.”

“The army?” Hiran asked, folding his arms. “You’re kidding me.”

“No, it’s true. They have a base here,” she continued.

“I know that, but they fell early on, or so the rumors said.”

She shook her head. “The base was overrun, yes, but a group fought back, and reinforcements arrived. They cleared the command post and swept out into the city, killing the infected.”

“I see. What happened to these soldiers?” Hiran asked. “Where are they? Still on their base?”

“In a manner of speaking,” she said with a shrug.

“What do you mean?”

“One night, one of their own turned after taking the infection inside. He failed to disclose his condition and managed to hide it from the medics. I know. I was there.”

“As a soldier?”

“Yes.”

“That explains a lot,” Hiran said with a smirk. “What happened then?”

“Most of us died. Those who didn’t die, ran, but we locked the gates first, sealing the infected soldiers inside.”

“Smart.”

“I came here with a group of civilians, and we carried on the soldier’s and 

God’s work, clearing the town and saving others.”

“How noble.”

Agatha flushed. “Say what you will, it matters not to me.”

“You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that, and you’re strong too. I admire that in a man. Not so much in a woman.”

“So what now?” she asked, her posture one of defeat.

“Now, I finish what I started,” Hiran said, waving at the men holding the priest. 

“What? No! You promised!”

“I never promised you a thing, my dear. I merely lied to get what I wanted from you.”

“You bastard!” Agatha said, renewing her struggles as George grabbed her arms from behind.

“What?” Hiran asked, assuming an expression of innocence. “It’s not like your information is all that valuable.”

“What do you mean valuable? I told you all I knew!” Agatha said.

“I’m sure you did, but I was hoping you had a stash of weapons hidden away. An arsenal. Something I could use,” Hiran replied. “Instead, all you have to offer is hordes of zombies. Nobody wants that.”

The first nail sank into the priest’s wrist, and he screamed with such shrill despair that even the men shied away. “Please, stop! Please!”

Agatha shook her head as if in denial, tears running down her cheeks. “No, no, no.”

Hiran continued talking as if he didn’t hear a thing. “But, instead, I learn the long-dead army did most of the work, and their base is crawling with the undead, meaning I can’t even raid it for more weapons.”

The second nail was followed by the third and the fourth. By then, both Agatha and the priest were sobbing like babies. When the moment of disembowelment arrived, the priest fouled himself before they could even touch him. Hiran eyed him with disfavor. “A coward to the end.”

“He was a good man,” Agatha said, turning her eyes away from the sight of the priest’s innards spilling to the ground.

Hiran snorted. “Save your tears for yourself, my dear. You’ll need them.”

She turned an empty gaze upon him, and he knew he had her. “Are you going to kill me too? Crucify me? Gut me?”

“Oh, no. I have a much better use for you in mind.” He turned to George. “She’s all yours to do with as you wish. I only ask that you don’t kill her too soon. She’s strong. Make it last.”

George grinned. “You know me, Boss. I aim to please.”

Hiran watched as George dragged her away by the arm. Too broken to resist, she followed, her face a blank canvas devoid even of despair. He smiled, luxuriating in the knowledge that his victory was now complete, and a certain defiant camp would follow soon after. I’m coming for you, Mpho. I’m coming.





  
  Chapter 9 - Michelle

  



“Come on, Jenny. They won’t hurt you, I promise,” Michelle said to the little girl who hung back, gazing at the chickens with wide eyes.

“Are you sure?” Jenny asked.

“Of, course, I’m sure. Look at Mark. They’re not hurting him, at all,” Michelle replied, gesturing at the boy who was plucking eggs from their nests with a gleeful smile.

“They’re still warm,” he exclaimed, causing Michelle to laugh.

After a few more tries, Jenny finally stepped into the coop with them. She scooped up a handful of maize and flung it to the ground, screeching when the hens attacked the food in a burst of wings and feathers.

“There, there. They’re just hungry,” Michelle soothed before moving on to clean the cages and spread fresh hay.

After a few more tries, Jenny got the hang of it and actually giggled when one of the birds insisted on pecking at her toes. “Look, Miss Michelle!”

“I see, baby,” Michelle replied. “She must really like your shoes.”

“How do you know it’s a she?” Jenny asked

“Because only girl chickens lay eggs, stupid,” Mark replied with a scornful look.

“I’m not stupid,” Jenny exclaimed.

“Mark…” Michelle warned in a stern voice. “Apologize.”

“He sighed. “Fine, I’m sorry.”

Michelle shook her head. “They’re called hens, Mark. Not girl chickens.”

“I know that,” he said.

“And the boy chicken? What do we call him?”

I know, I know,” Jenny cried. “A rooster!”

“That’s right. Gold star for you, Jenny,” Michelle said.

“I knew that one,” Mark protested. “I should get the gold star.”

Michelle ruffled his hair with one slender hand. “How about you both get a gold star?”

He grumbled a bit but nodded. “Okay.”

Once they finished with the chickens, Michelle led the children out of the coop and locked the cage door. She put the keys in her pocket and walked toward the kitchen where Hannah was cooking breakfast.

The smell of oatmeal and sugar greeted her nostrils, and her stomach rumbled. “Mm, that smells good.”

“I’m nearly done,” Hannah said, flashing her a smile. “Ten more minutes.”

“Perfect. Here are the eggs,” Michelle said, placing the basket on the counter. “We’ll water the vegetable plots while you’re finishing up.”

Jenny and Mark trooped along behind her, and for the next few minutes, they worked outside, watering and weeding. There wasn’t much to do, really. Dave kept the gardens in mint shape, and the plants grew well, but Michelle wanted the kids to learn from an early age.

“Do you know why we water the plots so early in the day?” she asked. Mark and Jenny shook their heads. “So that the sun doesn’t suck all the moisture from the ground right away. It’s best to water your garden before it gets hot. Or after.”

She continued in this fashion, pointing out the different vegetables and explaining how they grew, what they needed, and how long it took before they could be harvested.

The children soaked up the knowledge like sponges, their faces eager and open. It gladdened Michelle’s heart to see it, and she reflected once more that she had the best job in camp. She loved kids, and she loved teaching. More than that, Mark and Jenny were like her own. Together with Buzz and Princess, they formed a family. A strange, but happy, orphan family.

Once the gardens were off their to-do list, Michelle herded the children into the common room for breakfast. Nombali had arrived by then with the other kids in tow, and ordered chaos broke out as they all scrambled to find a seat. Hannah dished up bowls of sweetened oats which Michelle and Nombali distributed, and soon everyone was happily munching away.

The adults began trickling in not long after, each grabbing a quick plate and coffee or tea before rushing off to their specific jobs. Though Michelle didn’t possess the details, she knew roughly half would go raiding, looking for building materials, while the other half would work on the moat, deepening and widening it. There was talk of digging more trenches further out as well and creating blockades to funnel the undead away from camp.

Either way, she was just happy to help, and ecstatic to show her appreciation to the people who’d taken her in. If she and the children could pull their weight, it would be a significant load off the other’s shoulders.

Michelle knew she wasn’t a fighter, and she knew some looked down at her for being so meek, but she also knew she could be useful, and was determined to prove it.

Her train of thought was broken when Anne and Meghan broke into an argument. She scooped up the last of her oatmeal before rushing over to restore peace, and then it was time to dole out everyone’s new chores.

“All right, settle down,” she said, once all plates were empty. “You know that we’ll have to work extra hard from today, right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” was the chorused answer.

“And you understand why, don’t you?”

Another round of agreement.

“Great, so we’ll all do our best to help out and not complain too much?” Michelle let her gaze travel around to each, especially Meghan who tended to be a bit difficult. Naughty as hell, actually.

 But everyone, even Meghan nodded gravely, and Michelle allowed herself to relax a bit. Maybe we can actually pull this off and not disappoint everyone.

“Ruby, you and Lonny are in charge of the goats today. Feed, groom, and milk them just like Abe taught you,” Michelle said.

“Okay,” Ruby replied, fidgeting with her leather bracelet, the one Anne and Meghan had made her in art class. She wasn’t a very talkative girl, and Michelle suspected she was still grieving for her father’s death and struggling to cope with everything that had happened to her.

Her brother Lonny, on the other hand, had bounced back from his ordeal like a rubber ball on concrete. As soon as he was discharged from the infirmary, he’d wormed his way into his teacher’s hearts with his dimpled smile and charming manners.

“Anne and Meghan, as punishment for fighting, you can help Hannah wash the dishes and clean the kitchen.”

“What?” Meghan exclaimed. “She started it.”

“I did not,” Anne protested.

“It doesn’t matter who started it. You know better than to fight. You’re friends.” She pinned Meghan to her seat with a frown. “Besides, I know you started it, Meghan. You always do.”

“I don’t mean to,“ Meghan said. “But if I know I’m right about something, shouldn’t I say so?”

“It’s not always about being right, Meghan. Sometimes you need to consider other people’s feelings as well. Especially if it’s a friend.”

“But isn’t the truth the most important thing of all?”

Michelle sighed. Arguing with Meghan was hard. The child was intelligent and articulate, but also stubborn and opinionated. A lot like her mom.

“Whatever you say, kitchen duty it is. You’re not worming your way out of it.”

“Aw,” Meghan said, her bottom lip growing thick, but Michelle ignored her antics and carried on dishing out orders. “Jenny, you can help Nombali look after the babies, while Mark and I tackle the laundry. We’ll all meet here again at eleven to help Hannah prepare lunch.”

With that said, breakfast was over, and everyone dispersed to perform their chores. Michelle spent a quiet morning folding clothes in the laundry room with Mark, while the rest of the washing dried on the line.

They broke off for lunch, a brief affair consisting of tea and biscuits. Afterward, they all went from room to room, sweeping floors, dusting, and washing windows, working their way through the camp at a steady rate.

By mid-afternoon, Michelle called it quits for the young ones, sending them off to play under Nombali’s supervision until supper was served. All except Lonny and Ruby who were too old for such things and both willing and capable of doing more.

With their help, she and Hannah cooked a plain but decent supper, washed up, tidied the kitchen, and made a few preparations for breakfast. 

The only hitch occurred when Lonny bumped into her while she was carrying a basket of flour. He hit her hard on the hip, jarring her arms. A cloud of white enveloped her face, and she sneezed. “Lonny!”

He grabbed her arm to steady her. “Sorry, Miss Michelle. I didn’t mean to.”

“It...It’s okay, I’m all right.” She sneezed again and wiped her watering eyes while Hannah clucked and shook her head.

The resulting mess was cleaned up quickly enough, though, and after supper, they all retired to their beds. Nombali had returned Meghan, Anne, and the babies to their parents before the evening meal. Lonny shared a dorm room with Peter, and Thembiso, and Ruby stayed with Donya and Nadia.

 Once she was sure they were all taken care of, and in their rooms, Michelle headed to her bungalow with a relieved sigh. “Boy, this was a long day.”

She stopped along the way to collect Mark and Jenny. Nombali had taken them home with her after dinner. This was a huge change in routine for them, but one that would pass when the current situation returned to normal. It’s only for a little bit.

“Thanks, Nombali. See you tomorrow,” Michelle said as she gathered the two sleepy kids close to her.

“Of, course. And I will help after supper then so you can get an early night,” Nombali said.

“Sounds good,” Michelle replied.

Indeed, it did. If there was one thing Michelle enjoyed the most, it was her evening routine with the dogs and kids. After a long hard day, there was nothing better than going home and relaxing with them.

They reached the little cottage they called home and were greeted by an over-excited Buzz and Princess. During the day, the animals had the run of camp, but at night, they knew where their home was and always waited for her and the children to return.

With a shiver, Michelle unlocked the door and hustled everyone in. “Come, come. Get out of the chill.”

The bungalow consisted of a tiny living room, a single bedroom, and a bathroom. Even though it was small, it was home, and she adored it. She hung up their coats and made her way to the kettle. It stood on top of a small antique cabinet that occupied one corner of the living room along with a few cups, saucers, spoons, glasses, and a jug of water.

A tin of hot chocolate was her prized possession, and she doled it out sparingly most of the time. Tonight she was generous, however, and tossed a heaped spoonful into each cup followed by another of sugar. 

Michelle glanced at the roster taped above the kettle and sighed. No baths that night. While the kids would be happy about it, she’d been looking forward to a long soak in the tub. “Ah, well. Get into your pajamas, my sweets. Chop, chop.”

They cheered, knowing it meant no washing for them. She followed at a more sedate pace and lit a few candles. Once they were all dressed warmly, she sat them down with the hot cocoa and a story. 

Huddled under a blanket with a child on each side, sipping the sweet concoction in their mugs and with the scene lit in a golden glow, she could almost cry from happiness. This was her favorite part of the day.

Usually, after story time they’d play a board game, but it was late, and Jenny sagged in her seat. “Right. Time for bed, both of you.”

Neither protested as she tucked them into their half of the bunk bed they shared. With a hug and kiss goodnight, she let them sleep while allowing the dogs out for their final bathroom break.

Buzz and Princess roved across a small patch of greenery not far from her door, sniffing and squatting. She waited for them in the empty doorway, rubbing her arms and shivering. She wasn’t fond of the dark. Not after…

Michelle shook her head to banish the images. That was in the past, as was the rest of her life. Her mother, father, brothers, and sisters; they all belonged to a different world, one she no longer missed. Not while I have Mark and Jenny. 

That night, she slept soundly and woke up refreshed and ready to face the day. Getting the kids out of bed took some doing, but at last, she had them dressed and ready to go. As they waddled out of the door in their thick jackets, she had to laugh. They looked like mini-Eskimos.

Buzz and Princess charged outside to chase each other across the frost-bitten grass, but came back soon enough when she filled their food and water bowls to the brim. It was enough to last them for the day, and after a quick rub, she left them behind with a clear conscience. As the only dogs in camp, they were pampered enough as it was, anyway.

The walk to the chicken coop was cold and refreshing. The sky was lightening in the east with the promise of a mild day. The children chattered the whole time, and Michelle was happy to see them so animated.

They slipped through the fruit orchard filled with trees planted in neat rows. Their grey trunks and bare limbs reached for the sky like beggars toward the sun, and dewdrops glinted on the few remaining leaves, now golden-brown and russet. 

At last, the chicken coop was in sight, built next to the carefully laid out vegetable gardens. Immediately, Michelle sensed something was amiss and halted. Her brow furrowed as she tried to pinpoint her sense of unease.

The silence.

It was too quiet.

Where were the chickens?

She pried her hands loose from the children’s and looked down at them. “Jenny, Mark…wait here, please. I’ll be right back.”

Michelle walked toward the cage with slow, uncertain steps. Every sense was screaming at her. Something was wrong. She knew it.

The first feathered body confirmed her suspicions. She knelt down and felt the downy soft underbelly. Cold. The hen was dead. A puddle of blood pooled on the ground where its throat had been slit. The head was missing.

That bird was the first of many, all with their heads missing, and soon she came to realize the awful truth. Every single one of the chickens had been slaughtered. None had been spared.

The door to the coop yawned open, and even as she felt for the keys in her pocket, she realized they were missing. Someone stole my keys. But who? Who would do that? Who would do this?

With a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, she led the children away from the scene and toward the common room where she seated them at a table. Hannah and Nombali were already there, preparing breakfast, and in low tones, she told them what had happened.

Hannah gasped. “Who’d do something like that? It’s awful.”

“I know. What do I do now?”

Hannah stayed silent for a few seconds before replying. “Tell Breytenbach. Let him find the culprit. The man has a good head on his shoulders, and he’ll figure it out.”

“I can’t bother him now. Not when they’re all so busy at the moment,” Michelle protested.

“Tell him anyway,” Hannah insisted. “He isn’t allowed to raid or participate in heavy labor due to his heart problems. I know he’s been feeling out of place and frustrated. Perhaps, this is just what he needs.”

“Maybe you’re right. We need to find out what happened,” Michelle said, wiping her hands on a dishcloth. “Who better than the Captain?”

“Call him now. The sooner he’s seen the chickens, the sooner we can pluck and freeze them,” Hannah said with a practical shrug of the shoulders. “Waste not, want not.”





  
  Chapter 10 - Logan

  



Logan walked around his Land Rover with slow precision, checking each rim and tire for damage before popping the bonnet open for a closer look at the engine. Ten minutes later, he was up to his elbows in grease, fixing an oil leak.

“What are you up to, Logan?” Nadia asked from right behind him, having approached without him noticing. 

Startled, he jerked upright and hit his head, causing a string of expletives to fall from his lips. “Shit, damn it, fu…what do you want, Nadia?”

She laughed, raising an unrepentant eyebrow as she leaned against the side of the Landie. “Oh, nothing. Just checking up on you.”

He cast her a baleful look. “Yeah, right. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

She sighed and eyed her chipped nail polish with a look of disfavor. “I was hoping I could go with you today. You know, on a raid.”

“Why? You haven’t shown any inclination to go with me for ages. Why the sudden interest?”

“No reason,” she replied with airy indifference, folding her arms across her leather jacket. “I just feel like spending more time with you.”

“And lover boy? Where’s he?”

She shrugged. “Going out with Martin.”

“Did you two have a fight?”

“No,” she replied, but he was quick to notice the way her lips tightened.

“Ah, so that’s it. A lover’s quarrel,” he said with a snort. “Happy to know I’m your second best choice.”

“Don’t be silly. You’re always my first choice, Logan,” she said. “Besides, I could use a break from moat duty.”

He shrugged. “I’ll give you that. Shitty job, to say the least.”

She shuddered. “It’s getting worse too. More and more infected every day.”

He straightened up and wiped his hands on a cloth before closing the truck’s bonnet. “How bad is it really?”

Nadia shook her head. “Honestly? I don’t know how long we can last. If these new defenses don’t work or isn’t put up soon enough…”

“That bad, huh?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I’ve spoken to Lisa, Caleb, and Donya. They all feel the same. This place…it feels like a house of cards on the verge of collapse.”

“Are you sorry you chose to stay?” he asked, eyeing her expression with care.

She thought about it for a moment before answering. “I’m not sorry about the people. They’ve accepted me, as I am, without reservation, and maybe Dr. Lange can cure me.”

“But?”

“But I’m not sure this place is viable in the long run, Logan. I keep waking up in the middle of the night, expecting it to be overrun with infected.” She chewed on her bottom lip before adding, “I’m scared here, while I was never scared at St. Francis.”

Logan nodded. “I know what you mean. I feel the same.”

“You do?”

“Yup, and I intend to speak to both Max and Martin about it.”

Nadia blew out a breath. “That’d be great. If we could all move there, I mean.”

“Yes, but convincing the others won’t be so easy,” Logan said, opening the driver’s door and sliding in behind the wheel. “People are stuck in their ways. They like routine.”

“Tell me about it,” she replied with a huff as she climbed in next to him. “Caleb doesn’t want me going on raids. Routine is better, he says. Moat duty is safer, he says.”

“Well, he’s got a point.”

“Don’t you pull that crap on me too. I can’t get infected. You all know that. So what’s the big deal?”

“You can still get eaten,” Logan pointed out.

“So can he, but he still goes on raids!” she cried, her cheeks flushing blood red with anger. “So do you.”

“Yes, but we’re men, Nadia. We’ll always, deep down, think we’re stronger and tougher than you, no matter how progressive we are.” He shrugged. “It’s a testosterone thing.”

“Oh, please,” she huffed. “I’m just as good a fighter as any of you.”

“As good as any of them maybe. Especially lover boy.” Logan said. “Not me, though.”

She opened her mouth to utter a denial then subsided. “Yeah, okay. Maybe not you.”

“I’m sure he just wants to protect you, Nadia,” Logan added. “We all do.”

“I know, but holding me back is not the way to do it. It’s my life and my decision how I get to live it.”

Logan nodded. “I know that. You’re too stubborn to keep locked up in a gilded cage. It seems Caleb hasn’t realized what a firecracker he’s dealing with.”

“Well, he’s going to find out now,” she said, leaning back in her chair with a satisfied smile.

Logan twisted the key in the ignition, and the Land Rover shook to life with a satisfying roar. He patted the steering wheel. “Still going strong, my beauty.”

“You know it’s weird talking to a car,” Nadia said with a smirk.

Logan threw her a look of horror. “Did you just call her a car? Get out, you heathen. Out!”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry. Did you know it’s weird talking to your truck like she’s a person?”

Logan stroked the dashboard with tender care. “She is a person to me, and you’d better hope she doesn’t dump our asses somewhere out of spite.”

“Holding thumbs,” Nadia said as they pulled out of the gates, waving to Peter and Thembiso who had opened for them.

Lisa and Donya were outside, preparing for a moat patrol, so they opened the second set of gates and dragged aside the barrier. Logan didn’t envy them one bit. He’d much rather be out there, in the fresh air, wild and free. 

So did Nadia. She was a lot like him in that aspect, which was why he allowed her to go with him on raids. Even though it was dangerous. Even though she might get eaten. And even though her arm still wasn’t fully recovered. Wrapping her in cotton wool like Caleb was trying to do, wasn’t the answer.

“So, where are we going today?” she asked with a bright smile once they hit the tarred road.

“I thought I’d strike out further today. Check out some unexplored places.”

“Like?” she asked.

“Bloemhof.”

“Huh. Never heard of it.”

“Exactly. I’m hoping nobody else has either.”

“Good thinking.” She was silent for a bit. “Did you know, I used to stay not that far from here?”

“Really?” He was genuinely surprised. She’d never said anything about the subject until now.

“Yup. A few years ago, we lived in Kroonstad, about an hour’s drive away. My stepfather dragged us there for another one of his dead-end jobs. That’s when my little brother drowned. It’s funny. We’d never had a house with a pool before, and the…”

“I’m sorry, Nadia.” Though he knew about Bobby, the raw pain in Nadia’s voice cut him to the quick. 

“It’s okay. It wasn’t all bad. I met my best friend there too. She’s probably gone now, but I’ll always remember Cat. She helped me through some tough times.”

“Sounds like a good friend.”

“Yeah, she was.” Nadia face lightened as she talked about Catherine and the adventures they’d shared, and he let her babble on while he drove. Anything to take her mind off Bobby.

The conditions grew steadily worse as they went further and further from town, hitting the smaller back roads that wound through the countryside. Years of neglect that dated back to before the apocalypse now became evident, and potholes the size of trenches cut across the road.

Recent rains had made it worse, and in places, it was impossible to stick to the tar, necessitating a detour onto the grass instead. The Landie, tough though she was, shook and groaned across these nightmarish stretches of land.

Nadia had long since stopped talking, reduced to gritting her teeth and hanging on for dear life instead. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“No, I don’t, but we’ve come too far to turn back now,” Logan said through gritted teeth.

“Which is fair,” Nadia conceded.

They continued on in tense silence until the tiny town of Bloemhof loomed in the distance. Nadia let loose a low whistle. “Thank, God, we made it.”

“Don’t be too hasty. We still have to get back, too,” Logan said.

“Don’t remind me,” she said with a huff as they entered the main road running through the center of town.

Logan ignored her and focused on navigating through the equally bad streets of the town though it was mercifully clear of vehicles and debris. However it went down, the apocalypse took this town by surprise and no looting or car crashes were evident.

He spotted a few bodies, but they’d been dragged aside and stacked in alleyways and secluded corners. There was little rubbish either, and no broken storefronts or windows. 

“Where are the zoms?” Nadia asked. “I don’t see any. Live ones anyway.”

“I think there must be survivors here,” Logan answered.

“Yeah, it’s way too clean. Somebody’s been looking after this place,” she said. “Look, even the corpses are laid out and covered in newspaper.”

“No point in looking for supplies, I suppose,” Logan said. “This place will be wiped clean.”

“Guess not. Want to go back?”

“Let’s have a look around first. We might strike it lucky,” he replied

“Okay.”

Logan canvassed the small town, looking for something they might have missed. It appeared not. The place was quiet, orderly, and empty. No zombies wandered about, any corpses were stashed out of sight, and the atmosphere was one of neglect rather than destruction.

In a way, he even found it rather pretty. Nature had regained a foothold here, framing the houses with greenery. Grass pushed through the gaps in the concrete, ivy climbed up walls, and moss carpeted the sidewalks.

“I kind of like it here,” Nadia said.

“Me too. It’s peaceful.”

She pointed at a faded board by the side of the road. “There’s a river and a bridge over there.”

“Want to take a look?” Logan asked. “We might as well linger a bit seeing as we came all this way for nothing.”

“Sure,” she replied. “Let’s take a break for a change.”

Logan pointed the Landie’s nose toward the bridge, and they crossed over. The river flowed by underneath, high on the banks, full and strong. He was grateful that the bridge appeared intact with no visible signs of wear besides the potholes. It would be a sad day once all the bridges caved in. Neither he, nor anyone he knew, had the knowledge to repair them, and travel would be hard without them.

“Soon enough, we’ll all go back to the old days,” he mused out loud. “No bridges, no skyscrapers, no ships, no television or satellites…”

“No phones or hospitals,” Nadia added. “Do you really think so? I mean, humans built all this before, can’t we again?”

“That depends. We didn’t have zombies before,” Logan replied. “Plus, when we lost ninety percent of the population, we also lost ninety percent of our knowledge.”

“Yeah, you’re right. It’s kind of sad.”

“Is it?” he asked. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean?” Nadia asked. “I’d kill for a hamburger and milkshake, a good movie, a few new tunes, being able to kiss a boy without killing him.”

“When I think back, I remember people stuck in traffic, working in tiny cubicles, paying debt and taxes, battling poverty, corruption, and pollution,” Logan said. “I also remember species dying out and stumbling across the poached carcasses of rhinos in the reserves I worked at. I remember plastic choked rivers and burning tires. Unrest. War.”

“Yeah, okay. I get it.” Nadia looked out the window for a while. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I don’t want to be, not like this, anyway, but there it is.”

“Do you think―”

“Wait a minute,” Logan interrupted. “What’s that?”

Nadia looked at the spot Logan pointed and saw a parked car with several figures milling around it. “Zoms!”

“That means there are people in the vehicle,” Logan said.

“Let’s go,” Nadia said with an eager smile. “There’s not too many of them.”

“All right, but be careful.”

“Of course,” Nadia replied, pulling two long thin metal spikes from her belt. Each had a t-bar wrapped in leather at the end for a handle. They were custom made for her, complete with sheaths, and she was lethal with them in her hands.

Logan stopped a short distance away from the stranded car and honked. Several diseased faces turned their way, and milky eyes searched for their location. The crowd peeled away from their intended victims and shuffled toward them, cheered by this new bounty of meat.

“Ready?” Logan asked.

“You know me,” she replied.

Logan exited the Landie and raised his rifle to his shoulder. His aim was ruthless at such a short distance, and each shot felled a zombie. One, two, three, four. Then they were too close, and he ripped a machete from its sheath at his side. 

He lost himself in the rhythm of chopping, cutting, and slicing, closely followed by the stabbing whirlwind that was Nadia. The rasping groans of the undead surrounded them, and he pressed his back to hers.

“Just like old times, hey?” he said with a laugh.

“I never forgot,” she replied.

A loud yell signaled the arrival of two more people, and together they fought the infected, dropping one after the other until none remained. When the last zombie fell silent, Logan straightened up and sucked in a deep breath. Nadia flashed him a grin, and they turned as one to face the newcomers. 

Logan eyed the two before him, surprised to find they were teens, or at most, young adults. A boy and a girl. “Who are you?”

They exchanged a look before the girl stepped forward and stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Dee. This is Aiden. Thanks for helping us out. We really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” Logan replied, shaking her slender hand before moving on to the boy who was a little older. “I’m Logan, and this is Nadia.”

“Are you okay?” Nadia asked. “Do you need anything?”

Dee hesitated, exchanging another significant look with her companion. While he looked like the clean-cut type, she reminded him a lot of Nadia with her piercings and edgy style. Another firecracker.

Logan sensed their uncertainty and said, “Look, we’re not robbers or murderers. If you want help, just ask. We’ll do our best.”

“Actually,” Aiden said, stepping forward, “we do need your assistance.”

“How so?”

“Well, we could use a lift.”

“No, problem,” Logan said. “Get in the Landie.”

“Thanks, let me get our stuff,” Aiden replied.

Nadia and Dee squeezed into the front, while Logan opened the back for Aiden. He watched with a perplexed frown as the boy fetched a car battery from the boot of their broken down vehicle. It was big, the kind used for buses and so on. He said nothing, though, and let the boy climb in.

The trip passed in an uncomfortable silence. The only words uttered were those by Dee when she gave directions. It was always tough meeting new people, he reflected, and the zombie apocalypse hadn’t changed that one bit.

When they reached the turnoff, he decided to break the stalemate. “So, are there many of you?”

Dee shifted in her seat. “You could say that.”

“Have you been here all this time?”

“Yup.”

“I guess the river’s a good location for survival. Water, fish, and it’s a natural barrier too.”

“I suppose.”

“Not very talkative, are you?” he said.

She cast him a sidelong glance. “Would you be spilling your guts to strangers in my position, Mister Nosy?”

Nadia snorted. “I like her.”

Logan laughed. “Yeah, me too. She’s gutsy.”

Dee sighed. “I’m still here, you know.”

“We know, and we’ve arrived,” Logan said, pointing at the gate ahead. 

“Well, see ya, and thanks for the ride,” Dee said as she climbed out of the truck.

“Okay. Guess we’re not invited to lunch,” Logan joked to Nadia as Dee slammed the door shut in their faces. 

“Guess not,” Nadia agreed.

Logan watched as Dee and Aiden maneuvered the big battery between them and wondered what it was for. A bobbing head appeared beyond the gate, and it swung open, revealing a girl of about eighteen or so with dark hair and pale skin. 

Suddenly, Nadia let loose a shrill scream that nearly burst his eardrums and jumped out of the Landie. He watched with surprise as she charged the new girl, waving both her arms like a madwoman. Both Dee and Aiden stood frozen, mouths hanging open in shock.

“What the hell?” Logan muttered as he jumped out, ready for anything.

“Cat,” Nadia cried, throwing her arms around the girl’s shoulders. “Is it really you?”

The girl, or Cat as he guessed her to be, returned Nadia’s glad cries and hug with her own. “Nadia, I can’t believe it’s you. It’s been so long.”

Logan rocked back on his heels, his grip on his rifle loosening. “Well, I’ll be damned. Miracles do exist.”

Once Cat and Nadia stopped screeching like banshees, Dee hustled them all inside, including the Land Rover, and closed the gates. She shot Logan a look. “Guess you’re meeting the folks, after all.”

“Seems like it,” he replied with a shrug.

She led the way toward an old farmhouse situated on the banks of a river, and he paused to take in the scenery. To one side stood an old school bus, its beige paint job old and rusted. 

“So that’s what the battery is for,” he remarked to Aiden who’d manhandled the thing onto a waiting trolley.

“Yup. We need to get it going as soon as possible,” Aiden replied.

“Why?” Logan asked, but received no answer as another boy, this one both younger and slimmer jogged over.

“You got it?” the boy asked.

“Yes, we got it.”

“Bout time. You and Dee were gone forever.”

Aiden shot him a sour look. “Back off, Jonathan. We nearly got swarmed on the way back when that stupid car died and wouldn’t start again.”

Jonathan shrugged. “I told you she didn’t have much left in her. It’s why we need the bus. We’re going nowhere without her.”

“Well, she’d better be more reliable than the sedan,” Aiden grumbled.

“She will be,” Jonathan replied with airy confidence.

Logan found the whole exchange quite amusing as he followed them to the house where he was greeted by a cold-eyed woman called Liz.

“I hear you saved Dee and Aiden’s asses? My thanks,” she said, sticking out a hand.

“Saved is a strong word,” Dee mumbled. “I’d say more like assisted.”

Logan snorted. “Yeah, right.”

“You must forgive, Dee. She can be a bit abrasive at times,” Liz said. “Would you like to stay for lunch?”

“Sure, we can stay a while.”

Liz led them to a table on the porch where they sat while the food was served. Cat and Nadia were like conjoined twins, talking non-stop about a bunch of unnecessary crap, in his opinion. Meantime, he was introduced to a growing number of kids and teens until his head was swimming.

“Are you all related?” he asked before taking a big bite of the fresh fish on his plate. It’d been a long time since he had fish, something they must be used to while living on a river.

“God, no, not all. Most of us have our stories and came from our own places of origin,” Liz replied. “Kids, why don’t you tell him a little bit? Just enough so he gets the idea.”

A girl with golden skin and dark eyes went first. He guessed her to be of Italian heritage but wasn’t sure. “I’m Vera, an orphan before all this, and was at ballet practice with Clara here when it all happened. We escaped and met up with Liz and Aiden on the road. They were on their way here thanks to Dee.”

“How so?”

“This used to be my parent’s place. After Aiden and I got separated, I came here,” Dee answered.

“Meanwhile, I met with Danielle, Liz’s daughter, and Nikki. They took me home after I got infected and nursed me back to health. Once I recovered, I came here following Dee. They chose to join me,” Aiden said.

“You were infected?” Logan asked. “Like, by a zombie?”

“Yes.”

Nadia gasped. “Have you…you know, kissed anyone or something?”

Aiden looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Why would you want to know that?”

Dee likewise perked up. “Yeah, why?”

“Because I got infected too, only I didn’t turn,” Nadia replied.

“Like me,” Aiden said.

“Yes, but when I kissed my boyfriend, he…he turned and killed everyone in our camp.”

“What?” Aiden cried. “That’s terrible.”

Nadia nodded. “I can’t get close to anyone now. I’m a carrier according to Dr. Lange.”

Aiden and Dee exchanged loaded glances. “Well, we’ve kissed, and nothing has happened.”

It was Nadia’s turn to look shocked. “I wonder why.”

“Yes, that’s quite the mystery,” Liz said. “Who’s Dr. Lange?”

“He’s a scientist back home working on a vaccine,” Logan replied.

“Well, I’ll be. What’s your camp like?” Liz asked, leaning forward.

“It’s big, and we do okay,” Logan answered.

“Do you have space for more people?” she asked.

“Why? Do you need a refuge?” Logan countered.

Liz sighed and leaned back in her seat. “We do. This place is being overrun on a daily basis, and we can’t keep up. We were planning on leaving soon.”

“The bus?”

“Yes, it’s already packed and loaded. All we needed was a new battery.”

“I see,” Logan said, scraping his plate clean. “You can come with us as long as you pull your weight. No freeloaders.”

“Oh, we can hold our own. We’ve been doing that for almost a year now,” Liz reassured him. “Cat saved those two kids over there and found this place on her own. Likewise with Jonathan, Ryan, and Kerry, not to mention five-year-old Lucy who survived a whole night in a shop with two zombies. One of them was her own mother.”

“Then it’s settled,” Logan said to the sound of Nadia and Cat’s cheers.

After lunch, they all trooped over to the bus where Jonathan had just finished installing the new battery. With their collective breath held, Liz got in and started the ignition. It roared to life.

“Yes, it works,” she cried.

“I told you it would,” Jonathan crowed.

“When do you want to leave?” Logan asked.

“Tomorrow morning?” Liz asked.

“I guess we could wait until then,” Logan replied, but he was interrupted by the sound of a motorbike revving its engine into the red. “What’s that?”

“That’s Ryan,” Dee replied before running toward the gate. She opened it, and the bike spun inside with a spray of dirt and rocks.

A boy jumped off, tearing the  helmet off his head. “Liz, they’re coming.”

“What? So soon?” Liz grew pale underneath her ruddy tan.

“They’ll be here within the hour. Something must have drawn them back,” Ryan said.

“Damn, that changes everything.”

“Who are they?” Logan asked.

“Zombies. We lured them away yesterday to give us breathing room. Usually, it takes them a few days to circle back.”

“How many?”

“Dozens, maybe hundreds,” Liz said. “Too many to fight.”

“Well, I guess you have no choice,” Logan said.

“Choice?”

“You’ll have to leave now. Follow me back to my place,” he said.

Liz hesitated. “Are you sure your people will take us in? We’ll be safe?”

“I’m sure, besides, what other option do you have?” Logan asked.

“He’s got a point, guys. Are you in? What do you say?” Liz asked the assembled kids and teens. One by one their hands raised in the air and an agreement was reached. 

“We’ll go.”

“Yes.”

“Let’s give it a shot.”

“Might as well.”

“Do they have cookies?” Lucy asked.

The rest laughed, the tension was broken, and Logan helped them load up the last of their things before leading the way back to the camp. Just in time too. As they drove away, the first undead figure shambled across the horizon in a slow march of death.





  
  Chapter 11 - Breytenbach

  



For Breytenbach, it was turning out to be an eventful day. Or rather, a trying one. Not only had Michelle woken him up before dawn with a real murder mystery regarding a bunch of dead chickens, but that afternoon, Julianne came running to him in a panic.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, taking in her flustered appearance.

“Logan just showed up. He went out on a raid with Nadia,” she said. 

“Did something happen?” Breytenbach asked, worry filling his breast.

“You could say that. He brought back a school bus filled with kids.” Julianne put one hand to her forehead and paced up and down with restless energy. “Kids, Christo!”

“Really?” Breytenbach repeated. “As in, a whole bus load of children?”

“The bus wasn’t full, and technically, it’s a mixture of kids and teens. There’s a woman with them too.”

“A woman,” Breytenbach said. “Just the one?”

Julianne glared at him. “Focus, Christo.”

He shook his head. “I’m trying, but you’re not making a whole lot of sense.”

She tossed her hands in the air and resumed her pacing. “The upshot of it is, I’ve now got a dozen extra mouths to feed, clothe, and house.” Julianne stared at him, and when he didn’t respond, cried, “What am I going to do?”

“You’ll figure it out, my love. You always do.”

“Really?” She blinked a few times. “That’s all you’ve got?”

He sighed and closed the distance between them, cupping the sides of her face with gentle hands. “Look, I’m sorry, but I’ve got faith in you. You’re strong and capable. I’m sure you’ll sort it out.”

Julianne let loose something between a snort and a laugh. “If that isn’t the most manipulative move I’ve ever seen, then I don’t know.” 

Breytenbach’s lips twisted in a rueful grin. “Sorry.”

She sighed. “Stop apologizing. Besides, you’re right. I can handle this.”

“I’m right?” he said, arching an eyebrow. “Really?”

She flashed him a look. “Don’t push your luck.”

He raised his hands. “Don’t worry. I’m not about to poke the slumbering bear.”

“Good.” She turned to leave. “I’ll see you later.”

He watched her leave before turning his attention back to the task at hand: Questioning people. He’d already spoken to Michelle, Nombali, Hannah, and most of the kids. None had anything new to add to the dead chicken saga. Next up, Ruby.

He found her in the vegetable plots, weeding the plants, and called her aside. “Can I talk to you for a second, please?”

“Yes, Captain.” She ducked her head and waited for his next question, as shy as ever. A hank of reddish brown hair hung across her face, obscuring her eyes.

“Do you know anything about this morning’s event?” he asked.

“You mean the chickens?”

“Yes, I assume you’ve heard about it.”

“I did. It’s terrible. Who’d do something like that?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.” He stared at her, but couldn’t meet her gaze. “So you don’t know anything? You didn’t see or hear something, perhaps?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. I wish I could.”

“Okay, thank you, Ruby. One last thing, where were you last night? I’m just checking, understand? I’m not accusing you of anything.”

“I was sleeping.”

“The whole night? You didn’t take a walk or anything?”

“No, I went to bed around eight and slept through until this morning.” She scuffed a toe in the dirt, still refusing to look him in the eyes.

“You share a room with Nadia and Donya, right?”

She nodded.

“So I can ask them if I wanted to confirm that?”

She nodded again, and for the first time, raised her gaze to meet his. “Am I in trouble, Captain?”

“No, you’re not. This is all routine,” he said, though he found her expression strangely guarded.

“Okay,” she said. Again, she dropped her head, adopting her previous demeanor.

“All right, thanks for answering, Ruby.”

“Goodbye, Captain.”

Breytenbach walked away with a thoughtful frown which smoothed away as soon as he found the next person he wanted. “Hi, Lonny. I’d like to ask you a few questions if you don’t mind?”

“Sure, Captain,” Lonny replied, turning away from the bushes he was trimming with a pair of hedge clippers. “Have you spoken to my sister yet?”

Breytenbach shook his head. “Not yet. I’ll catch her around supper time. Why?”

“Just asking,” Lonny replied with a disarming grin.

Breytenbach eyed the smiling boy before going through his list of questions again. Did he know anything about the chickens? Did he see or hear anything? Anything at all? The answers were all negative.

“Were you in bed all of last night?” Breytenbach asked toward the end.

“Yes,” Lonny said.

“Can I ask Peter and Thembiso to confirm that?”

Lonny hesitated.

“Lonny?”

“I…actually, I snuck out around eleven, but it wasn’t for the chickens, I swear!” Lonny said.

“Why did you then?” Breytenbach asked with his friendliest manner. “Remember, I’m not here to catch you out, I just want the truth.”

“I went out to meet my sister.”

“Ruby?”

“Yeah, she has trouble sleeping sometimes, so I keep her company until she gets tired.”

“And that’s what you did last night?” 

Lonny nodded vigorously. “Yes, we sat and spoke for a while. When she was ready to go to bed, I walked back to her room with her.”

“Then what did you do?”

“I went back to my own place and slept.” 

“You’re a hundred percent sure? No more secrets?”

Lonny shook his head. “No more secrets, Captain.”

“Okay, thanks. I appreciate your help,” Breytenbach said, giving the boy a reassuring smile. 

As he walked away, he considered Lonny and Ruby’s conflicting stories. He was certain Lonny would tell his sister to echo his version of events, not realizing that Breytenbach had already spoken to her. What would they do once they realized he knew one of them was lying? He decided to wait and see.

The real question was, why lie? What were they hiding?

Done for the moment with his investigation, he went off in search of Max. He wanted to tell him about the chickens and also touch base regarding their current situation.

He found Max standing next to a hole in the ground holding an overexcited Buzz and Princess at bay with the help of Peter and Thembiso. He looked up as Breytenbach approached, and relief filled his face. “I’m glad you’re here, Captain.”

“What’s going on?” Breytenbach asked though he had the sneaking suspicion he already knew the answer.

“Peter and Thembiso just called me, telling me that the dogs had found something weird buried in the yard. I was afraid it might be harmful, so I came running.”

“And what was it?” Breytenbach asked.

“Chicken heads. A whole bag full of chicken heads.” Max shook his head. “Why would there be chicken heads buried in our camp, Captain?”

“Well…I might have the answer to that,” Breytenbach said.

“Do tell. I’m all ears,” Max said.

“Come with me, and I’ll fill you in.”

They left Peter and Thembiso with strict instructions to burn the rotting heads and fill up the hole. As they walked away, Breytenbach told Max everything he’d learned so far, including Lonny and Ruby’s lies.

“Do you think one of them is the killer?” Max asked.

“I don’t know. I can’t imagine why they’d want to get rid of the chickens. Why anyone would.”

“Mm, it’s a mystery,” Max agreed. “But it also puts us in a spot. Those chickens were all we had. Getting a new flock will be next to impossible. Whoever did this screwed us over badly.”

“I know,” Breytenbach nodded.

“And now with all these kids showing up, we’ve got even more mouths to feed. Not that I’m sorry Logan found them, it just creates a problem for us,” Max continued.

“I hear you. Talking of which, there’s the man now,” Breytenbach said, spotting Logan in conversation with Martin. He waved them over, and the four converged in a secluded spot.

“Fill them in on the chicken thing, please, Captain,” Max asked, waving a hand. He looked as tired as they all felt.

Breytenbach obliged, ending off with the Lonny and Ruby mystery.

“Well, at least we know for sure none of the new arrivals are the chicken killers,” Logan said.

“Yes, I can rule them out, at least,” Breytenbach said.

“It’s a setback, though,” Martin said. “Losing your flock. Plus you might have a possible psycho on your hands.”

“Yes, and the new arrivals will put added pressure on us all,” Max said. “No offense, Logan.”

“None taken,” Logan replied with a shrug. “I realized that when I brought them here, but their position was untenable.”

“How so?” Max asked.

“What Dr. Lange said. The undead are becoming both tougher and more active. Droves of the things were stumbling upon their hideout almost daily, and they were running out of the means to defend the place.”

“Can they fight?” Breytenbach asked.

“Some of them, yes. The rest are too young. How they survived for this long, I don’t know. It’s a testament to their will to live, I guess.”

“We could use more fighters,” Max said.

“You’ll need them if what Dr. Lange says is true,” Martin said. “Max…I’ve been thinking. Wouldn’t it be better if you all joined me at my base? It’s far more secure than yours.”

“I don’t know, Martin. A move of such a magnitude will be dangerous. Is it worth the risk? Will the people even agree to it?”

“That’s up to you and yours, Max. The offer stands.”

“Thanks, Martin. You’re a real friend.”

“Don’t think about it too long, though. I can’t stay here forever,” Martin said as he took his leave. “Talk it over, and let me know.”

“Will do,” Max replied.

Once Martin was gone, Breytenbach said, “It’s a good offer, Max. If his place is as safe as he says, we should consider it.”

“I know, but the risk of moving so many people through unfamiliar territory could well outweigh the benefits.” Max ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “I just don’t know what the right decision is here.”

“Put it on the table, and hear what people say,” Logan said. “You heard Dr. Lange, Lisa, all of them. We’re in real trouble here.”

“Maybe you’re right, but let’s give it a day or two and see how Joseph fares with the reinforcements. Ronnie should be back with supplies any moment too.”

“Your call, Max,” Breytenbach said.

“God, I wish it wasn’t,” Max muttered as he walked away.

Breytenbach turned to Logan. “I feel for him. Command is never easy, and on his shoulders lies the responsibility for all our safety.”

“I know. That’s why I never wanted the job.” Logan shook his head. “Try to convince him, Captain. He’ll listen to you.”

“I’ll give it a shot.”

With that said, they parted ways, and Breytenbach continued on his rounds, helping out wherever he was needed. The repairs were coming along but still looked paltry to his eyes. Especially considering what was out there, waiting to devour them. Martin and Logan are right. We need to move.

That night, he sat down to supper in a corner where he could watch Ruby and Lonny eating at their table. They both avoided his gaze, ducking their heads whenever they glimpsed him. Their complexions were pale and worried, affording him a certain grim amusement. One of them will spill the beans soon enough. I just need to keep the pressure on.

True to her word, Julianne had managed to house all the new arrivals, and they were now clustered around a big table, eating their dinner. They all wore uniform expressions, watchful and guarded. He didn’t blame them. He’d felt the same way when he first arrived.

There was only one grown-up among them. A woman named Liz. She looked tough, and the way she carried her gun spoke of years of experience. She guarded her charges with a fierce expression, and he got the feeling she was more dangerous than a herd of elephants.

Julianne joined him at that moment, and he filled her in on the day’s events. As he spoke, he felt exhaustion seeping into his joints, and soon, the only dreams he harbored were those of a hot bath and warm bed. 

“Please tell me it’s my turn to bath today,” he asked in tones close to begging.

Julianne eyed him with sympathy. “No, it’s not, but I can do a rub down with a warm cloth, and if you ask nicely, a shoulder massage.”

“I’m asking nicely,” he said, fluttering his eyelashes in a ridiculous manner.

She laughed. “Okay, massage granted.”

He sighed. “Thanks.”

“You really had a tough day, didn’t you?” she asked. “Chasing a chicken killer, crazy kids, and everything else on top.”

“Yeah, it was rough, but nothing compared to yours, I’d bet.” He nodded at the new arrivals. “Where in hell’s name did you fit them all in?”

“It wasn’t easy, but some of the older teens were willing to share with our own, so I managed to squeeze a bunch in like that. The rest are all staying in the last open bungalow we had. It’s not big, only two bedrooms, but they don’t seem to mind too much.”

“That’s good.”

“At least, they brought their own clothes, bedding, toiletries, and even a busload of food. It’ll stretch our stores by a month or so.”

“That’s a relief. I know Max was seriously worried about it,” Breytenbach said. He thought for a moment of mentioning their other concerns regarding moving but decided to let it lie for the time being. Now’s not the time. Let Max make a decision first.

“That woman, Liz, seems very capable,” Julianne continued. “So does her daughter Danielle, and a few of the others. Mainly Cat, Dee,  Aiden, and Vera. The other two boys I’m not sure of. The one, Jonathan, seems rather cocky, and his friend a bit on the shy side. The girl with the glasses, Nicky, doesn’t look like a fighter either, and the rest are too young, of course.”

Breytenbach listened as she spoke, but absorbed very little, if truth be told. He was just too tired. A fact Julianne soon noticed. She nudged him on the arm. “Off to bed with you before you fall asleep in your food, Christo.”

“Sorry,” he mumbled, pushing his plate away. “I’ll see you in a bit?”

“Yes, I won’t be long. I just need to fetch Meghan and Sam.”

“Good. I can’t wait to sit down and relax for a while,” he said.

She smiled and leaned over to kiss his cheek. “Be right there, love.”

He made his way outside on legs that had gone numb but paused when a small hand tugged at his shirt. It was Ruby. “Yes?”

“I…I’m sorry I lied before. About sleeping through.”

He turned around to face her, painting a stern expression on his face. “Why did you?”

“I didn’t want you to feel sorry for me, or worry about me. About the fact that I can’t sleep,” she whispered, her eyes downcast. “I…I have terrible nightmares sometimes.”

He studied her face with harsh intent, searching for a lie, but she seemed sincere. His heart softened at the pain so evident in her young voice. “Ruby, perhaps you should speak to Jonathan? I’m sure he can give you something to help you sleep.”

She nodded. “Okay. I’ll ask him.”

He sighed and reached out to touch her shoulder, noting the way she tensed. He let his hand fall away again. “You can always talk to someone too. Someone you trust? We’re all here to help you, Ruby, not judge.”

“I…thank you. I appreciate that.” Seeming on the verge of tears, the girl spun around and ran away.

He stared after her, disturbed. Perhaps, everyone was right. Perhaps, his job wasn’t to raid and fight enemies anymore. Not on the outside, anyway. Maybe his new job was to fight the enemy within and to look after those under his care. Because as much as Max was the leader, so too was he, and people looked up to him. Just like Jonathan said.







 






















 





  
  Chapter 12 - Nadia

  



“Caleb, I’m not going over this with you again,” Nadia said, her voice pitched low to prevent the other diners filing past from overhearing. 

A few cast curious glances their way, and she reckoned it was pretty obvious they were having a fight. Especially when Caleb gripped her by the elbow and pulled her toward him.

“Why don’t you understand?” he asked. “You can’t just run off like that whenever you feel like it. We’re in a relationship now.”

“Why not?” she said, jerking her arm away. “You do. You never asked me if you could go with Ronnie.”

“But that’s different, I―”

“How is it different?” she said. “We’re in a relationship, right?”

Caleb sighed. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Nadia. Your arm isn’t a hundred percent yet. You know that.”

“Stop using my arm as an excuse. You just want me to sit here on my ass, doing nothing all day long,” she said. “I’m not a little princess.”

“That’s not true. I care about you, that’s all.” 

“You know it is, but guess what? You can’t stop me from going out there.”

“Why do you have to be so stubborn?” he asked, throwing his hands in the air.

“News flash. I am stubborn. Look at me!” she said, pointing at all of her.

“Nadia, please. I love you, and I don’t want to lose you.”

“No, Caleb. Stop. Just stop,” she said, raising both hands to ward him off. “I will not sit on the sidelines while others fight my battles for me. That’s not who I am. And I most definitely won’t be guilt-tripped into doing it either.”

Caleb stared at her with a helpless look on his face, allowing his hands to fall to his sides. “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

“Maybe you don’t realize it, but it is.” She sighed and shook her head. “You know what I am, Caleb. You know what I’m like. Maybe it’s time you decided if that’s really something you can live with…or not.”

“What are you saying?” he asked, his brow furrowed. 

“I’m saying, maybe we need a time out.”

“What? You’re crazy!” His words came out louder than she wanted them too, and several heads turned their way.

“Whatever, Caleb. I’m sitting with Cat tonight. Think about it, and we’ll talk again in the morning. Okay?”

Without waiting for him to answer, she wound her way into the common room and took the empty seat next to Cat.

“Trouble?” Cat asked in a low whisper.

“You could say that, but it’s not important,” Nadia replied. “I want to hear all about you tonight.”

Cat laughed. “Let’s have dinner first. I’m starving.”

“Good to know not everything has changed,” Nadia teased. “You were always hungry, as far as I can remember.”

Cat pinched her in the ribs. “Look who’s talking. You eat like a horse.”

They got into line and waited for a plate of food each before sitting back down. It was simple fare, but good. Better than anything they’d had in ages. Chicken, rice, onions, and beets.

“Mm, this is good,” Cat said.

Her reaction was echoed by the rest around the table, and silence fell as everyone relished the meal. While they ate, Nadia watched the group from beneath lowered lids, impressed by the way they stuck together, like a family. The bigger kids would cut up the little kid’s food and help them clean if they messed, while even the smallest showcased remarkably good manners.

“You’ve been together a long time,” Nadia remarked.

“Months, maybe a year,” Cat replied with a shrug. “I’m not sure. I lose track of time.”

“Yeah, me too. It’s weird like that, isn’t it? No more calendars and watches.”

After supper, everyone excused themselves to go to bed. It had been a long day, and they were exhausted. Liz hustled the smaller kids away after Cat said goodbye, and she turned to Nadia. “So, I hear I’m bunking with you?”

“Yeah. Let me show you.”

Cat grabbed her backpack and followed Nadia to the room she shared with Ruby and Donya. Two bunk beds lined the walls, and Cat put her stuff down on the empty mattress.

“Fancy a walk?” Nadia asked.

“Sure,” Cat replied, following her outside.

They walked along the grounds, staying just outside the perimeter cast by the spotlights on the walls and talked and talked. Cat filled Nadia in on everything that had happened since they’d last seen each other.

 Nadia returned the favor, ending off with, “So here I am, and here you are. Crazy, huh?”

“You’re telling me.”

“I’m sorry about your mom,” Nadia said.

“Thanks. It’s getting better now. It used to drive me crazy trying to imagine what had happened to her. I’ve realized now, I’ve got to let it go.”

“It’s better not thinking about it.”

“True. I can’t believe you’re a carrier either. That must suck,” Cat said.

Nadia sighed. “It’s tough, but if it weren’t for that, I’d be a zombie twice over already. Plus, Dr. Lange thinks I’m the key to the vaccine.”

“If you’re a carrier, I wonder what Aiden is?”

“Yeah, that’s a real puzzle.” Nadia frowned. “Do you think he’ll let Dr. Lange have some of his blood? It won’t be much. A few vials, at most.”

“I’m sure he would. Aiden’s very responsible. Dee’s the crazy one,” Cat said with a laugh. “Kinda like you.”

“This world needs crazies like us,” Dee replied with a grin.

They paused by a tree on a slight rise, and Nadia sat down on a soft patch of grass. Cat settled down next to her, and they stared at the camp stretched out below them. It was quiet and peaceful, with crickets sounding in the background.

“This is nice,” Cat whispered.

“I know,” Nadia said. “I come here a lot to think.”

“About?”

“Brandon, Bobby…everything we’ve lost.”

“Brandon wasn’t your fault, Nadia. Neither was Bobby.”

“I know that now, but I still miss them.”

“I’ve missed you,” Cat said. “I’ve thought about you all this time.”

“I’ve missed you too.”

They exchanged hugs before settling into silence again until Nadia noticed something. “Look over there.”

Cat looked where she pointed, and they both spotted a furtive figure moving from building to building. Whoever it was, stuck to the shadows and never revealed his or her face.

“Who’s that?” Cat asked.

“I’m not sure,” Nadia replied. She craned her neck and caught a brief glimpse of a hoodie with a number on the back and jeans when the person stepped into a ray of light shining between a gap in the buildings. Something twigged in her mind, but she couldn’t quite grasp the memory.  

“Should we find out?” Cat asked, sounding worried.

“It’s probably nothing. Someone like us who can’t sleep either,” Nadia replied with all the reassurance she could muster. 

She didn’t want to alarm Catherine who was still new to the camp and its people. The situation bothered her, though. What if it was the chicken killer? Rather leave it and tell Captain Breytenbach in the morning. Or Max.

“Yeah, maybe,” Cat replied, rubbing her arms. “You’ve got a nice setup here. Better than our place.”

“What was it like?”

“It was great at first. We had water pumped from the river, electricity from a solar system…we even watched DVD’s sometimes. There was a vegetable plot, we fished, and we could get all the supplies we wanted from the town.”

“I’m sensing a but here.”

Cat grinned. “But our luck ran out. The zombies became more and more active. They seemed drawn to our place in large groups and kept attacking. We were running out of ammo when you found us. The school bus was our ticket out, though I’m not sure where we would’ve ended up.”

“We didn’t see many zoms in town, though, Logan and I,” Nadia said. “The place seemed pretty peaceful except for the group that attacked Dee and Aiden, and the lot that showed up at the end.”

“That’s because we planned ahead. We drew a big bunch of them off the day before to let Dee and Aiden get the battery we needed.” Cat shook her head. “We’ve done it before, but they always seem to come back in even larger numbers.”

Nadia shivered. “The same thing is happening here. Dr. Lange says at a certain point, the zoms stop rotting. They become more resilient when they reach that stage and tougher too. Hungry, I guess, so they go looking for food.”

Cat nodded. “Makes sense. It also makes me wonder if any of us really stand a chance in all this.”

“I wonder that too, sometimes, but we’ve got to stay positive.”

“I know. I have to be strong, especially for little Juan and Tessa. Lucy and Kerry too.”

“You’re fond of them,” Nadia remarked.

“Yes. They’re family now.” She looked at Nadia. “We all are.”

Nadia smiled before getting to her feet. “Well, we’ve got a long day ahead, so let’s get to bed, shall we?”

Cat jumped upright. “Right behind you.”

“I might even let you beat me at knife practice,” Nadia teased as they made their way back to their room.

“In your dreams. I could take you on any day.”

“Yeah? We’ll have to see about that.” 

Their good-natured teasing reminded Nadia of old times, and she climbed into bed with a smile on her face. Until she remembered the mystery person with the hoodie. She felt like she knew who it was, but the memory kept slipping away. 

Sleep on it. Maybe you’ll remember in the morning, she thought before drifting off at last. 





  
  Chapter 13 - Max

  



Max drifted in and out of sleep, his mind caught in the twilight zone between dreams and wakefulness. Phantom figures loomed around him in the dark, faceless bodies that reached out to grab him. An unknown threat. Danger.

He turned to run, but they were gone. It grew lighter, and suddenly thick mist flowed around him like a cloud. Streamers of damp vapor plucked at his skin, and the voices of long dead people whispered around him. People he’d never thought to hear speak again. His father John, Morgan, Lilian, her children, all called out to him in despair. They wanted to tell him something. They needed to warn him.

He craned his neck, trying to discern the words, but they were like echoes in the deep. Distant and far off. “Wait, I can’t hear you. Don’t go.”

The voices whimpered and faded away, the mist retreating into darkness once more. He was alone again.

Unable to settle down, he rolled around, his body uneasy and restless. Kirstin muttered in her sleep and threw an arm around him, pinning him down. For a time, her tactic worked, and he drifted off again, only to jerk awake when a fist hammered on his door. 

He shot upright with a gasp, sucking oxygen into his lungs while blinking the fog from his brain. “What the hell?”

Kirstin, however, came awake with the sudden awareness of an old soldier, going from a deep slumber to complete alertness within seconds. She was up before him, slipping her jeans over her hips before running to open the door. 

“Yes?” she asked, her tones clipped and businesslike.

It was Ronnie. “Come quick. There’s a fire.”

“Where?” 

“The common room,” he shouted before disappearing into the darkness.

Max gaped at the empty doorway, snapping out of it only when Kirstin barked at him. “Max, the storerooms. Hurry.”

“Shit, no!” he cried as realization set in. The building that housed the kitchen and dining room also contained the storerooms. If they lost that, they were screwed. They might last a few days, at best. No more.

He jumped out of bed and pulled on his clothes with frantic haste, his heart banging in his chest. Kirstin was dressed before him in jeans, boots, and a vest. She slung her belt around her hips, arming herself with a knife and revolver.

“I’m going,” she said before darting out of the door, her hair streaming behind her like a white flag.

“Kirstin, wait,” Max shouted, jumping from one foot to the other to pull on his boots. But she was gone already, and he was left scrambling to catch up. For the first time, he noticed the tang of smoke in the air, and his heart sank. If he could smell it all the way here, that meant it was bad. “Not the storerooms. Please, God, not our food.”

When he was finally dressed, he ran outside, pausing for a brief second to orient himself. He needn’t have bothered. The direction of the fire was obvious, and the sky was lit with a fierce orange glow that could likely be seen for miles around. 

People streamed toward it, and he fell in beside Lisa who sprinted past at that moment. Neither of them spoke, exchanging only a single loaded glance that said all that needed to be said.

When they reached the site, Max stumbled to a halt, his worst fears realized. The fire had engulfed the entire structure, and crackling flames reached up into the sky with long fingers.

The winter cold gave way to searing heat, and thick plumes of smoke billowed throughout the clearing, stinging his eyes and nostrils. He sucked in a breath and immediately regretted it, his lungs burning as he inhaled the acrid fumes.

A long line of people was already there, passing buckets of water from one to the other as they were filled in the ablution blocks. To no avail. The fire was too fierce and burned too hot. 

In an instant, Max knew it was a lost cause. The only thing they could do now was to contain the blaze and prevent it from spreading elsewhere. He ran toward the line of people near the front closest to the fire.

“Wait! Stop! It’s too late, you’re wasting your time!” He waved his hands like a crazy person as he yelled to get their attention. Several sets of wide eyes turned his way. “Wet the closest buildings. Stop it from spreading.”

A few caught on, most notably his mother Julianne who took over, directing the bucket chain towards the nearest bungalow and wetting its walls and roof instead.  Max himself stormed into a nearby dorm room and ripped a sheet from the bed, putting it under the tap in the en-suite bathroom.

With the soaking sheet in his arms, he ran outside and began smothering the smaller fires that had started up on the lawn from shooting sparks. Lisa saw what he was doing and joined him. Soon, about half of the camp was copying him, setting out small blazes while the other half worked to save nearby buildings.

A loud boom rocked the ground they stood on, knocking several people off their feet. Another and another followed as the gas bottles in the kitchen exploded. Windows shattered, pieces of rock shot in all directions, and fiery debris rained down on the frightened people. 

Max flung himself at Lisa who was the nearest, tackling her to the ground. “Take cover!”

Screams filled the air, and Max winced when a jagged piece of hot brick slammed into his leg. His calf muscle contracted with pain, and hot liquid filled his trouser leg.

There was no time for crying, though. The explosions started numerous fires in other locations, and Max scrambled to his feet. He hobbled toward the nearest blaze, dragging his wet sheet behind him.

“You okay?” he asked Lisa when she followed suit.

“I’m fine,” she answered, lashing the embers with a wet jacket.

He beat the burning patch of grass into submission, his breath rasping in and out of his lungs. Sweat ran down his skin in rivulets and stung his eyes. His arms and shoulders ached with the effort of swinging the sheet, while a stitch had taken up residence in his ribs.

His lower leg was on fire, and blood pooled in his boot, but he gritted his teeth against the pain and carried on. With dogged determination, he forced his body to continue beyond the point of exhaustion.

Hannah appeared through the swirling smoke and grabbed his arm. “Max, help me, please.”

He stumbled after her until they reached a body lying prone on the ground. It was Erica, her face pale and streaked with blood. She was unconscious, her eyes shut. Hannah pointed at the injured woman. “Help me get her to the infirmary. She needs help.”

Max nodded and leaned down to collect Erica in his arms. She was a dead weight, her arms, and legs lolling like those of a rag doll. He managed to lift her off the ground with Hannah’s assistance and made his way to the clinic where a harassed Jonathan greeted him. 

Several people crowded the tiny infirmary, each sporting various injuries from the blast, though none appeared to be too dangerous, at least.

Jonathan shone a light into Erica’s eyes, watching the pupils contract. “What happened to her?”

“Head injury,” Hannah replied, shoving Max out of the way.

Together, they set about treating Erica, and Max got the hint he was no longer needed. As he turned to leave, a hand gripped his sleeve. He turned around and looked into the eyes of Dr. Lange. “Yes, Doctor?”

“You’re injured,” Dr. Lange said.

“It’s okay, it’s nothing serious,” Max said.

“You’re bleeding all over the floor. Sit down and let me have a look.” Dr. Lange pushed Max onto the nearest bed, and he flopped down as the resistance leached from his muscles

He glanced down at his leg and blanched. A sudden wave of dizziness swept over him as he took in the blood soaking through his denim pants and dripping onto the floor. 

Dr. Lange worked fast, cutting the material away with a pair of scissors before examining the wound. “It’s deep. You’ll need stitches, but you’ll live.”

Max leaned back on his arms and closed his eyes while the scientist cleaned and closed up the jagged V-shaped cut. “What a way to wake up to a new day.”

“I hear you,” Lange replied, slapping a bandage on the leg and handing over a bottle of pills. “Antibiotics to prevent infection. Finish the course.”

“Okay, Dr. Lange. Thanks,” Max said, as he hobbled away on the sore leg.

Outside it was chaos, and the fire still raged, but even as he watched, Joseph trundled past in the excavator, the growl of the engine adding to the general noise. He ran after it, wondering what on earth the man’s plan was. 

When they reached the common room, he watched in amazement as Joseph scooped up a load of earth and dumped it on the fire, effectively smothering it bit by bit. 

“Yes! Good thinking, man,” Max cried, cheering Joseph on.

It took a long time and a lot of maneuvering, but eventually, the flames were down to a smolder. Breytenbach and a few others showed up with portable fire extinguishers fetched from vehicles and bungalows.

“Thanks, Captain,” Max said when Breytenbach handed him one. “Let’s get this under control.”

“About time too,” Breytenbach said with a growl.

Working as one unit, Max and the rest covered the burning structure in the thick white foam, sighing with relief when the last flame winked out of existence. Embers still glowed amidst the wreckage, and smoke plumed into the sky, but the battle was over.

Dawn had arrived, and Max turned in a slow circle to view the men, women, and children around him. Every soot-streaked face was exhausted. Every set of shoulders was slumped with a mixture of relief and despair. Relief that it was over; despair that all their supplies had been destroyed.

Our time is up, he realized. My hand’s been forced.

With a sigh, Max raised his hand and waved around him. “Everyone, over here, please. Gather around.”

The people shuffled closer, their expressions blank for the most part. He knew what they were experiencing. The numbness that would soon give way to panic-inducing worry. He needed to catch them now, talk them down before they snapped.

“I was waiting for the right time to bring this up. In fact, I’d hoped that in the end, it wouldn’t be necessary at all and we could stay here in this…our home, forever. However, things have changed.” Max sighed. “I never thought I’d say this, but we have to leave.”

A nervous titter passed through the assembled crowd, and looks were exchanged at his words. Max raised his hands, and an uneasy silence fell as he continued. “I know this isn’t what you want. I know you’re scared, but this fire has destroyed all chance we’ve got of living here now. We now have no food, no clothes, no bedding, gas, or tools. No supplies at all.”

“Can’t we raid for more, Max?” Elise asked. “I mean, this is our home. We don’t want to leave.”

Max shook his head. “We’d never be able to find enough in time. Not while we also have to face our failing defenses.”

“Failing?” Sean asked. “Since when have our defenses been failing?”

“Ever since the fight with Ke Tau. During the struggle, part of our infrastructure was damaged, as you already know. We haven’t been able to repair it to its previous state. Not while we’re running low on building materials.” Max lifted his hands, palms facing up. “Add to that the increased pressure put on us by the influx of the undead and a shortage of hands, and we’re facing an impossible situation.”

“Where will we go? How will we do it? It’s not like we can just pack up and leave?” Dave protested. 

“What about the wounded?” Hannah asked.

“And us?” added Liz, the new lady with all the kids.

“I understand your concerns, but we have no choice. None at all. It’s either go or stay and die,” Max said with slow deliberation. 

“For the record, I have already told Max that my town will be happy to take you all in. We’ll welcome you with open arms. There’s strength in numbers, and never has mankind needed that strength more than now.”

All eyes turned to Martin who’d stepped forward to speak.

“Is it safe?” Julianne asked, hugging Sam to her chest while one hand rested on Meghan’s head. “Will my children be safe?”

“Yes. They will be safe,” Martin answered with utter calm.

A commotion broke out as each person considered the implications of such a move, and Max let it carry on for a while before cutting in again.

“We will, of course, plan the evacuation carefully to minimize all risk. The sick and injured will also be taken care of. You need have no fear of that.”

More questions were shouted out, and Max did his best to answer, but for the most part, the meeting was over. People had already given in, far more easily than he’d have thought possible too. All thanks to the fire.

After a time, the people dispersed, either taking up their shifts on the wall or at the moat. Whatever the damage might be inside the camp, the zombies were still a problem that had to be dealt with, and Lisa made sure they knew that. “The infected will be drawn to the fire, Max. Even more than before.”

“I know. Do the best you can, Lisa.”

“I always do.”

Michelle and Nombali herded the children away to be washed and dressed, while Elise went from room to room looking for food to feed the people. “It might not be much, but I have to give people something to eat for breakfast.”

“Thanks, Elise. You’re an angel.”

“Oh, please. We’re all human, Max, and we all make mistakes,” she replied.

Max studied her, noting the deep lines around her face. “Do you still feel guilty about that boy? Kabelo?”

She shrugged. “I realize now that his actions weren’t my responsibility, but I should’ve been less trusting. Less easy to dupe.”

“Elise, it’s your loving nature that makes you such a wonderful person. Don’t be a fool and let go of that just because of one bad incident,” Max said, squeezing her shoulder.

She offered him a warm smile. “You always know what to say. It’s what makes you such a good leader.”

“Glad I can return the favor. You’ve made me feel better on tons of occasions.”

Elise walked away, her tread a little bit lighter, and Max made a mental note to spend more time with her. Though his various duties kept him busy, he needed to make space for the people in his life. That included his family and Kirstin too. Life was short, and anything could happen as evidenced by this sudden fire.

Ronnie walked up to him and volunteered to take his team out on a quick supply run. “I know of a few places nearby that might still have something. Enough to last a few days, at least.”

“Thanks, Ronnie. Whatever you find, deliver it to Elise or my mother. I’ll allocate new space for supplies while you’re gone.”

“Sure thing, Max. See you later.”

Max stayed at the site, picking through the smoking rubble. He was joined by Breytenbach and Julianne, but they soon realized it was hopeless. Very few things had escaped the fire.

While part of the common room was still intact, the kitchens, laundry, and storerooms were gone. At least, the radio room had escaped the worst of it, and Sean set about salvaging the equipment.

When they were done with their depressing chore, Breytenbach called him and Julianne aside. “So this is it? We’re leaving?”

“I guess so. It seems like fate has decided for us,” Max replied.

“Fate? Or someone in camp?”

“What do you mean, Christo?” Julianne asked.

“Nadia came to me a little while ago with an interesting story. Apparently, she and Cat saw someone wearing a numbered hoodie sneaking around last night.”

“Any idea who?” Max asked.

“No, they couldn’t make out his or her face. Only that the person was short and slender.”

“That could mean any of a number of us,” Max replied. “But what has that to do with the fire?”

“This fire burned too hot and too suddenly to be natural. I believe it was caused on purpose,” Breytenbach said.

“Who would do such a thing?” Julianne asked.

“I don’t know, but I also found an empty jerry can in the bushes over there after poking around. I figured the person might have tried to dump the evidence after starting the fire, and I was right.”

“This was arson?” Max asked, not sure if he wanted to believe it, but it made too much sense not to be true. “Any relation to the chicken killer, perhaps?”

“Maybe,” Breytenbach replied. “Anyway, I told Nadia to come back to me if she remembers anything else. I do believe we have an enemy inside the camp.”

Max sighed. “As if we don’t have enough problems already. How do we catch this person?”

“I’ll warn everyone I know we can trust, and I suggest we keep our eyes peeled for suspicious behavior.”

“All right. Thank you, Captain.”

Breytenbach shook his head. “Either way, I have a feeling our arsonist will overplay his or her hand soon enough and be exposed.”

“Let’s hope so, Captain. Let’s hope so,” Max replied.

As he surveyed the smoking rubble and blackened ground before him, he wondered what else would go wrong. Maybe this move really is for the best.





  
  Chapter 14 - Michael

  



Michael moved through the brush with the ease of a leopard, placing each foot in front of the other with extreme care. His passage was silent, his shape invisible to the naked eye. He was a predator. A hunter stalking his prey in the night.

After following Hiran’s trail for weeks, he’d finally found his enemy, holed up in a new position, one of significant advantage to the man and his followers. To Michael’s great disappointment, he’d arrived too late to save the Naval Hill Refuge from Hiran’s ravages. 

He wasted no time on empty regrets, though. What was done, was done. Now, he needed to focus on his mission and see it through to the end. It was all that mattered.

When Michael reached his chosen vantage point, he stopped and dropped to his knees. For a few seconds, he waited, listening for anything that might be out of place. When he was satisfied all was well, he bent over and scooped a shallow trench out of the dirt with his bare hands. 

Once it was deep enough, he eased his body into the hole, but only after rubbing some of the mud across his exposed skin as camouflage. His dirt-streaked clothes blended in well with the damp leaves and twigs he lay on, and he carried nothing that could give off a reflection.

He moved his rifle into position and propped up the barrel on a sturdy branch. It would provide a rest for the gun and improve his aim. Pressing one eye to the scope, he gazed at the camp below. 

It had taken him half an hour to get into position, and the soft drizzle of rain now played in his favor. It brought with it a chill that struck to the core and made the guards reluctant to wander far from their posts. They huddled around a small fire and smoked their cigarettes, their conversation a low monotone of mumbled voices.

Michael lay as still as a rock, patiently waiting for the next phase of his plan. Until then, he watched, ignoring the occasional bloodsucking mosquito that buzzed around his face or the rustle of some small creature in the bush. A centipede crawled across his hand, its scaly back illuminated by a slender ray of moonlight. He eyed it with disfavor, but let it pass unharmed into the carpet of leaves he lay on.

In the distance, an owl hooted. The small group of guards stirred, their superstitions coming to the fore. One spat on the ground and made a sign to ward of evil. It was widely believed the call of an owl meant death was coming.

Michael’s lips pursed with grim amusement. If they only knew. Death was staring right at them down the barrel of a gun, and each and every one of them would die that night. He glanced at the moon again. The time had come to launch his attack.

With the guards half asleep, they presented easy targets. He picked his first and sighted on the man’s temple. He’d drifted away from his friends and would now pay the price for it.

Letting out a slow breath, Michael squeezed the trigger. Aided by the rain, the silencer at the end of the barrel muffled the shot, and his victim crumpled like wet newspaper. Before any of his compatriots even noticed, Michael had already shifted his aim to the next one with swift precision. 

One, two, three. 

As easy as that, it was done.

Michael allowed himself a satisfied smile. Hiran’s fortress now sported wide-open gates. The next phase wouldn’t be as easy, of course, but he was confident in his abilities.

He slithered down the embankment and quickly checked each of the guards, making sure they were dead. He stripped them of their weapons and buried it in a hole he’d dug earlier, hidden in a clump of bushes far to the side. A burlap sack would keep the stuff dry. One never knew when extra guns would come in handy, and he didn’t plan on leaving it for Hiran and his men.

Afterward, he made his way up the hill, pausing now and then to listen to the night. It was empty, as he’d known it would be. The guard only changed every eight hours. 

He was alone. 

A man on a mission of death.

When he reached the top of the hill, he paused again, mentally picking his way through the brush and the camp’s perimeter. For days now, he’d been watching the place, noting the men’s habits and ways, learning their shifts and routes by heart. Child’s play.

In between guard rotations, he moved deeper into the camp, scaling a wall to get to the roof. Following its edge, he reached an overhang beneath which sat Hiran and his second-in-command on camping chairs. 

They lounged around a fire, legs extended and postures relaxed. Supremely at ease, they believed they were safe, never realizing the danger that lay above their heads.

From here, it would become a waiting game until George left and Hiran retired to his rooms. If Michael moved quickly enough, he’d be able to follow the leader and surprise him in his bed.

Michael had no illusions, of course. He knew this was a one-way trip. Once he was committed, there was no turning back. Hiran would die, but so would he. There were too many men for him to fight his way through, and they’d never willingly let him go. 

He didn’t care. He welcomed death. Welcomed its cold embrace with open arms. At least, I’ll have avenged Mpho.

The night air was icy against his skin, but he hardly felt it as he waited. Waited for Hiran to make his move. He watched the rest of the camp go about their ways. Eating, drinking, fighting, gambling, and whoring.

He felt sorry for the captives, for the women forced to serve these monsters. But even as his conscience whispered at him to help them, he hardened his heart, telling himself he was only one man. Their fate is sealed.

Still, the stubborn whispers wouldn’t let up, wouldn’t let him rest. I could go back. I could tell Max. With their help, maybe we can rescue these women.

He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. No. I’m here for Hiran. No other reason.

His ears pricked as he picked up on the conversation between Hiran and George, and he honed in on it, welcoming the distraction.

“I want you to gather all the men tomorrow, George. I want you to drill them, to train them, to push them to their limits.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

“I also want a list of all the weapons and ammunition at our disposal. Make sure of it.”

“Yes, Boss.”

“Because next week, we’re going back.” The glee in Hiran’s voice was evident even from a distance, and Michael’s brow furrowed in confusion. Back? Back where?

Fortunately, the same question had occurred to George, and he asked, “Back where, Boss?”

“To the site of our recent defeat. To a certain camp that dared to defy us.” Hiran fell silent then, and Michael could hear only the crackle of the flames. 

A creak sounded as if someone had shifted in their chair before George spoke again. “Are you sure, Boss? We’ve got it real good here. Why go back?”

“Why? I’ll tell you why.” Hiran’s voice was low and threatening. It spoke of utter conviction bordering on madness. “I’m going to destroy that place and its people, George. I’m going to raze it to the ground until there’s nothing left but death and decay. I’m going to kill their children in front of their eyes, and rape their women while they watch, before crucifying each and every last one of them. That’s a promise.”

Michael blinked, and visions of all Hiran’s recent victims flooded his mind, causing him to doubt his current mission. Men, women, and children, all murdered in the most horrifying of ways. He’s going to kill them. Dr. Lange, Nombali, Max, Breytenbach, Kirstin…the children. He’s going to kill them all. I can’t let that happen. Not now, not ever.

He closed his eyes again and tried to focus on the task at hand. Kill Hiran. That’s all that matters. If he’s dead, the threat to your camp is gone too.

But that wasn’t true. Michael was no idiot. Even if he did manage to kill Hiran, there was no guarantee George wouldn’t do exactly as his beloved boss had planned. Nor did it guarantee that they might not stumble across this place and suffer a horrible fate. 

Besides, the possibility remained that he would fail in his mission, and Hiran would live. As vaunted as his belief in his fighting abilities were, Michael was aware of the fact that life was never fair, and victory often lay in the hands of those who got in a lucky shot. Warn the camp first. Then you can get your revenge. It’s what Mpho would’ve wanted.

With a sigh, Michael gave in and eased his way back off the roof and through the perimeter of the camp. He moved with extreme caution. The last thing he needed now, was to get caught.

Along the way, he spied a figure lying prone in the dust. He paused before moving in for a closer inspection. It was Agatha, the previous leader. Her hands were zip-tied behind her back, and she lay motionless on her side. It appeared she was forgotten for the present.

Every inch of her body was bruised and bloody, her face swollen and the fingers of her left hand dislocated. It was a wonder she still lived. George was a cruel taskmaster, a real sadist when it came to his appetites. 

Michael watched her for a few seconds, noting the faint rise and fall of her chest. He couldn’t risk taking her with him; he might not make it out alive burdened with her care. He could, however, give her a chance, slight though it might be.

He slipped his spare knife from his boot and sidled over. With haste, he cut her bonds, freeing her arms. He pressed the knife into her uninjured hand, wrapping her fingers around the hilt. Into her ear, he breathed, “Take the knife and run. Escape.”

He felt her stir, felt the moment when his words took hold for her hand tightened around the knife, and she slurred the words, “Thank you.”

“Good luck.” Michael ghosted away from her side and melted into the darkness, hoping she’d make it. She’s strong. She’s a survivor. She’ll make it.

 





  
  Chapter 15 - Hiran

  



A series of knocks on the door pulled Hiran from a deep slumber, and he blinked into the grey light of a predawn morning. He frowned and pushed himself upright on one elbow. Who dared to disturb him this early in the day? Only a fool or a dead man, that’s who.

“Who is it?” he roared. 

“It’s me, Boss. George,” came the soft reply.

“You’d better have a good excuse for this!” Hiran said.

 Beside Hiran, his latest concubine jerked awake with a frightened gasp. Her wide eyes fixed upon his angry visage. Immediately, she flinched, raising her hands to defend her already bruised face. 

With muttered disgust, he shoved her out of the bed, and she landed on the floor with a thump. “Get my clothes. Now!”

She skittered around the room like a frightened mouse while he gathered his wits and got up. With swift strides, he crossed the floor and yanked the door open, coming face to face with an apologetic George. “What do you want?”

“I’m sorry, Boss. You know I wouldn’t bother you except for something important,” his second-in-command sputtered. 

“Spit it out,” Hiran ground out between clenched teeth. “Before I kill you with my bare hands.”

“The uh, guards at the gate. They’re dead, Boss. All of them.” George wrung his hands together and eased backward.

“What?” Hiran said, his voice dropping to a low whisper. “They’re dead? How?”

“Shot, Boss. With a sniper rifle or something similar, I suspect,” George said, his Adam’s apple bobbing when he swallowed hard.

“You suspect? And what would you know, you idiot?” Hiran asked, still talking in that deceptively calm whisper. Icy anger rushed through his veins, washing away any remnants of sleep.

“Nothing, Boss. I don’t know anything,” George said, backtracking swiftly. “But…”

“But?” Hiran asked, his eyes narrowing to slits. “What else happened?”

“It’s…it’s Agatha, Boss. She escaped and stabbed two more guards on her way out. I’ve sent men to track her down, but they haven’t found her yet.” Now George looked truly frightened, his eyes wide and staring in his broad face.

The cold anger inside Hiran’s chest burst into flame, and red spots flashed across his field of vision. “What? The bitch escaped? You let her go?”

“I…I didn’t…I’ll find her, Boss, and when I do I’ll―”

“You’ll do nothing but call me, you worthless worm. Do I have to do everything myself around here?” Hiran glared at the unfortunate George, tempted to kill him there and then. “Wait outside.”

“Yes, Boss.” George scurried away as fast as he could leaving Hiran to stew in the heat of his rage. 

He slammed the door shut and turned on the girl, grabbing her by the arms. His emotions needed an outlet, and she was the closest thing at hand. With a growl, he pushed her against the wall, holding her wrists above her head.

Ignoring her cries of pain, he thrust into her, over and over again. Each move was harder than the last until he rammed her entire body into the plastered concrete with all the force he could muster.

All he could think of was that bitch Agatha. How dare she defy him? Just like that whore Mpho. A betraying lying snake who spurned what he’d thought to offer her. I’ll show her. I’ll show Agatha too. I’ll show all of them what happens to those who oppose me.

His stomach muscles clenched as he reached climax, and he thrust forward with a final brutal slam. With his head thrown back, he gloried in the release, only slowly regaining his senses.

The girl was silent against him, her soft, warm body suddenly a dead weight. He pulled back, letting go of her wrists. She slid down the wall to her haunches, leaving a thick smear of crimson behind. Her eyes were glassy, and her mouth worked as she slumped to the side.

Hiran prodded her with his foot, noting the blood that spread through her long blonde locks like a rusty stain. His lips twisted. “Another one. You’re all useless to me. Useless.”

With his anger mostly under control, he dressed and left the room, striding to where George still waited outside. He jerked his head at another man who stood nearby. “Hey, you. Get rid of the girl in my room. She’s yours to do with as you want, but she won’t last long, so you’d better hurry.”

The man grinned, his eagerness palpable as he rushed to obey. “Yes, Sir! Thank you, Sir!”

With domestic matters taken care of, Hiran leveled a menacing stare at his George who fidgeted beneath his gaze. “Show me how she escaped.”

“Yes, Boss.”

 George led him to a spot on the far side of the clearing. A small wooden hut peeked out of the bushes. It wasn’t much, just a single room, and had likely been used as a security outpost in the past.

Hiran knew his second-in-command had claimed the hut as his own and furnished it with a bed, footlocker, gas heater, and chair. Enough for one man to live in relative comfort and seclusion. 

A fireplace smoldered in the small clearing in front of the door, and a flattened bed of grass indicated where Agatha had slept most of the time. George didn’t believe in sharing the warmth of his home, a tactic designed to break the mulish Agatha. Now Hiran wondered if they’d all underestimated her.

George bent down and picked up a set of zip ties, cut below the knot. “She had help. Likely from the same man who killed the gate guards.”

“How do you know it’s a man?”

“I found a boot print over there. It doesn’t match any of ours, and it’s a size twelve. Too big for a woman,” George replied, pointing to a footprint encircled by a line drawn in the sand. 

“All right.” As an expert tracker, Hiran knew he could take George at his word if he said the print belonged to a stranger. 

“He gave her a knife too. She stabbed two of the men on her way out and with the gate guards gone…”

“Escape was easy,” Hiran finished for him. “How do you know our mystery man didn’t stab them and help her escape?”

“Because they took different paths. He went down the side of the hill through the brush. She took the easy way out down the road and through the gate.”

“What I don’t get is how she could be in any shape to escape at all,” Hiran said, pinning George to the spot with a baleful glare.

George wriggled like an insect on a pin. “I…I don’t know, Boss. By rights, she should be dead already.”

“Either she’s stronger than you thought, or you’re losing your touch,” Hiran said. “However it may be, I don’t tolerate incompetence in my men.”

“I’m sorry, Boss. I’ll make it up to you,” George said, his face pale and sweaty. “I’ll find her, I swear it, and when I do―”

“You’ll bring her to me, and I’ll show you how it’s done. Got that?”

George blanched. “Yes, boss.”

Hiran studied the ground around him. It didn’t tell him much; he was no tracker. He didn’t think Agatha could’ve gotten far, though. Not in her condition. Whatever he might say out loud to the man, he knew George hadn’t gone easy on her. She was merely tougher than they’d reckoned.

“Where are the men she stabbed? Dead?” he asked.

“One lives. She got him in the side, and it’s more of a flesh wound than anything else.”

“You’re kidding me. A flesh wound? And he failed to report her escape until when?” Hiran asked.

“According to him, he passed out from blood loss,” George replied. “He only reported her escape an hour or two later.”

“You believe him?”

“No. It’s one of her old followers. A new recruit,” George said. “I believe he aided her, and they tried to make it look like she stabbed him.”

“Ah, that’s interesting.” Hiran turned around and strode back the way he came. “George, have the women set up a breakfast table outside. I’d like to enjoy the sunlight. It promises to be a lovely morning.”

“Yes, Boss.”

Once the table was set, Hiran sat down with a satisfied smile. He sipped from a hot cup of coffee while the food was served, enjoying the warmth of the sun and the fear so evident in the women server’s faces. Life is good.

“George. It’s time to set an example.”

“The new recruit?”

“Yes. You know what we do to traitors.”

“I do,” George said, a glint in his eye. 

With a snap of his fingers, two me dragged out the wounded recruit, his bandages stained with fresh blood from the struggle. He was bound and gagged, eyes rolling in terror.

A new cross had been made from two planks and planted in the ground. The prisoner renewed his efforts to escape when he saw it, screaming against the tape across his mouth. All in vain.

“Make sure everyone watches this time, George. We want to get our message across, don’t we?”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

Hiran smiled as they strung up the traitor, performing first the crucifixion then the disembowelment. He enjoyed a hot breakfast while he watched, the smell of cooked eggs mixing with the metallic tang of blood and guts.

When it was all over, he pushed his empty plate away and stood up. “Find Agatha, George. Find her, and bring her to me.”

“Yes, Boss.”

“Oh, and one last thing.” Hiran leveled a dead stare at his second-in-command. “Don’t ever fail me again.”





  
  Chapter 16 - Agatha

  



Agatha stumbled toward the building ahead, knowing that within its confines lay safety and surcease from pain. Each step was harder than the last, each movement an extreme exercise of willpower. She didn’t want to keep going. All she really wanted to do, was curl up into a little ball and sob her heart out. 

She shook her head and forced her legs to move despite the burning agony that consumed each particle of her body. She would never give up, never lie down and die. Not as long as that monster Hiran and his men lived.

Steps appeared in front of her, and she clung to the railing as she made her way to the front door of the small house. In the old days, it used to be a bed and breakfast. A tiny establishment owned by an elderly lady and friend of her mother’s. To Agatha, it was home.

The key was where it always was. Under a fake rock on the porch. With trembling fingers, she unlocked the painted white door with its ornate gold handle and pushed it open.

She fell more than stepped inside, and immediately closed and locked behind her. As quickly as she could, she moved from room to room closing the curtains. Dust clung to the flowery material, but to her, they were achingly familiar.

Porcelain figures sat silently in glass cabinets, remnants of the past, while stuffed maroon couches adorned with satin pillows lined the walls. It was just as she remembered it. Nothing had changed.

Nothing except that it was now an abandoned relic, its owner Mrs. Greene long gone the same way as the rest. Undead.

Agatha remembered the day they’d secured this house. Remembered with vivid detail how Mrs. Greene had attacked them with clawed hands and bared teeth, her vacant eyes showing no signs of the kind woman she once was. It was a terrible loss, one Agatha would never forget.

Right now, though, she needed to focus on herself, or she might not last the night. On unsteady legs, she headed toward the kitchen where she found a fully stocked first aid kit, kept by Mrs. Greene in the event of an accident and a bottle of filtered water.

She carried her find to the bathroom and opened the warm water tap. The house was fitted with a large capacity gas geyser, and if she was lucky, there might still be both water and gas left. Enough for a quick wash, at least. 

For a few seconds, nothing happened, then the pipes in the roof groaned, and warm water flowed over her fingertips. Nearly crying with relief, she allowed the basin to fill after popping in the plug.

With shaking hands, Agatha opened the first aid kit, careful not to use the one with the dislocated fingers. She rummaged for painkillers and found a bottle of extra strength aspirin. She opened the bottled water with one arm and her teeth, wetting her parched tongue before upending the bottle of pills over her mouth. She swallowed at least four, ignoring the bitter taste, and prayed they would work their magic fast. 

At last, she raised her left hand and stared at the damage. Three of the fingers were out of joint, dislocated and crooked, the knuckles inflamed and swollen. She lowered her hand into the warm water, allowing the heat to ease the pain.

Agatha took a firm grip on the first injured digit, quaking at the thought of what was to come. “Just do it. Quickly. Like ripping off a band-aid.”

With a hard yank, she pulled the finger straight. A loud scream tore loose from her lips, and her knees buckled as her muscles turned to water. Tears leaked down her cheeks, but she didn’t wait, pulling the other two into place as well. 

She collapsed to the floor and lay prone on the cold tiles, holding her inflamed hand to her chest. Raw agony coursed through her nerve endings, and for a time, she could do nothing but cry until the worst passed.

Finally, she pulled herself upright using the basin as a prop and stared at her haggard face in the mirror. It didn’t look like her. The person in the reflection was a stranger, someone she didn’t know. “Agatha is gone. She doesn’t exist anymore.”

Agatha’s lips twisted, and she tipped the bottle of aspirin to her lips again, swallowing several more pills. The acrid taste didn’t even bother her anymore. Anything to still the pain.

Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath before turning her attention toward her body and taking inventory of her injuries. Cuts and contusions crisscrossed her skin, every inch of her was bruised, her lip split and one eye swollen shut. Dried blood marred her thighs, and a deep ache in her womb indicated internal damage. “Maybe I’m dying. Maybe I’m dead already, and this is all a dream.”

She turned her head to stare at the bath, longing for nothing more than a hot soak. Would there be enough water left in the geyser to fill it? “Only one way to find out.”

Her hoarse voice echoed through the tiled room, sounding alien to her ears. Not even that was hers anymore. She opened the tap, and eased herself onto the side of the bath, allowing her body to fold in on itself. 

With numbness stealing over her mind, she watched the water swirl in the tub, rising until there was enough for her to soak in. Tears of gratitude filled her eyes, and she slid her length into the steaming water.

Its soothing heat enfolded her, caressed her, and smoothed over each ache until it all faded to a distant murmur. The aspirin kicked in after a few minutes, muting the worst of the pain, and her body released all its pent-up tension.

With the release, came the tears, and raw sobs wracked her chest, tears spilling of their own accord. Blood swirled in the water, tinting it pink as the dried flakes washed from her skin.

After a time, the tears passed, and a hollow void opened up in its stead. The pit yawned, and she feared what waited within it. Once she fell into it, she’d never come back out.

Instead, Agatha forced herself upright. With slow, deliberate movements, she washed the dirt and blood from her body, scrubbing her skin raw as she rid herself of the scent and taste and smell of George.

His name echoed through her mind, joined by Hiran’s. A cold knot of hatred coalesced in her heart. The need for revenge rose within her being. It filled the void and gave her purpose. It gave her something to hold onto.

She wouldn’t die. Not today, and not until she made sure Hiran and George had paid for their crimes. They would all die. Each and every one of them. Both the leader and his followers. 

And she knew just how to do it do. It was no empty threat on her part. No last gasp of false bravado. She held the means of their destruction in her hands, and tomorrow, she would wield it.

Justice.





  
  Chapter 17 - Breytenbach

  



Breytenbach walked around the school bus, examining the various improvements made by the teens of Bloemhof. Mesh wire covered the windows, and an escape hatch had been cut into the roof and another in the floor. Each could be locked from within. 

The door was reinforced, and the wheels protected by metal guards soldered in place. A homemade bull bar decorated the front, built to protect the engine and funnel zombies to the sides. It formed a v-shape, projecting out in the middle and sloping back and out to the sides.

“This is excellent work,” Breytenbach said. “Forward thinking.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan replied with a smile bordering on arrogance. 

“So you’re the brains behind this project?”

“Yes, it was my idea to pimp the buss, though the others all helped.” Jonathan shrugged. “Who knew that mechanics would turn out to be my strong point?”

“You know about engines?”

“Yup. My dad and uncle taught me a lot, and I’ve been picking up the rest as we go,” Jonathan said. “I even got hold of a bunch of books on fixing cars. I’m reading that now.”

“That’s great. We could use a proper mechanic around here. Most of us just know the basics,” Breytenbach said. 

“Old cars are better to work on. Simpler. It’s electronics that screw me around half the time, and I don’t have the equipment to deal with computer boxes and stuff.”

“I hear you. Luckily, most of ours are either older models, or they’re brand new from the dealership and don’t cause any trouble.” Breytenbach patted the school bus on the side. “How strong is she? Can she carry a full load all the way to the coast?”

“She can. I’ve been working on her for weeks now, and her engine’s in good condition. The only thing I needed was a new battery. The old one was shot.”

Breytenbach nodded. “Could you take a look at the rest of our vehicles as well? We can’t afford breakdowns during the evacuation. Not with so many women, children, and injured people on our hands.”

“Sure thing.”

“I’d need you to safeguard them too. Cover the windows, at least. Maybe put bull bars on them too. All except Tallulah. She’s bulletproof.” 

 “How long do I have?”

“Today and tomorrow.”

“What? Two days? That’s impossible,” Jonathan asked, scratching his face with a greasy finger. It left a smear of black oil on his cheek, lending him the air of a real mechanic, overalls and all. 

“Ronnie and Lenka will help you. They’re fair hands when it comes to cars, and I’m sure your teammates can pitch in with the reinforcements.”

Jonathan hesitated. “I suppose.”

“Look Jonathan. I’ll be straight with you here. I need you. We need you. Without proper vehicles, we aren’t going anywhere.”

“But two days―”

“Is enough if you can get all your friends working on this. Make them understand how important it is. Our lives depend on this convoy of vehicles, Jonathan, and I’m putting my trust in your hands.”

Jonathan drew himself up and nodded, his expression somber yet proud. “I’ll do my best, Captain. You can count on me.”

With a sense of satisfaction, Breytenbach left the boy to his work and went in search of Max. He believed he’d boosted Jonathan’s ego enough that the boy would want to show what he could do. Go above and beyond what he normally would in such circumstances. 

If there was one thing Breytenbach had learned in all his years as a military leader, it was how to motivate people into doing things they would never have believed themselves capable of otherwise.

It was why Max had put him in charge of the evacuation. Though with an enterprise of this scope, Breytenbach relied on the help of others to coordinate everything properly.

He turned a corner during his musings and spotted Ronnie. “Hey, Ronnie. I’ve got that new kid Jonathan working on the cars. It seems he knows a thing or two.”

Ronnie frowned. “Is that wise?”

“I think he’ll be an asset. Him and his friends. They did great work on the school bus. Even so, I want to put you and Lenka in charge. Make sure everything is ready to go the day after tomorrow.”

“All right, Captain.”

“We’ll need extra fuel too. Spare tires, tools, that sort of thing. All easily accessible and ready to hand.”

“I’m on it.”

“Great, see you later.”

Breytenbach strode past the site of the fire. The blackened grass and cracked walls were a blight on the land; a place of loss and sorrow. Most of the rubble had been picked through and shored up already. The little bit that could be saved from the mess was saved, but in the end, they had lost almost everything. 

Julianne and Elise had already gathered up all possible supplies left in the camp and packed it for the trip, setting aside only enough to keep them going these last few days in their old home.

Joseph and Lucas were stripping the buildings, taking everything of value and loading it. Sadly, they’d have to abandon the excavator. The goats and wildlife would be set free too, let out through a gap in the fence when the time came.

Phillip and Abraham were gathering up the crops, saving seeds and cuttings from the plants while Dave did likewise in the orchard and vegetable plots. Jonathan and Dr. Lange were packing up the infirmary and their research, while Hannah was outfitting Tallulah to act as an ambulance of sorts.

Most people had recovered from their injuries on the night of the fire except Erica who had a concussion. Still, Breytenbach thought it would be a good idea to have a mobile medical unit secure from the undead and nothing was safer than Tallulah.

Every few seconds a muffled whap sounded above his head, a shot fired from either Liezel or Kirstin’s rifles. The fire had drawn every infected for miles around, and the camp was effectively under siege. The sound had now become part of everyday life. It was white noise, always there in the background just like the occasional shots coming from the outer fence.

The two women rarely left the watchtower anymore except to eat and sleep, and their stellar aim provided much-needed support to Lisa and her team. Though their numbers had swelled with the addition of all remaining hands, they were hard-pressed to keep the undead from filling the moat and plowing over the fence.

He finally found Max at the outer gate, patrolling for zombies who’d fallen into the moat alongside Martin, Jed, and  Josh. They no longer bothered to remove the corpses, leaving them where they lay, and the stink was incredible.

“How are we holding up, Max?” Breytenbach asked, noting his pale face.

“Not well. For every one we kill, three more show up. We won’t last long, at this rate. How are the plans for the evacuation coming along?”

“The day after tomorrow. Is that soon enough?” Breytenbach asked. 

“I don’t know, Captain. We’re all exhausted. Can’t you speed it up?” Max said, moving forward to spear yet another zombie clawing at the earthen walls.

“Not really. I’ve done all I can for now. I will send over more people to help with the defenses once they’ve finished their tasks. We just need to last two more nights,” Breytenbach said, eyeing the trickle of shambling figures that stumbled across the open field toward them.

“If you say so, Captain,” Max said.

At that moment, Breytenbach spotted a thick plume of dust rising above the horizon. “What’s that?”

“I don’t know,” Max said shading his eyes.

As they gathered together to watch, a silver sedan burst through the treeline and zig-zagged toward them, bouncing over tussocks of grass. It swung to a stop kicking up rocks and earth. The driver jumped out and ran toward them, heading for the barrier that blocked the only entrance. 

Several zombies honed in on him, converging from all directions. Two rifle shots sounded, and two infected fell with bullets in their skulls. Max added his fire to the fray, dropping two more with his sidearm. This gave the stranger enough of a lead to reach the barrier.

“Michael!” Breytenbach cried, recognizing the man at once. “It’s him.”

Without waiting for assistance, Michael clambered across the steel and wood contraption, putting it between himself and the infected who scratched at it with futile longing. A few impaled themselves on the spikes and hung like rag dolls, moaning all the time.

Max helped him down, and Michael paused in front of them, sweating and out of breath. “Fuck, that was close. What’s going on here? Where are all the zombies coming from?”

“It’s a long story, and I’ll fill you in later,” Breytenbach said. “If you’re here to stay. that is.”

“I am. For now.”

Breytenbach studied him with shrewd eyes.“Something tells me you have news.”

“I do, and it’s not the good kind.”

“What is it?”

“Hiran. He’s coming for you.”

“Hiran?”

“Yes, and this time, he plans on wiping out each and every person here, and he’s got the means to do it.”

Breytenbach sucked in a breath. “That throws a spanner in the works.”

Max nodded. “It does.”

“Tell us what you know, Michael, and leave nothing out,” Breytenbach said.

For the next few minutes, all was quiet as Michael told the tale of following Hiran and his trail of destruction all the way to Naval Hill. He told them of the refuge and what happened to it once George wormed his way inside. He relayed the conversation he’d overheard, and his decision to return and warn the camp of the impending attack.

Breytenbach absorbed it all, forming a vivid picture in his mind of their new enemy, one far more dangerous than Ke Tau had ever been. “You’ve come back just in time, Michael. We’re on the verge of evacuating, and our route would have taken us right through Bloemfontein and straight into a trap.”

“Thank God, I came back then. Why are you evacuating?” Michael asked with a frown.

Breytenbach allowed Max to get Michael up to speed while he mulled over the problem in his mind. How to sneak dozens of women and children past Hiran without him knowing they were there. Once in St. Francis, they’d be safe, but until then they were vulnerable. “I think it’s time to take the fight to the enemy.”

“What do you mean, Captain?” Max asked.

“I mean, we get our people loaded up and on their way to St. Francis where they’ll be safe while a separate group attacks Naval Hill.”

“A distraction,” Max said.

“Yes. It’s the only way to ensure our people’s safety. We cannot risk them falling into Hiran’s hands.”

“Why not bypass Bloemfontein altogether?” Max asked.

“Because we don’t know what awaits there. It’s unknown territory while we know exactly what to expect on the route Martin took. It’s safe and passable. We know it is.”

“Except for Hiran,” Max pointed out.

“If we catch him by surprise, we can take him down before he knows what hit him. We’ve got Michael who already knows the layout, and we’ll have the advantage.”

“It’s risky,” Max said.

“Nothing comes without risk,” Breytenbach replied.

“Besides, Hiran must die. A monster like that can’t be allowed to roam free,” Michael said. “Even if I have to go alone, I’m going back.”

Max considered this before he nodded. “All right. The plan is solid, and the benefits outweigh the rest. Let’s do it.”

“Excellent,” Breytenbach said. “I’ll get on it straight away, and work out the details. This time, we’ll see justice done and our families safe.”

“Amen to that,” Max agreed.

As Breytenbach walked away, he had the feeling that the puzzle pieces were coming together. The chicken killer, the fire, the infected growing hardier with time, and the camp’s failing defenses; it had all pointed them in one direction. St. Francis. All they needed to do was get there safely. And if we can stamp on that cockroach Hiran on our way there, so much the better.





  
  Chapter 18 - Michelle

  



Michelle glanced at the digital display of her watch, noting the time. 

Four in the morning. 

Time to go.

She stood up from her spot on the couch and smoothed a hand over her clothing. Everything was in place. Both she and the children had bathed, eaten, and played games the night before until ready for bed.

At three, she’d awoken to the soft beep of her alarm. Within the hour, she was dressed and ready to go, their belongings packed while the children still slept. They didn’t have much. According to Breytenbach’s orders, each person was allowed one pack or bag of medium size. All other belongings and supplies had to be surrendered the night before and loaded onto the supply trucks.

As quietly as she could, she lifted the bundled up figure of Jenny from her bed and carried her outside through the front door of their cottage. The child stirred and uttered a brief moan before settling down again, and Michelle sped up the pace. They needed to hurry, and time was of the essence.

Torches lit the grounds, and people rushed around, carrying out their final tasks and inspections. It was bitterly cold, and within seconds her fingertips were frozen, and her breath fogged out of her mouth in puffs of white cloud.

In the parking lot, other people were already loading their personal belongings into their designated vehicles. Whispered instructions were passed along, and Breytenbach waved around a clipboard as he and Julianne oversaw the evacuation.

Tallulah, newly pimped out as an ambulance stood ready to go, was staffed by Hannah, Dr. Lange, and Jonathan. The only other occupants were Erica and Tumi with their young babies, while Mike acted as their driver.

Michelle spotted the big school bus and hurried over. She clambered up the steps and found Nombali tucking a sleepy Meghan and Anne into their seats underneath a warm blanket. Each had a toy backpack at their feet.

“Morning, Nombali,” she said, hurrying over to prop Jenny into a chair across the aisle. “Can you watch her, please? I need to fetch Mark and the dogs.”

“Sure, no problem.”

She rushed out again, nearly ramming into Cat who herded another group of children toward the bus. With a brief hello, she slipped past and ran back to her bungalow where Mark still slept unawares. 

Two more trips saw both children installed on the bus with their personal belongings, as well as Princess and Buzz. Ruby and Lonny were there too, and Michelle exited the bus to see if her help was needed elsewhere.

It wasn’t. The evacuation was well underway. A couple of trucks loaded with the camp’s supplies stood ready to go already. They’d be driven by Dave and Abe respectively. Phillip was just about done loading his own vehicle and trailer with their crops and gardening supplies, while Joseph drove one filled to the brim with various materials and Lucas as his sidekick.

“Are the kids inside the bus?” Julianne asked, walking over.

“Yes, all of them.” 

“Good. We should be leaving shortly.”

“Is everything okay? Do you need help with anything?”

“No, we’ve got things in hand, thank you,” Julianne replied. “You might as well get out of the cold.”

Michelle nodded. “All right.”

Julianne left her then, intent on finalizing the preparations.

Michelle lingered, watching the people split up into their designated groups.

All the cars looked a bit different with their windows covered in mesh, and bull bars on the front. Each one also carried a small cache of fuel, water, food, and weapons.

The team chosen to carry out the diversionary attack would drive in their own armored vehicles. With Breytenbach at the helm, Ronnie, Lenka, Lisa, Kirsten, Liezel, Donya, Dee, Aiden, and Michael formed a respectable fighting unit, and Michelle prayed there’d be no losses.

Two other cars besides Tallulah would follow the bus through town, ready to lend support in case of trouble. The first was a minivan carrying Max, Sean, Peter, Thembiso, Ryan, and Jonathan. The second was Logan’s Land Rover. Martin, Josh, and Jed were accompanying him, and all were armed to the teeth in case of trouble.

The attack itself would happen at dawn, and the rest of the convoy would wait for them to catch up at a designated spot.

When it seemed departure was imminent, Michelle turned to leave but paused when a voice called out to her. “Michelle, wait!”

She turned in the direction of the sound and saw Lisa running toward her. “Hey, Lisa.”

“Before you go, I wanted to give you something.” Lisa fumbled at her belt and produced a pistol in a holster. “Here. In case you need it.”

Michelle eyed the gun with reluctance. “I…no thanks, Lisa. You know, I don’t like guns.”

“I know. But I also know you’re in charge of a busload of kids, Michelle. Children who rely on you to protect them.”

“Yes, but there are others on the bus too. People who are better fighters than I am,” Michelle protested.

Lisa reached out her hand and grabbed Michelle’s wrist. “You can’t always rely on others. Besides, you’re not a victim anymore. You’re a strong, capable young woman. Take it.”

Michelle stared at the pistol. Maybe, Lisa was right. Perhaps, she wasn’t that scared young girl from before. Can I do it? Can I shoot someone to protect Jenny or Mark?

The answer was yes.

“I believe in you, Michelle. You’ll do the right thing when the time comes,” Lisa said before turning away. “See ya!”

“See ya,” Michelle repeated in a faint voice, cradling the pistol like a newborn baby before buckling it onto her belt. “For Jenny and Mark.”

She boarded the bus minutes later and immediately smiled. It felt like home, filled with the chatter of overexcited kids and the smells that accompanied them. The scent of baby powder and candy.

Liz sat at the wheel, her stern gaze flitting over Michelle before softening into a half-smile. “Hi, there.”

“Hey.”

Julianne sat behind Liz with an open map while Elise sorted out a box filled with water, fruit juices, and snacks. Cat, Nadia, Vera, Danielle, and Nikki occupied the back seats and watched over their younger members; Lucy, Kerry, Tessa, and Juan. 

Michelle gave them a friendly wave before making her way toward Mark and Jenny. Nombali was there too, keeping an eye on Meghan and Anne while cuddling the mewling Samantha.

She sat down and pulled two dog treats out of her pocket. Each contained a sedative, and should be enough to keep them calm on the trip. After feeding the treats to Buzz and Princess, she settled them onto a blanket with a bone each to chew. After a few minutes, the meds kicked in and the animals fell asleep. 

Michelle sighed with relief. One less problem to deal with. “Thank you, Jonathan.”

With everyone in their spots and taken care of for the moment, Michelle turned her gaze outward. Liz started the bus with an audible roar of the engine, and its lights lit up the scene in a bright yellow glow.

Dawn was still far off, though Michelle could see a slight lightening in the sky on the distant horizon. She looked back at the place they’d called home these past months, and a sense of sorrow filled her. She didn’t know what awaited them at St. Francis, but she did know what she was leaving behind.

“I’m going to miss it too,” Nombali said, accurately guessing her thoughts.

“Yes, I was happy here for a time.”

“We all were.”

One by one, the vehicles switched on their engines and moved into position. The two fighting trucks first, followed by Tallulah, the school bus, minivan, supply trucks and finally, the Landie.

Figures spilled out of the two front cars and opened the gates. The convoy began to move, exiting the inner camp in a slow procession. Once they reached the outer gates, Michelle sucked in a shocked breath.

Infected filled the fields outside the moat, their shuffling figures as inexorable as death itself. They clamored at the barrier and fell into the ditch, filling it with their rotting bodies. There were as many as she had ever seen in one place together. No wonder we have to leave.

She realized then how sheltered she’d been, tucked away inside her school room. Her right hand felt for the gun at her side, and she gripped the handle with fresh determination. I’ll do what needs to be done. When the time comes.

Once again, the fighting trucks stopped, and people got out to open the gates. A barrage of gunfire cleared the area immediately around the barrier, and it was quickly dragged aside. 

Muffled gunshots popped as more infected swarmed in, a plague of locusts intent on feeding. She held her breath as her fellow people ran back to their vehicles, barely making it to safety in time.

As the convoy pulled out, leaving their old home behind, she gathered Jenny and Mark to her, soothing their frightened cries as a horde of zombies swept past the windows, some hitting the bull bars and going down under the wheels.

It was a long time before she let go of them, a long time before they were clear of the infected in the fields and well on the way to their destination. Bloemfontein.





  
  Chapter 19 - Agatha

  



Two nights and a day had passed since Agatha sought refuge in Mrs. Greene’s home, a place obscure enough to be safe from Hiran’s searching men. After all, who would think to look for her in such an obvious place? A guesthouse right beside a main road, and not far from Naval Hill either.

No, they’d assume she’d run. As far and fast as she could. As it was, she’d left a false trail down a different road by smearing a wall with some of her blood and dropping her knife in the street a bit further on. Then she’d doubled back and gone a different route.

Now, after a chance to rest and recoup, she was ready to take her revenge. Dressed in warm, comfortable clothes, she had a quick fortifying breakfast of canned asparagus and tuna, followed by a bottle of water and aspirin. 

Into her left boot, she tucked a wicked looking kitchen knife from Mrs. Greene’s arsenal, and then she was ready to take on the town. An hour’s steady walk brought her to the business district where she chose a brand new truck from a dealership. 

In the shop’s garage, she found a new battery off the rack and quickly exchanged it for the old one. A quick test showed it was working just fine, and within minutes she was cruising the streets in style and comfort.

A camping shop was her next destination. There she picked up a box full of flares and a flare gun, chucking them onto the seat next to her. A hunting knife was next, chosen for its razor sharp edge, and it went onto her belt in a custom made sheath. From the hardware section, she picked two pairs of bolt cutters and tossed them into the truck as well.

Agatha also found a gun in the office safe. It was fully loaded and contained six shots. Enough for her needs. She looped the holster through her belt and snatched a scarf from a rack which she used it to tie her mess of curly hair back. With a pocket full of candy bars and a cool drink from the vending machine, she exited the building.

At a music store, she picked up a mix of songs from the loudest death metal band she could find. A quick test of the truck’s speakers proved they were more than up for the job, and Agatha allowed herself a small smile of satisfaction. Things were going well, indeed. Almost too well.

With all her preparations in hand, she checked her fuel gauge and concluded only one more thing remained: Justice.

“Watch out Hiran. George. I’m coming for you, and I’m not coming alone.”

A quick twist of the key started the engine, and she was off, driving a road as familiar to her as the back of her hands. The winding road brought her to a standstill in front of a set of large gates. They were locked with a loop of thick chain, and the keys were long gone.

It didn’t matter. 

That’s what the bolt cutters were for.

Beyond the gates were several shambling figures spread out over the grounds, and she was sure there were hundreds more inside. All waiting for her to free them. 

Agatha quickly turned the truck around, enabling a quick escape. Next, she picked up the biggest pair of bolt cutters from the back of the truck and used them to cut the chains.

Already a bunch of the infected had noticed her and were making their way across the open space. They were quite fast, more so than she’d thought they’d be. After pulling the chain free, she ran back to the safety of her truck and jumped in.

With the doors locked, she cracked open her window, stuck her hand out and shot off a flare. She hoped it would draw in the scattered zombies, but that wasn’t the only tactic she planned to rely on.

With all the truck’s windows opened a smidge, she switched on the CD player and blasted the music out full volume. The death metal sounded awful to her ears; her taste was more inclined toward jazz. But in this instance, the louder, the better.

Two balls of cotton wool protected her eardrums while she waited, the truck’s cabin vibrating with the force of the sound it projected. It reawakened her aches and pains, reminding her how fragile her body was without the regular aspirin to keep her going.

Knowing she was going to need it to see her through, she popped a few more pills with a swallow of water. For a brief moment, she closed her eyes, preparing for the ordeal ahead. 

Strong she might be, clever even, a good person who led by example and discipline, but stupid she was not. Agatha knew very well that this was a one-way trip. She was not coming back from this one.

It didn’t matter, though. There was no escaping the yawning pit of darkness Hiran and George had opened up inside her. The only way out was death, and she fully intended to take that route. “I’ll make damned sure I take you with me, you sons of bitches.”

She opened her eyes in time to see the first zombie slam its diseased hands on the window next to her face. Many more crowded closer, and a quick check in the rearview mirror revealed a beautiful sight. From every corner of the base, more infected streamed, all making their way toward her.

With a smile, Agatha eased the truck into a low speed, moving just fast enough to keep the dead coming her way. Bit by bit, she led them through the streets of Bloemfontein toward what was once her home for a time. Naval Hill.

It was late afternoon by the time she got them there. It had taken hours to lead the dead to her goal. Not that it mattered. As they grew closer, her smile broadened. She could almost imagine the horror on Hiran and George’s faces when they saw her. She could practically feel the triumph of their deaths course through her veins. Soon. Very soon now.

When she reached the road leading up the hill’s winding ways, she slowed, allowing the dead to catch up to the point where they almost swamped the car. 

Almost. 

With her bodyguards in place, she braved the entrance, a set of gates in the fence stretching around the area. Guards loitered around in boredom, but their jaws dropped open in shock when she rounded the corner.

Shouts rang out, and panic struck. Figures milled about as they reached for their guns. Before any of them could accomplish much, she slammed her foot down on the accelerator and smashed through the nearest gate.

The powerful truck, chosen for this purpose, turned the metal bars into confetti. They swung open, allowing free access to the zombies who streamed in, making quick meals of the guards. She listened to their awful screams, basking in the sound. “It’s payback time.”

Once the guards were out of the way, she led the infected further up the hill, a veritable pied piper. “Come on, my lovelies. This way. Don’t fail me now.”

Like faithful hounds, they trudged along behind the truck. With each inch, her impatience grew until she wanted to abandon the slow undead and roar her way forward to smash and kill. “Patience, Agatha. It’s not far now.”

Finally, she topped the rise and entered the clearing where Hiran’s headquarters lay; her old headquarters. Men milled about, and she surmised they’d heard the approaching ruckus.

What they got was not what they expected, though. Having planned every detail out ahead, Agatha knew she had a limited window of opportunity. It was now or never.

Once again, she slammed her foot down and roared forward, sending men scattering every which way. The zombies followed, honing in on their fresh victims with eager bloodlust. Screams filled the clearing.

She spun the truck behind a building, getting away from the infected and men alike. Once out of view, she jumped out and ran to the shack where the surviving women and children huddled inside, terror stamped on their faces.

She burst inside, and searched for a familiar face, any familiar face at all. There! “Nina, come on. You have to escape. All of you. Use my truck.”

“What?” Nina mumbled, confusion and fear filling her features.

Agatha’s temper flared, and she stamped her foot. “Nina, move your ass. Now!”

The girl stumbled forward, and Agatha grabbed her arm, shoving the truck keys into her hand. “Here. Get them out by the back roads. Go to a safe house outside of town. Save them.”

“What about you?” Nina asked.

“Forget about me. Go!”

Agatha hustled the women and children out and into the truck, watching as they drove away using a back road very few people knew of. With her first objective taken care of, she moved on to the next. Hiran.

With the hunting knife in her hand, Agatha went on the prowl. It didn’t take long to find him. He stood with his back to her, taking pot shots at the undead while howling out orders.

A slow smile spread across her face, warming her from within. This was it. With a terrific burst of speed, she ran forward and slammed into him, her knife sinking to the hilt. 

Hot blood gushed over her fingers, and he screamed as she twisted the blade. Her left hand gripped his shoulder, and she whispered in his ear. “Die like the monster you are.”

She released him with a shove, and he fell to his face in the dust, a dark stain spreading across his lower back. She’d cut his liver, a slow, painful death. It was not to be, though. As she backed away, two infected stumbled across Hiran’s prone form. 

With eager rasps, they fell to their knees and dug their teeth and fingers into his flesh. Flaps of skin and tissue were torn from his face and scalp, more from his neck and shoulders. Blood spurted out in a fountain, and she relished every quivering cry and scream. 

It wasn’t over, though. Where his master was, George couldn’t be far off. She dodged the reaching hands and arms of the undead as she darted about the clearing. 

At last, she found him, backed into a corner by three zombies. He hacked at them with a machete, his eyes rolling in their sockets as death came nearer. 

Agatha pulled out her gun and aimed at his knee. She squeezed the trigger, and the kneecap disintegrated, turning into mush. With a hoarse cry, he pitched forward, dropping the machete from nerveless fingers.

As the zombies descended on their feast, she screamed loudly enough for him to hear her. “As you breathe your last, know that it was me, Agatha, who killed you.”

He registered the words. He even went so far as to bellow her name in rage, but that was all he could do as his body was rendered to nothing more than quivering meat.

For a few seconds, Agatha stood still, relishing in her victory until a searing pain raced up her arm. She cried out in agony and tried to shake off the zombie that had sunk its teeth into her shoulder.

It growled as it hung on, strips of rotting flesh falling from its cheeks. Its eyes fixed on hers, empty pits of nothingness, the eyes of the dead. Fear of death held Agatha in its grasp for a brief moment before she gave in. I knew it would come to this. I always knew.

With shaking hands, she pressed her palms together, praying for the last time. “Forgive me, Lord, for I have sinned.”





  
  Chapter 20 - Lisa

  



Lisa drove the second vehicle carrying the fighting teams, and Michael sat beside her. She glanced at him, but his face remained guarded and showed no emotion. After a few minutes, she scraped together the courage to ask, “How are you doing, Michael?”

“Fine.”

The single syllable was loaded with meaning, and she caught the hint. “Sorry, I asked. I won’t intrude again.”

“It doesn’t matter what you do. The only thing I care about is Hiran’s head on a stick,” Michael replied in an even tone.

“Revenge, huh?” she asked. “I get that.”

He glanced at her, and after a second, inclined his head. “I guess you do.”

Behind them, Donya, Liesel, Dee, and Aiden were engaged in their own teen conversation, arguing about something she felt too old to care about. She might have objected to their presence on this mission due to their age, but they were all capable fighters, and age no longer mattered so much in the apocalypse. Kids tended to grow up quickly now.

Besides, Breytenbach’s truck carried a bunch of older, more experienced fighters; Kirstin, Ronnie, and Lenka to be precise. Together they presented a formidable force. She’d have liked Nadia with them; the girl was a fierce fighter; but her injured hand discounted her as did Max’s injured leg. 

It was one of the reasons Breytenbach had insisted on leading the foray, despite all of Julianne’s and Jonathan’s objections. Secretly, she thought he missed the action, though.

“So you’ve scouted this Naval hill? You know the way in?” she asked, returning her attention to Michael.

“I do.”

“Can you describe it to me?” she asked. “I’d like to know what I’m up against. In fact, tell me about Hiran too. Everything you know.”

“Everything?”

“Yup.” She shrugged. “Have you got anything better to do?”

“Guess not.”

He commenced telling her his findings, what he’d seen Hiran do, his methods and practices. By the end of his story, a thick silence had fallen over the cabin until Dee broke it. “He did that? To real people?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Good God, the man’s a monster!” she exclaimed.

“Why do you think I want to kill him so much?” Michael asked.

Lisa nodded. “I think we all get it now.”

“Just remember one thing. When we get there, Hiran’s mine. I get to rip his heart out, nobody else.”

Lisa pursed her lips. “I promise not to stand in your way.”

“You’d better not,” was the dour reply.

They drove for a few more minutes in silence before Lisa slammed on the brakes, coming to a stop mere centimeters from the front vehicle. Her forehead connected with the steering wheel, and for a moment, she saw stars.

She blinked the fog away and slammed her hands on the steering wheel before grabbing the radio next to her. “Damn it, Captain! What was that?”

“Back up,” came the terse reply.

“What? Why?”

“I said, back up and do a u-turn. Head for the convoy. We’ve got infected ahead.”

“Infected?”

“Yes, hundreds of the damned things. Now move!”

Lisa dropped the radio and jammed the gears into reverse. As she swung the truck around, her headlights caught an awful sight. Tons of undead, headed their way. “Holy, shit, would you look at that? I thought Bloemfontein was clean.”

“It was,” Michael said, his expression one of disbelief.

Lisa got into first gear again and sped away followed closely by Breytenbach in the other truck. She grabbed the radio. “Where’d they all come from, Captain?”

“I don’t know, but if they continue on the path they’re on now, they’ll reach the rest stop,” Breytenbach replied. “In fact, by the route we have to follow, they might well pull ahead of us.”

Lisa’s insides grew cold as his meaning sunk in. The rest stop was the place chosen for the rest of the convoy to wait for them. A small shopping center tucked out of the way but wide open to infected. If the dead got there before them… “God, help them. We need to hurry.”

Michael shook his head. “Let me out first.”

She shot him a look. “What? Let you out?”

“I need to go back. Hiran’s that way,” he said. “I’ll make it on foot.”

“Are you crazy?” she cried. “Think about it. If Naval Hill’s that side, then so’s hundreds of the undead. You saw them.”

“I don’t care. I can make it on my own. I always do.”

“Well, you should care!” she cried. “Besides, Hiran’s probably dead by now. Nobody can survive that many zombies unless they’re prepared for it.”

“You can’t be sure of that,” Michael said, his jaw set stubbornly. “Hiran needs to die.”

Lisa ground her teeth together. “Listen, asshole. As much as your revenge is important to you, our people need you more. Your people!”

“They’re not my problem,” he shouted.

“Yes, they are,” she shouted back. “They were important to Mpho. Do it for her sake, at least, if not your own.”

He pressed his lips together but remained silent for the rest of the way, and she guessed something she’d said had gotten through to him. 

As they reached the rest stop, all remnants of their argument vanished as they were faced with the terrifying truth. The dead had cut in front of them and were even now swarming the convoy.

Even at that distance, the screams and gunshots from the convoy could be heard inside the truck. Lisa scanned the area as she closed in, relieved to find that it was so far only a small group of infected that had outstripped the rest. More were coming, though.

She grabbed the radio. “Captain, it’s just a small contingent of the undead. The rest must still be on their way.”

“Roger that. Stick close to me. We’ll punch a hole through them and take out as many as we can.”

“Gotcha, Captain,” Lisa replied, not being one for radio etiquette.

Lisa slowed until the other vehicle drew level with her, and they both gunned it, heading straight for the beleaguered convoy. She glanced over her shoulders. “Ready for this?”

“Ready!”

As the first infected crunched under the wheels, Lisa sent up a brief thought. “Please, let us be in time. Please.”





  
  Chapter 21 - Nadia

  



Nadia leaned against the bus, staring into the distance. They’d arrived at the rest stop a few minutes ago, and she welcomed the chance to escape the confines of a metal tube filled with screaming kids.

Most of the children stayed on the bus, kept there by Michelle and Nombali for fear they’d run amok, but the rest were allowed off for a little while.

She was joined minutes later by Caleb, and she waited in tense silence for the recriminations to begin. Instead, he sighed and said, “I’m sorry for trying to keep you from doing anything. It wasn’t right of me, and I won’t do it again.”

She turned to face him. “Are you sure? No more wrapping me in cotton wool? Treating me like a porcelain doll?”

He shook his head. “Nope, no more. I learned my lesson.”

“Yeah?” she pressed. “How so?”

“Well, these last few days spent not talking to you have been the worst of my life. I’d rather have you with me, zombies or not, vaccine or not, than spend another minute without you.”

Nadia blinked as unexpected tears filled her eyes. “You mean that?” 

“I do. Now can I give you a hug, please? I’m dying over here.”

“Of course,” she whispered, allowing him to pull her into his arms. It was a wonderful feeling, one of safety, comfort, and love. “I wish it could always be like this.”

“It can,” he said, pressing his lips to her forehead.

They stood like that for a while until Nadia noticed a figure flitting past the corner of her eye. She caught a brief hint of a hoodie with a number on it and gasped, shooting upright. “Now I remember!”

“Remember what?” Caleb asked.

“The guy I saw the night of the fire. The hoodie.” She slapped her hand with her palm. “It’s Lonny. I saw him wearing it at dinner that night.”

Caleb’s eyebrows rose. “You’re sure of that?”

“Huh huh, except…”

“Yeah?”

“He borrowed it to Ruby. She wore it when she went to bed.”

“And you’re a hundred percent certain?”

“Of course! I can’t believe I’m only remembering it now!”

“This is a big deal, Nadia. If Ruby started the fire…”

“What’s she up to now?”

Without waiting for an answer, Nadia sprinted in the direction she’d seen Ruby go. She rounded the corner of the bus and skidded to a halt. Ruby was on her knees next to one of the tires with a knife in her hands. With a swift stab, she cut the rubber, letting all the air out.

“No! What are you doing?” Nadia cried.

Ruby jumped to her feet and faced Nadia with bared teeth. When Caleb joined Nadia, she hissed at both of them, waving the knife. “Don’t come any closer.”

“Why, Ruby?” Nadia asked. “Why slash the tires?”

“You’ll see,” the girl replied with a grin. “They’re coming to kill us all. They’re already here.”

As if to prove her words correct, alarmed voices called out, and one word stood out above all the rest. “Zombies!”

Nadia looked at Caleb. “Zoms? Here?”

When she looked back, Ruby was gone.

“Where’d she go?” Caleb asked.

“We need to find her before she hurts someone.”

As one, they darted around the bus but froze when they saw the large group of undead headed their way. Nadia pulled out her t-bar’s, arming herself in a flash. “That’s why she cut the tire. So we can’t escape.”

At that moment, Logan ran up to them. “Get on the bus. We’re leaving now.”

“We can’t,” Nadia replied. “Ruby slashed a tire.”

He pulled up short. “She did what?”

Nadia nodded. “She’s nuts. I think she’s the one that started the fire.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, now what about the tire?” Nadia asked.

“Shit, I’ll have to change it. We can’t fit all the kids in elsewhere. Besides, there’s no time.” He waved at the open door of the bus. “Keep the dead out while I change the tire.”

He turned away and shouted for Martin, Josh, and Jed, explaining the situation in brief terms. “Organize a defense. Set up a perimeter. Keep those things away while I get the bus going again.”

“All right,” Martin nodded. “Take Jed with you to watch your back and help. Above all else, hurry the fuck up.”

“You don’t need to tell me,” Logan replied before sprinting in the opposite direction.

Nadia exchanged a frightened look with Caleb. “Well, you heard him. Keep them out of the bus.”

Caleb nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Let’s do this.”

Martin ran about, ordering the defense while adults and teens alike readied themselves for a fight. Nikki and Danielle joined them, followed by Liz and Elise. Nombali and Michelle were on the bus with the kids while Julianne stood a short distance away with Max.

Then there was no more time for looking because the lot flooded with a tide of rotting bodies. A wave of stink washed over Nadia’s nostrils as the first infected sprang at her.

She stabbed it in the eye and kicked it away before uppercutting the next, impaling it on her t-bar. Caleb whirled and thrust next to her, while Liz delivered cool shots with her gun.

A hand clawed at her jacket, and she dropped to her haunches before leaping upright and sinking her blade into its brittle temple. Bodies fell around her, some still alive, and she paused to kick away a crawler intent on taking a chunk out of her leg. 

Everywhere there was fighting, the air filled with a cacophony of groans, moans, cries, and screeches. Bullets whined by, and people hacked at necks and skulls. Black blood spattered their clothes, rotting flesh smeared against their skin, and the smell was incredible.

The crush of infected increased until she was backed up against the bus, hacking and stabbing. A scream drew her attention, and she saw Nikki go down underneath a press of bodies. Blood misted the air as the zombies tore into the girl, and Nadia renewed her killing efforts. They could not be allowed on the bus.

The children.

She swung, and punched, and kicked until her limbs felt like lead. Just when she thought all was lost, lights flashed ahead and two trucks came roaring up. Relief flooded through her veins when she recognized the vehicles. “Breytenbach!”

The trucks rammed into the infected, slamming them into the tar and crushing limbs, torsos, and heads. The crowd thinned as some of the infected went after the new moving targets, much to their detriment.

Nadia grinned as she gained a little breathing space and glanced at Caleb. “Still okay?”

He smiled back at her and nodded. “Still ok―”

Suddenly his eye widened, and blood spilled from his lips. Nadia stared in horror as Ruby detached herself from his side like a parasite, her knife stained crimson.

Caleb collapsed, and Ruby darted for the door of the bus, but Nadia was there before her, hauling her back onto her ass by her hoodie. The girl fell hard, and the air left her lungs in a woosh. She landed by the feet of an infected and screamed when it reached for her with grinning teeth.

Nadia did nothing to stop it. Instead, she watched as it tore chunks of meat from Ruby’s face until the girl resembled ground meat. More infected joined in on the feast, fighting each other for a spot, and Ruby was dragged to the side.

More infected replaced them, and Nadia was forced to fight over Caleb’s body, valiantly trying to keep the zombies away from both him and the children on the bus.

She was soon joined by others. Lisa, Ronnie, and Kirstin. The dead fell like wheat, and she dropped to her knees beside Caleb, cradling his head. He stared at her with blank eyes, and she choked back a sob as the truth sank in.

He was dead.

“No,” Nadia screamed, jumping to her feet. She acted out her rage, stabbing until she could hardly move her arms. 

Still, the dead kept coming. 

Another cry sounded as Abe disappeared beneath the onslaught, and for a moment, she thought Max was a goner as well when he fell backward. But in a flash, Martin was there, dragging his body onto the bus with Julianne’s help. 

“There’s too many of them,” Martin cried. “We can’t get the wheel changed. We have to abandon the bus.”

“We can’t! We’ll never get the kids transferred safely. We’ll lose them,” Julianne answered, and Nadia realized they were both right.

Suddenly, a cry went up as Logan darted past the bus followed by Michael. They dodged the zombies until they reached Logan’s Land Rover. Logan jumped behind the wheel while Nadia watched in growing disbelief. “What’s he doing?”

Michael climbed onto the roof but dangled his body tantalizingly close to the undead as they reached for him. He shouted until all those nearby turned his way, abandoning the rest for what seemed like easy prey.

Logan started the Landie and drove slowly, drawing the undead away from the convoy with Michael’s help. It didn’t work for all of the zombies, and those closest to Nadia and the others still kept coming.

It did help to stem the tide streaming down the street, though, as the wave turned on the two men instead.

For a time, Nadia and the rest were hard pressed to clear the lot, but in the end, they managed. Meanwhile, Josh and Jed finished changing the wheel and darted out with glad cries. “Go, go, go!”

Everyone made for their vehicles, and within seconds, the convoy was moving. Nadia refused to leave Caleb, though, keeping hold of his body until Cat and Liz wrestled her inside the bus. 

She screamed as they pulled away, slamming her hands against the glass. “No, no, no! Caleb!”

Cat gripped her shoulders. “Nadia, he’s gone.”

“No,” Nadia moaned, though she knew it was the truth, had looked into his staring eyes herself.

But worse was to come. As they drove through the lot, her eyes fell on a body wearing a familiar neon pink shirt. Donya.

She gasped and pressed her hands to her lips. “Did you see that? Donya’s dead?”

Cat nodded and pulled Nadia close. “I’m sorry. I saw her fall, but I couldn’t reach her in time.”

Nadia shook her head in denial. “We’ve lost so many. Caleb, Donya, and Abe. All because of Ruby. Why didn’t I remember that stupid shirt earlier? I should’ve known!”

Cat stared at her in confusion. “What shirt? Ruby?”

Nadia ignored her questions and whirled back to the window, searching for signs of Logan. “Where is he? Where’s Logan?”

“Over there,” Cat said, pointing out the white Landie that pushed through the throng of undead with Michael still clinging to the roof.

Nadia sighed with relief. At least, he was still okay. But her joy quickly changed to horror when his Land Rover swerved to the side and smashed into a lamp post with a loud crash. “No! No, not him. Not Logan too!”

As she pressed her body against the glass, Nadia wished with all her might that Logan would escape. She willed his Landie to move, to reverse away from the pole and drive to safety.

It never did.





  
  Chapter 22 - Logan

  



When he stopped for the umpteenth time to kill a zombie while trying to change the tire, Logan realized he’d never get it right. There were too many of them and not enough of him to go around.

He looked over his shoulder and spotted Michael. Grabbing the man by the elbow, he quickly explained his plan. “Are you in?”

Michael hesitated, then he nodded. “I’m in. For Mpho’s sake.”

Logan didn’t care two shits about Michael’s motivations, as long as the man agreed. He turned toward Josh and Jed that fought by their sides, and said, “We’ll draw the fuckers away, and you change the wheel. Deal?”

When the two nodded, he rushed toward his truck, followed by Michael who clung to his heels. He dodged his way through the crowd until he reached the Landie, jumping in with seconds to spare. Michael clambered onto the roof like a monkey, and they were off, driving piss slow and making a lot of noise.

He edged out of the lot, heading for the thickest part of the wave headed their way. As the horde swarmed the Landie, he clenched the wheel and kept going, drawing them further and further away. 

Or so he hoped. It was difficult seeing anything through the horde of rotting bodies that covered the windows. After a time, he cracked open the window and cried, “Is it working?”

“Yes, keep going,” was the faint reply.

Logan kept pushing onward, one bit at a time. He hoped the rest could get away and was cheered when the convoy passed him by, horns blaring. “Thank, God, they did it.”

As long as Nadia and the rest were okay, he was okay. He couldn’t bear it if something happened to them.

Logan leaned sideways and shouted. “Michael, hold on. I’m speeding up and shaking them off.”

“Go!”

As he straightened up, a zombie in front of his nosed slipped below the wheel and got stuck between the tire and the mudguard. Its flesh was ground to minced meat within an instant and wrenched the steering sideways.

“No!” Logan yelled as the Landie slewed to the side before crashing into a lamp pole with thunderous force.

“What the fuck?” Michael cried, crawling to the middle of the roof to get away from the grasping hands that were now far too close for comfort. 

To no avail. 

Even as Logan watched, zombies crawled onto the bonnet and slithered their way across to Michael. The man screamed as they latched on, cursing while he fought. “Come on, you undead fuckers. I won’t let you have me.”

A single gunshot signaled his end, and Logan slumped when he realized he’d soon follow. Being rescued was out of the question. So was escaping. There too many zombies crowded around his truck. He rubbed the steering wheel with a loving hand. “Guess this is it, old girl. The end of the road for us.”

He sighed and leaned back in his seat. “I’m sorry, Nadia. This is gonna be hard for you, I know, but you’re a tough girl. You’ll make it. I know it.”

For a moment, he allowed himself to be filled with regrets. Regrets for everything he’d always wanted to do but never did. Regret for not getting to see Nadia cured, maybe even married with children of her own. But the moment passed. He was never one to dwell on that which he couldn’t have. “Goodbye, Nadia. You were a good friend. You were there when I needed you, and now, it’s time for me to go.”

Hands beat on the windows, fists smashed into the glass, and the material cracked. It wouldn’t be long now. Logan closed his eyes and reached for his gun, placing the barrel against his temple. His hand shook, but after a time, the sensation passed, and he steadied.

What was death anyway? It came to everyone in time. Life was just temporary. A fleeting moment in time filled with memories, thoughts, and feelings. He remembered Morgan then, and the times they’d spent together before she was so cruelly snatched from him. Their unborn child. Would it have been a boy or a girl?

His mind filled with visions of her face, her smile, her sparkling eyes. He heard once more her husky voice, whispering that she loved him. He felt the warmth of her silky smooth skin against his again. “I’ve missed you, Morgan. No matter how I pretend. It’s just not the same.” 

He heard the Landie’s windows groan underneath the pressure, but refused to open his eyes. Once more, he relived the moment he first met her, when merely shaking her hand felt like a blow to the gut. The first time they’d kissed on the wall, their whispered promises of forever.

“I meant every word, Morgan,” Logan said. “For me, there could never be another.”

The glass webbed, chunks of clear glass breaking free. Logan ignored it, focusing on his last memory of her.

“Don’t leave me. Please.” 

“I won’t. I promise.” Logan slid his arms beneath Morgan and stood. He set off at a run, heading for the infirmary. She lay against his breast like a broken bird, her blood soaking the front of his shirt.

“I’m here. I’ll never leave you. I promise.”

“Stay with me.”

“Stay.”

He murmured the words over and over, hoping to keep her awake. The distance seemed to stretch forever. Her rasping breaths were terrible to hear, but even worse was the sudden silence. 

Logan stumbled to a stop and looked down. Her eyes were closed, her skin paper white. Laying her down on the ground, he pressed his ear to her chest and felt for a pulse. Nothing. No heartbeat.

“No. Don’t die.” He grabbed her face with both hands, tapping her cheeks. “You can’t die.”

No response.

He leaned forward, breathing into her mouth. Her chest rose and fell. He repeated the procedure, punctuating it with chest compresses. “Come on, baby. Fight!”

Morgan lay lifeless, her blood soaking into the ground. After a few minutes, he was forced to acknowledge the truth. She was dead. 

The window shattered, and Logan pulled the trigger. 





  
  Chapter 23 - Martin

  



Once they’d left the dead behind and were safely out of town, Martin slowed his truck and pulled over to the side of the road. One by one, the rest of the convoy followed. He got out, facing the gathering crowd with reluctance. This wasn’t a task he relished, but someone needed to do it, and with Max out of commission, he had to take it on his own shoulders.

“All right. I know you’re all scared and hurt, but we’ve got a long way to go still, and I need to know you’re clean.”

“Clean?” Elise asked, her brow furrowed in confusion.

“Yes, each and every one of us has to be checked for bites, and thoroughly too.”

“What?” Elise cried. “We have to check for bite marks?”

Martin nodded. “It has to be done, I’m sorry. I can’t take you to St. Francis if you might be infected. I cannot risk an entire town for the sake of a few survivors.”

“But we wouldn’t hide something like that,” she protested. “None of us would.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked. “What about Ruby? Did you know her as well as you thought you did?”

Elise faltered. “No, I guess not.”

Mumbled conversation did the rounds.

“Look. It’s just a precaution. Once everyone has been cleared, and we’ve taken a few moments to gather ourselves, we can be on our way again. Understand?”

Rumbles of assent followed, and he turned to Elise again. “Please, can you check the women and children for me? Our lives may depend on it.”

She nodded, her shoulders slumped. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

While Elise went around inspecting for bites, Max did likewise with the men. Along the way, he stopped in at the ambulance to check on Max. “Hey, buddy. You okay?”

Max gave him a faint grin, and a thumb’s up from his spot on a mattress. “I’m great.”

“You sure? You cracked your head open pretty hard.”

“He will be all right. Thank you, Martin,” Kirstin replied. “I will look after him.”

“I’m sure you will, but please, will you let Jonathan and Hannah check you for infection? It’s just a precaution.”

“Yes, no problem. Just get my people to safety, Martin. That’s all I ask,” Max replied.

“Will do, buddy. You can trust me on that. Get well.”

Martin continued his inspection. Once he was sure all the men were clean, he checked the vehicles for damage and made sure they were all fully loaded and ready for trouble should it arise.

Julianne and Michelle meanwhile passed out food and drink, and he accepted a fruit juice and a handful of biscuits with grateful thanks.

After eating, he pulled aside Breytenbach, Elise, and Julianne. “So where do we stand?”

“The women and children are clean, I swear it,” Elise said.

He sighed with relief. “So are the men. That’s one less thing to worry about, at least.”

“We’ve lost quite a few loved ones,” Breytenbach said, his craggy face filled with the sorrow they were all feeling.

“I know. It’s…it’s a tragedy. Caleb and Donya. They were mine. My people and I failed them,” Martin said. 

“Nobody failed anyone, Martin. It’s a fact of life, the way things go sometimes,” Breytenbach said. “We all knew the risks.”

Julianne nodded. “At least, the children and babies are safe. The dead didn’t get into the bus, despite Ruby’s best efforts.”

“I still can’t believe it,” Elise muttered. “Ruby!”

“It’s thanks to Nadia that she didn’t get to finish what she started,” Julianne continued.

“What about Lonny?” Martin asked. 

“He seems heartbroken. He acts like he didn’t know, but we’ll have to keep an eye on him, though. Just in case.”

Elise nodded, her lips pressed together. “I’ll make sure of that.”

“We lost Nikki too. One of the new teens. Liz is pretty shaken up over it, and so are the rest,” Julianne said.

“I can imagine,” Martin replied. A brief image of the girl’s last moments flashed before his eyes, and it was not pretty. “Don’t forget Abe.”

“But, if it weren’t for Logan and Michael’s sacrifice, we would all be dead,” Breytenbach said, voicing the one thing they’d all been reluctant to face so far.

“We owe them a debt of gratitude,” Martin acknowledged.

“Yes, we’ll miss them,” Julianne said.

“How’s Nadia holding up?” Martin asked. “Of us all, she’s lost the most people today.”

“She’s in terrible shock. I had Jonathan give her a sedative,” Julianne said. “To be honest, I don’t know how she’ll cope with this, but I’ll do my best to see her through.”

“So will I,” Elise affirmed.

“I think we all will,” Martin said. “She’s a strong girl.”

“We don’t have many injuries, at least,” Breytenbach said. “A few cuts and bruises. Max got it the worst, I think, but he’ll be all right.”

“That’s a relief,” Martin said, thinking their position over. He blew out a breath. “All right, I see no point in hanging around. I say we do one straight push to reach St. Francis with only brief stops out in the open to refuel and take bathroom breaks. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” the rest chorused.

“I think we’re all eager to get somewhere safe,” Julianne said.

“Then let’s go. The sooner, the better,” Martin said, breaking up the meeting.

Within minutes, the convoy was back on the road. They drove throughout the day, stopping only when absolutely necessary, and by late afternoon, they were close to their destination. 

The nearer they got, the lighter Martin’s spirits grew, and he prayed that nothing would go wrong before they hit the gates of St. Francis. But their luck held, and within the hour, they were parked in front of the solid walls of their new home.

Martin got out and waved at the guards at their posts. “Hello, it’s me. Martin.”

A short figure detached itself from the rest, and an incredulous Thys called, “Martin? Is that really you?”

“In the flesh, my friend.”

“We’ve about given you up for dead, you know?”

“Well, sorry to disappoint. Now could you let us in? We’ve had bad luck on the road, and these people need attention.”

“No infection?” Thys asked.

“No, we checked,” Martin said.

“I’ll let you in, but Ada might want Dr. Barnard to examine them again,” Thys replied. “You know how she is.”

“That’s fine. Just let us in before something else happens, please,” Martin said, holding thumbs as he did so.

After a moment, the vast gates swung open with a ponderous creak and the convoy was allowed inside the town. As the gates clanked shut again, Martin let go of the tension he’d held onto the entire trip. Finally. They were safe.

Thys greeted him in person, slightly more corpulent than Martin remembered. He was followed by a succession of familiar faces, and soon, Martin sagged with exhaustion.

Luckily, Ada took over at that point, recognizing how close to collapse he was. She organized for Dr. Barnard to clear the convoy of infection and escort all injured to the clinic. The rest were shown to clean, comfortable quarters and fed with promises to do more in the morning.

At last, Martin was released and allowed to go home where his daughter Kim waited, ecstatic to see him once more. She threw herself into his arms and clung to him, sobbing the entire time. “Daddy, don’t ever leave me again.”

As he held her close, he made a promise. “I won’t, sweetheart. Never again. I promise.”





  
  Epilogue I - Julianne

  



Julianne sucked in a deep breath as Elise buttoned up the back of her dress, the bodice tightening over her breasts and shoulders. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she smoothed her hands over the material, and she opened her eyes to look at herself for the first time.

“Oh, my! Is that really me?”

Elise smiled at her reflection in the mirror, her eyes sparkling in the early morning sunlight. “Yes, it’s really you, and you look so beautiful, Julianne. Breytenbach is one lucky man.”

Julianne smiled, turning in a circle to admire the wedding dress she’d chosen for her big day. It was simple. A long sheath that covered her from neck to toe in pale mint-green silk. Pearl buttons adorned the sleeves and back, but that was the only decorative details it possessed.

Sparkly heels showed off her dainty feet while her hair and makeup was courtesy of the local beautician, a kind woman named Alice. She’d done a stellar job, and Julianne’s skin glowing skin was accentuated by her blue eyes and polished blonde chignon. Pearl earrings finished off the look, one of timeless elegance.

“I can’t believe I’m getting married…again,” she said, sucking in a nervous breath.

“Me neither,” Elise admitted. “Who’d have thought fate could treat us so kindly after everything?”

“Yes. We’ve lost much. Too much.”

For a moment, both women were silent, reminiscing over loved ones who’d passed, and times they would never have again. A tear shimmered in the corner of Julianne’s eye, and she brushed it away. “I’ll never forget them.”

“No, we’ll honor their memories today, and we’ll always keep them in our hearts,” Elise said. “Now, are you ready? The ceremony is about to begin.” 

She moved toward the door where an anxious Martin waited to escort Julianne down the aisle. While it should’ve been Max, he couldn’t do the honors that day. Not when he was also getting married in a double ceremony alongside her and Breytenbach.

Julianne squared her shoulders and tightened her hold on the small bouquet of wildflowers she carried. “Yes, I’m ready.”

Elise opened the door, and Martin straightened up from his slouch with an apologetic smile. He held out his arm to her, and she placed her fingertips on the crook of his elbow.

“You look lovely, Julianne.”

“Thank you, Martin,” she replied with a graceful incline of her head. 

He led her into a carpeted hallway where they found Kirstin already waiting on the arm of Ronnie. Julianne sucked in a shocked breath at the vision her new daughter-in-law to be presented.

And indeed, Kirstin did look lovely, but more than that, she looked like a Nordic warrior, a woman of both strength and beauty. Her hair was braided on either side with the crown left high and voluminous to fall to her waist in a platinum waterfall. Smokey shadow gave her eyes an exotic slant while her torso was encased in a tight bodice, accentuating her slender middle. Long sleeves and a train trailed behind her when she walked.

“You look stunning,” Julianne exclaimed, reaching out to clasp hands with Kirstin.

“As do you,” Kirstin replied, her smile warm and brilliant.

“Are you prepared for this?” Julianne asked.

“I confess, I am nervous.”

“So am I,” Julianne said with a chuckle. “But how hard can it be after facing a horde of zombies?”

“I think, I would rather face the zombies.”

Julianne laughed out loud this time. “Come. Let’s not leave our guests waiting.”

Kirstin nodded, and side by side the two pairs approached the double doors leading both to the chapel and to their futures. With a final look exchanged between the brides, they lifted their chins in preparation.

The doors swung open, and music piped through an organ announced their arrival. On either side of the aisle, the guests rose to their feet, and all eyes turned to the brides. 

Kirstin went first, her tall body swaying gracefully next to the stocky Ronnie. Max stared in rapt adoration at the woman that was to be his bride, his love stamped on his features for the world to see.

Julianne felt her heart swell with pride. This was a beautiful moment for her, and she was happy to overflowing for her son and new daughter. But then her gaze fell on Christo, and everything else fell away.

Nothing mattered but the look on his face; a look that told her she was the most beautiful woman in the world to him; a look that promised love and fidelity for all eternity.

Sam sat in his arms, her chubby arms waving to and fro in her excitement, while Meghan stood next to him, a pretty picture in her flower girl outfit. The only people missing were Morgan and Lilian, but as tears filled her eyes, she could almost swear she saw their spirits smiling at her over Breytenbach’s shoulder.

When it was her turn, Julianne swayed down the aisle as if floating on air. Elise took Sam and Meghan away, and Martin handed her over to Christo. She felt his rough hands enclose hers, and a knot formed in her throat. Don’t cry, don’t cry! 

From that moment, the ceremony took on an ethereal quality for her. None of it felt quite real. She couldn’t believe when it was over, and they kissed to the announcement that they were now man and wife. 

Julianne clung to Breytenbach as they left the chapel, guests tossing handfuls of confetti over them. They walked the short distance to the reception, followed by Max and Kirstin. 

It was a beautiful day. Streamers of white clouds were strung across the clear blue sky. Seagulls dipped through the air, their familiar cries echoing in the background. In the distance, the ocean sparkled with azure lights while chokka boats fished its length.

“I can’t believe we stay here now. It’s so different from what I’m used to,” Julianne enthused, her face wreathed with smiles.

“I don’t care where I stay as long as it’s with you,” Breytenbach replied gallantly.

“I didn’t know you could be charming!”

“Even an old dog can learn new tricks.”

The reception hall took Julianne by surprise. Bedecked in ivy and white streamers, it looked beautiful and rustic. The decor inside was simple, the food plain but well prepared. During the opening dance, she looked up into his face. “Is this real? Or am I dreaming?”

He smiled and kissed the tip of her nose. “It’s real.”

She looked at all the smiling faces around them, some familiar, some not. “I can’t believe it.”

“Neither can I.”

“Not just the wedding,” she said. “All of it. I can’t believe we made it to this wonderful place, and that we’re safe. Well and truly safe.”

“Yes, and the people. The way they welcomed us, made us feel like we belong. It’s amazing,” Breytenbach agreed.

With the dance floor opened, bodies flooded forward, and the real party began. Max’s people mixed with Martin’s people, and they all got to know each other through the night that followed. 

As with all weddings, the cake was cut, the garter removed and thrown, and the bouquet tossed to hopefuls. The adults drank wine and danced while the kids ran around laughing and screaming like little monkeys.

Julianne enjoyed every second of it. When would such an occasion arise again? Happiness was scarce in the zombie apocalypse, and she was profoundly grateful to the people who had made it possible. Those who had given them this day without complaining at the cost. 

Martin danced with his daughter, Mike chased after a red-headed girl, Ronnie taught some boys how to sword fight, and Kirstin fended off a succession of admirers.

Julianne was introduced to a group of people until it all became a blur. A man called Thys brought her a glass of wine and introduced himself as Martin’s right-hand man.

“You know, we could always use fresh blood in the council. You and your husband look like capable people,” he said.

A stern-looking woman named Ada nodded. “We’ve been meaning to talk to you about the possibility of joining.”

Julianne nodded. “Of course.  If there’s anything I can help with, I’d be glad to.”

“Count me in,” Breytenbach said, “though I can’t imagine what I could add to this lovely place.”

Ada snorted. “This town requires a great deal of maintenance to keep it so.”

“Yes, and materials are becoming ever harder to come by,” Thys said. 

“The solution lies not in trying to maintain what’s there, I think,” Breytenbach said, “But in finding a new road forward. The old way of life was based on stripping the earth of its resources. We now have the opportunity to do things differently.”

“Yes, I believe you are right. We no longer have the luxury of factories, shipyards, and mines,” Thys agreed.

“Perhaps, our futures will be more closely aligned to Mother Nature and what she provides,” Ada said. “But we’ve taken up enough of your time. Come, Thys. Let’s leave these fine people to enjoy the rest of their party.”

With that said, Ada hustled Thys away despite his protests, and Breytenbach swept her onto the dance floor once more. The hours passed swiftly, and before she knew it, it was time to retire.

“Good night, sweetheart. Enjoy the rest of the night,” she said to Max before turning to Kirstin. “Look after my boy. He can be a bit thick sometimes.”

Kirstin smiled. “I will.”

Elise had volunteered to babysit, and Martin now led the way to their wedding present, a three bedroom house with a lush garden and gorgeous views. He unlocked the front door with a flourish and waved inside. “I know it isn’t much, but it’s all yours. Max told me you love roses.”

Julianne frowned. “Roses?”

Martin backed away. “You’ll see.”

Suddenly, Breytenbach swept her up in his arms and carried her inside. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”

She giggled, feeling like a school girl. “It’s nice.”

He let her down and pulled her close for a lingering kiss. “Want to see what our new home looks like?”

Breathlessly, she nodded. “Yes.”

He switched on the lights, and room by room showed her the house. Julianne said not a word as they walked, her lips pressed together to keep them from trembling. When he showed her the backyard, though, she swallowed on the sudden tears that threatened to burst free.

“It…it’s perfect,” she whispered, clutching the wooden railing of the porch overlooking the garden.

Steps led down to a stone path that wound its way through thick banks of rose bushes, each plant carefully tended and manicured. The season was wrong, so there were no blooms, but she had no problem imagining it in the summer. The scent, the riotous colors.

“You like it?” Breytenbach asked, looping his arms around her middle.

“I do. What about you, though? Won’t you miss all the action? You’re raiding days?”

Breytenbach snorted. “You know what? I’ll never miss it again. Not while I can be here with you, and Meghan, and Sam.”

“I’m glad.” Julianne leaned back in his arms and closed her eyes, taking it all in. She reflected she’d been given a second chance at happiness, and she wasn’t about to waste it. Not this time.





  
  Epilogue II - Nadia

  



Nadia watched the double wedding from the edges, drifting through the crowds with little purpose or joy. Inside her chest was a hollow void, one that shied away from the happiness so evident on the faces around her. Not even the high of the medicine Jonathan kept forcing on her could take away the raw agony that burned inside her chest.

She found herself plastering on a fake smile for the benefit of others, but couldn’t fool herself. She didn’t belong. Not anymore. Had she ever really belonged, or was she kidding herself all this time?

“Are you all right, Nadia?” Max asked, abandoning his bride for a few seconds to talk to her.

“Of course. I’m fine,” she said.

He studied her face. “You don’t have to pretend. Not with me. Logan was my friend, and Caleb…I didn’t know him that well, but I can imagine what it must be like for you.”

“Can you?” she asked, a bitter note stealing into her voice. “Can anyone?”

Max sighed with regret. “Probably not.”

 She swallowed and pushed aside the anger that swirled within her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“No, you’re right. It was a thoughtless thing to say.” Max shook his head. “I’m not very good at expressing myself.”

Nadia gave him a half-smile. “Neither was Logan. Nor Caleb.”

“Yes.”

They stared at each other for a few more seconds, before Nadia turned away. “Be happy while you can, Max. It never lasts.”

She pushed her way through the crowd and slipped away unnoticed. On silent feet, she made her way to the small flat she shared with Cat, Lisa, and Vera. She’d have to hurry if she wanted to push through with her plans. The wedding was the best chance she’d ever get.

Nadia grabbed a backpack from the closet and filled it to the brim with her clothes, personal items, toiletries, an extra blanket, a water bottle, protein bars, travel mixes, and a first aid kit. She tied a bedroll and umbrella to the bottom, tucked a box of matches, a torch, and batteries into the side pocket and pulled out a hat.

She stripped off the silly outfit the others had made her wear for the wedding and put her regular clothes back on: Biker boots, torn jeans, sports bra, a mesh vest, and a leather jacket. She tied her growing hair into a ponytail, having given up on dyeing it further, and slipped on her belt with her t-bar spikes, a hatchet, and a pistol.

A quick glance in the mirror revealed a pale face. One with huge blue eyes brimming with pain and uncertainty.  She pressed her lips together. “It’s for the best.”

“What’s for the best?” a voice asked from behind her.

“Shit!” Nadia yelped, spinning around with her heart in her throat. Three faces greeted her. Cat, Lisa, and Vera. “You scared the crap out of me. What are you doing here?”

“We could ask you that same question,” Cat said.

“Yeah, it looks like you’re going somewhere,” Lisa added.

“Maybe,” Nadia replied with a defiant shrug. “I can do as I please. I’m not a prisoner here.”

“You’d leave without saying goodbye?” Cat asked, her tone one of disbelief.

Nadia sagged. “I’m sorry, Cat, but I couldn’t face you. I still can’t.”

“Where are you going?” Vera asked.

“Away from here. I don’t belong anymore. I never did, not really.”

“What are you going to do?” Vera shook head. “You know what’s out there.”

“I know, but I can’t stay,” Nadia replied. “Maybe there’s some purpose out there for me. Something better than losing myself in a bottle or at the end of a knife.”

Nadia stared at her sleeves which hid her old scars. She couldn’t go back to that place. Couldn’t start with the cutting and pills again. She owed Logan that much. He got her off the stuff in the first place, and she knew that if she stayed, she’d succumb. I’m already dangerously close with Jonathan’s meds.

“Well, you’re not going alone,” Cat said, her mouth set in a stubborn line. “I’m coming with you.”

“What?” Nadia dropped her bag on the bed. “You can’t.”

“Why not?” Cat said.

“What if you get hurt? I’d never forgive myself.”

“It’s not up to you. I can make my own decisions.”

The two squared off against each other, each more stubborn than the other. Cat with her dark hair and eyes, set in a pale but set face. Nadia with her skunk look, the roots blonde and the ends black while her blue eyes sparked outrage.

“Looks like a stalemate,” Vera remarked.

“Not for long. I’m coming too,” Lisa said, breaking the stand-off.

“What?” Nadia and Cat cried in unison as they both turned to look at her.

“You as well?” Vera asked before shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but I’m out. Clara needs me.”

“That’s okay,” Cat said. “Could you look after Juan and Tessa for me? I’ll miss the little buggers.”

“Of course, but you shouldn’t be leaving in the first place,” Vera said. “It’s too dangerous, and you could be of real use here.”

“Perhaps, but I’m not letting my best friend go out there alone. I’m going with her, and that’s that.”

Vera shrugged. “You’re funeral.”

“It might be,” Nadia said.

“It won’t,” Cat replied.

“Whatever. There’s nothing for me here either,” Lisa said. “I’m tired of letting others decide my destiny for me. It’s my life, and I’ll live it the way I want to.”

Nadia slumped down on the bed. “So you’re serious? Both of you?”

“We are,” they said in unison.

“Well, you’d better get packed then. The wedding is the best time for us to make a break for it. You know what Max, Breytenbach, Julianne and the rest will do if they find out.”

“I know,” Lisa said. “We’d better hurry.”

Cat and Lisa rushed around the rooms, packing their things and getting ready for an extended stay while Vera watched them with a worried frown. When they were ready to go, she gripped Cat’s shoulders and asked, “Are you a hundred percent sure about this?”

“Yes, I am.”

“We’ll miss you, you know? All of us. We’re a family,” Vera said, sniffing when a sudden wobble in her voice betrayed her.

“I know, Vera. I’ll miss you too. All of you, but this is the right thing to do. For me, at least. Say goodbye to everyone, please.”

“All right. Now go,” Vera said, brushing her tears away. “I’ll cover for you until morning.”

“Thanks.”

Nadia slipped out of the flat and into the cold evening air, followed by Lisa and Cat. While it had never occurred to her to take them with her, she was suddenly glad they’d joined her. It would be a lot less lonely without them.

“So, any ideas on how to get through the gates?” Cat asked.

“I nicked a pass from Martin’s desk earlier today. It gives us permission to come and go as we please, and I can even commandeer a vehicle.”

“Wow, you’ve really thought this through,” Lisa said.

“I have.”

“Any idea where we’re going?”

“We’ll work it out,” Nadia said. After a few more steps, she paused and turned to face the other two. “Are you sure about this? I mean, really?”

“I’m not backing out,“ Cat said.

“Me neither,“ Lisa replied.

“No regrets?” Nadia pressed. “We’re stealing a truck here, lying to those who took us in, and setting out into zombie-infested country.”

“You’re not dissuading us, so stop trying,” Cat said.

“Fine.” Nadia stuck out her hand. “From now on, it’s just us three. Deal?”

Cat put her hand on top of Nadia’s. “Deal.”

Lisa added hers. “The three musketeers!”

Nadia grinned. “How about, the three zomketeers.”

Cat scoffed. “That’s stupid.”

“Is it? I kind of like it,” Nadia said, resuming her walk.

Cat shoulder bumped her. “That’s because you’re an idiot.”

“Hey!”

“I like it too,” Lisa said. “It has a certain ring to it.”

Cat rolled her eyes. “I am not calling myself a zomketeer.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll do it for you.”

“Will not.”

“Will too.”

With a grin playing on her lips, Nadia reflected there were worse things in life than setting out on a grand adventure with two of your best friends. I might have lost a lot, but I’ve also gained a lot, and I’d better not take it for granted ever again.




The End
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Chapter 1 - Cat’s Eye




“Catherine Thompson. Please pay attention in my class unless you want detention.”

The shrill peal of Mrs. Marais’ voice cut through the haze of boredom surrounding Cat, and she straightened up in her seat amidst snickers from her classmates.

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she replied with a respectful, “Yes, Ma’am.” The last thing she needed on a Friday afternoon was detention.

Forty-five excruciating minutes later, the bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. Benches and chairs scraped across the floor as kids ran for the exit, jostling each other in their haste to get out. Cat imagined it looked a lot like a prison break.

She took the time to fish her phone out of her bag first and checked her messages. Three from Chris, her boyfriend, one from her best friend, Nadia, and a voicemail from her mother. On auto-pilot, Cat slung her school bag over her shoulder, picked up her hockey stick and walked out of class while checking Chris’ texts. They were pretty generic. Standard stuff for a Friday.

“Hey, babes. What’s up?”

Little kissy faces.

“Wanna come over tonight?”

Cat sighed. Instead of butterflies in her stomach, all she felt was leaden dread. For her, the relationship with Chris had soured after the fifth weekend spent watching rugby with his friends.

The entire time was passed glued to the edge of the couch next to Chris and his buddies. They’d cheer and shout enthusiastically at the TV, discussing the score and players during half-time, while she sipped on the homemade lemonade his mom forced down her throat.

Her thumb flew over the keys as she replied. “Maybe next time. Got things to do.”

Next, she checked Nadia’s message. “Hey, Cat. How’s it going, girlfriend? Have you seen the stuff on YouTube? People are going crazy about it. Freaky Friday!”

Cat frowned. She hadn’t looked at her phone all day. By rights, she wasn’t even allowed to take it to school but had put it on silent and hidden it at the bottom of her bag. 

Her feet carried her out of the gates of High School Kroonstad. After crossing the busy street filled with irate parents and happy kids, she set off for home. She lived only three blocks from the school, so her mom had decreed that she walk every day. Cat didn’t mind, though. She liked the solitude.

Cat sent Nadia a reply. “What stuff? Haven’t seen a thing. By the way, can you come visit this December holiday?”

“Check YouTube and Facebook. Crazy stuff! It’s all over SA and even overseas. As for a holiday, no can do, sister. My mom’s been kinda out of it lately, and Dickhead bitched about the money for the bus ride.”

Cat frowned at that bit of news. When had Nadia’s drug-addict mom not been out of it? All her life she’d watched her best friend be pushed around and mistreated by her alcoholic mom and abusive step-dad. When Nadia’s little brother Bobby drowned, that had been a new low. To top it off, six months later they moved to Upington, and Cat despaired of ever seeing her best friend again.

“Well. We’ll just have to make a plan,” she sent back. If there was one thing that could be said of Cat, it was that she was stubborn. Even if she had to bribe Nadia’s step-dad, she’d do it.

“Hope so, C. Catch you later. Branden and I’ve got a date.”

“Have fun,” Cat replied before listening to the voicemail her mother had left three hours earlier.

“Catherine, I’m going to be late tonight. We’re swamped with patients today, and the boss wants us to work in. There are leftovers in the fridge. See you later, sweetheart.”

Cat sighed and tucked her phone away, resigned to a night spent in front of the TV with a bucket of ice cream. It wasn’t unusual. Her mom worked as an admin assistant at a local doctor, and she often stayed late when it got busy.

About halfway home, Cat’s attention was caught by a man staggering down the road. He had a full head of dreadlocks, topped with a Rastafarian beanie and wore a long trench coat. At first, Cat paid him no mind and continued walking. 

There was something odd about him, though. He stumbled along haphazardly, moaning in an eerie way. The front of his coat was stained with what looked like black tar. A light breeze brushed over her face, lifting the hair off her neck and carrying a sickly sweet smell with it. She gagged, pulling her shirt over her mouth. “What the hell?”

Cat eyed the man she assumed to be either homeless or stoned and quickened her pace, hoping to slip past unnoticed.

No such luck.

When he spotted her, he raised his hands towards her, growling in a way she’d ordinarily find hilarious but now didn’t seem quite so funny.

Cat stopped and backtracked, raising a hand to ward him off. “Hey, back off, buddy. I don’t have any money.”

He ignored her and kept coming. As he got closer, the smell intensified until it rolled across her senses in a tidal wave of rot. She could now make out the smaller details of his appearance through watering eyes.

His bottom lip was missing, exposing the lower teeth and jaw, pink flesh and white bone shining through clotted blood. Her stomach rolled as her eyes fixed upon the stain on his clothes. The black stuff she’d thought was oil, now looked more like old blood. Bits of hair and other things were matted into it. Her stomach heaved. “Oh, God, is that…a tooth?”

Cat screamed, stepping back as he reached for her with hands that had turned into claws, the nails crusted with dirt. She swung her hockey stick and hit him, dancing on her toes to put distance between them. 

He regained his footing, and she whacked him over the head again, the sound hollow to her ears. Her school bag swung like a pendulum, pulling her off balance. With a cry, she fell.

Her bare knees hit the asphalt, sharp pain flaring up her legs. She shrugged it off, rolling away when he reached for her. He tripped over her bag and fell in a tangle of limbs. Cat ripped the strap off her shoulder and scrambled away on all fours, gravel digging into her palms. Her heart banged in her chest, air whistling in and out of her lungs as her throat closed.

Not now, she prayed.

Cat lunged to her feet and whirled, brandishing her hockey stick. Like a loathsome crab, the homeless guy rose from the ground, joints cracking as he scuttled toward her.

“Leave me alone,” Cat cried, wheezing for breath.

He kept coming, teeth snapping like a rabid dog. Cat danced away like a boxer and hit him again, harder this time. His head swung, but he kept coming.

“Bugger off!” Spots danced in front of her eyes as the tightness in her chest increased. It was a feeling both familiar and unwanted, like a distant family member who overstays their welcome at Christmas.

Cat skipped sideways and swung the hockey stick like a baseball bat, putting all her strength into the blow. The edge connected with his temple, and she heard the sound of cracking bone. He fell to his knees, and she hesitated. Blood streamed from the cut on his scalp, but it looked odd. Thick and sluggish. Once again, the smell that emanated from his form assaulted her senses.

“Stay down,” Cat whimpered. “Please, stay down.”

A low growl vibrated from between her attacker’s clenched teeth. He lurched forward, crawling towards her. With a wordless cry, she swung again, aiming for the same spot as before. 

A hollow pop rang out. His skull collapsed and skewed his face. With his snarl frozen in place and bulging eyes, the homeless guy toppled over to lie motionless.

Cat stood, chest heaving, waiting for him to get up. A slow trickle of blood crept toward her toes, a river of black death. Her hands began to tremble. She smothered a gasp, stepping back until her heels hit the sidewalk. Her knees gave way, and she sat down with a thump, her eyes never leaving the corpse. “Oh, my God. I killed him.”

Cat wrenched her eyes away and looked up and down the street, half expecting a cop to pull up and arrest her for murder. “I killed him. I really, really killed him! Crap!”

The trees whirled around her in a dizzying blur of green. An iron fist constricted around her lungs and throat. Cat sucked in a breath, dragging oxygen into her lungs. One hand fumbled for the asthma inhaler in her pocket. She never left home without it.

Placing the mouthpiece to her lips, she pressed down. With a whoosh, the precious dosage filled her lungs. Cat wrapped her trembling arms around her knees and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. The taut feeling in her chest eased, the dizziness passed. A semblance of clarity returned. “I’ve got to phone Mom. She’ll know what to do.”

Cat dialed the number.

Her mom answered on the fifth ring. “Dr. Botha’s office.”

“Mom! Mom, I just killed a guy. He came at me, and he wouldn’t stop, and I whacked him with a stick, and now he’s just lying there, and he’s not breathing, and half his face is missing, and I don’t know what―”

“Catherine, slow down. Take a deep breath.” 

Her mother’s voice had an immediate effect, and Cat obeyed. In, out, in, out.

“That’s it. Get it under control. Now tell me what happened. Take your time, sweetie.”

Cat slumped, tears spilling over her cheeks and dripping onto her school uniform. “I don’t know what happened. I was walking, and this strange guy attacked me. I screamed and hit him with my hockey stick, but he wouldn’t stop. He was acting all crazy, growling and trying to bite me.”

“Oh, no. sweetie, are you hurt?” Her mother’s voice was frantic and sparked a fresh surge of panic within Cat.

“What? No, I’m fine,” she replied, ignoring the sting in her knees.

“Are you sure? Did he bite you? Scratch you? Get any blood on you?”

“No, I’m fine. I kept hitting him in the head until he fell. I killed him, Mom!”

“Thank God. I’ve been hearing stories all morning, but I didn’t think they were real.” A siren blared in the background, shrill over the speaker of Cat’s phone. “I’m coming home. Now.”

“Stories? What stories?” Cat asked.

“From the hospitals. One of our patients was attacked, and it’s a madhouse here.”

“What do you mean attacked? What’s going on?” Confusion hijacked Cat’s thoughts. Her voice rose in pitch until it became a shrill warble.

“Sweetie, calm down. It’s going to be okay. I promise.” Cat nodded, her mother’s steady voice soothing her ragged nerves. “Now I need you to get up and run home as fast as you can. Can you do that?”

“You want me to leave? Aren’t I supposed to call the police or something?”

“There’s no time, sweetie. Just do it. Call me when you get to the house, and lock the gates and all the doors, okay?”

Cat hesitated, her mind whirling. This is crazy! What’s happening?

“Catherine. I need you to do as I say. Now.” Her mother’s tone became hard, brooking no disobedience.

“O…Okay, mom. I’m going. I’ll call you when I get there.”

“Hurry. Don’t stop for anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Okay.” Cat got to her feet, grabbing her hockey stick and school bag with the phone wedged between her cheek and shoulder. She kept her eyes averted from the dead guy, pretending he wasn’t there. “I’m up.”

“Love you, sweetheart. Stay safe.”

The line went dead, and Cat shoved her cell into her pocket before breaking into a sprint. She pumped her arms and legs, pushing herself as fast as she could go. The houses flew past in a blur, her bag bouncing up and down on her back. It wasn’t long before she reached her home, the familiar hunter’s green gates coming into view.

Cat stumbled to a stop, gasping for breath and fumbled with the lock and chain that held it shut. Once inside, she locked again before rushing into the house. 

Running from room to room, she shut the windows and closed the curtains. Shrouded in gloom, she collapsed onto a chair at the kitchen table. Her hockey stick lay in front of her. A fresh surge of panic at the sight of the blood staining the wood sent her scrambling to the washbasin to scrub it off. Where’s Mom? I need her!

She reached for her phone, dialing her mom’s cell. It rang and rang, each ring punctuated by an empty click when her mother failed to answer. An awful sense of premonition washed over Cat when it went to voicemail. A tinny female voice told her to leave a message.

She called again.

And again.

And again.

Voicemail.

“No, no, no! Where are you, Mom?”

Cat phoned the office number.

“Dr. Botha’s office,” a harassed female voice answered.

“Aunt Sue?” Cat asked, picturing her mom’s colleague. Frizzy red hair, thick-rimmed glasses, a heart of gold, and a pocket full of sweets summed up Susan Elliot. She was always a favorite with the kids who visited Dr. Botha. “Is that you?”

“Catherine?”

“It’s me. Is my mom there? I need to talk to her.”

“I’m sorry, sugar. She left ages ago.”

Cat’s stomach dropped. “Are you sure? She’s not answering her phone. I’m worried.”

“I’m sure. She grabbed her bag and ran out of here shouting something about you needing help.” Concern tinged Sue’s voice. “Are you okay, sugar?”

“I’m fine,” Cat replied. For a moment she considered telling Aunt Sue what had happened but couldn’t face having to explain the whole story. It was too awful. “Had a tussle with some homeless man, that’s all.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“No, I’m okay. Look, Aunt Sue―” The line died, leaving Cat staring at the phone in her hand.

“Crap!”

Next, she dialed emergency services.

Then the police.

Nobody answered.

Cat slumped over the table, tears streaking down her face. With numb fingers, she logged onto Facebook. She scrolled down the page, horror taking hold. Shots of car crashes and riots filled the screen. One picture showed a mob swarming a bus. Further down, a girl she knew from school had posted a picture of her older brother with the title: WTF?!? There was a chunk missing from his arm.

A video of a Fourth Grade teacher attacking one of her students had gone viral. Cat stared at the grainy footage, watching in disbelief as the woman bit the boy on the shoulder, sinking her teeth in before working her jaws to loosen the flesh. Childish screams filled the kitchen. Cat pressed pause, her eyes locked on the teacher’s dead gaze that peered at the screen over the chunk of meat in her mouth.

Bile pushed up Cat’s throat. She crossed the floor to the window overlooking the gate, fixing her eyes on it in the vain hope that at any moment her mother’s battered red Ford would appear. “Come on, Mom. Where are you?”

With a frustrated growl, Cat ran to the living room and switched on the TV. She perched on the edge of the seat and flicked through the channels. Report after report streamed in, airing live from Johannesburg, Durban, and Cape Town. Frightened news reporters ran around, their cameramen capturing footage of enormous traffic pile-ups, mobs, looters, and attacks.

Headlines ran on a loop at the bottom. They read: Mystery illness strikes population; Husband eats wife in front of witnesses; Is this the end? 

After staring at the screen for half an hour, Cat switched the volume to mute. Restless, she jumped up and paced, breaking off only to spray Mercurochrome onto her skinned knees and force down a sandwich. Twice more, she stopped to use her inhaler, the constant anxiety worsening her asthma. 

The minutes ticked by, each second longer than the last. The hands on the clock moved with stilted clicks across a bland white face.

Twenty.

Thirty.

Forty.

Fifty.

An hour.

Two hours, thirty-three minutes, and fifty phone calls later, Cat was forced to admit the truth. Her mother wasn’t coming home. Something terrible had happened to her. “What to do? What to do?”

She redialed emergency services and raised the phone to her ear slowly, hoping with every cell in her body somebody would answer.

“Emergency services, how can I assist you?”

“I need help! Please send someone,” Cat cried, relief making her dizzy.

“I’m sorry, Miss, but we have no vehicles available at the moment.”

“How is that possible? I need help; my mom is missing. She’s in trouble. I’m sure of it.”

“Yes, Miss, I hear you, but we are currently overwhelmed with calls. I have no available vehicles to send to your location.”

“What?” Cat’s voice rose a few decibels in pitch, matching her growing disbelief.

“Miss, I advise you to remain calm. The situation is―”

“The situation is crazy. That’s what it is. What’s going on?”

“I can’t answer you, Miss. I’m very…Carl?”

Silence.

A dull thud.

The rustle of papers.

A rasping groan.

“Carl? What are you doing?”

“No!”

Cat listened in growing horror as the dispatcher screamed, pain lacing every note. She dropped the phone and backed away, eyes locked to the speaker. The screams continued, the vowels expanding until they became her, consumed her.

A final peal of agony rang out, followed by strange noises before the line died. Noises that sounded like someone eating. Cat’s heart banged in her chest, and she sat down on the carpet with a thump as her legs gave out. 




End of Sample - The Complete Collection - Coming JUNE 2018!
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