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Zenobia’s adventures replicate the daily struggles of millions of women worldwide. We should all do better at addressing these issues.

This is the next step in Zenobia’s journey – stand by!
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Chapter 1
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The first Hilux skidded to a halt at the western edge of the village. The trailing dust cloud fell to earth, covering the huts of the usually picturesque Kenyan hamlet. A second vehicle sped through the only junction in the village and stopped on the northern approach road. A third Hilux stopped short of entering the village, completing the cordon in the east. 

The men in the vehicles wore dark-green cotton-based trousers and shirts with red-and-white chequered scarves wrapped around their heads and faces. They nimbly jumped out of the trucks in groups of two or three – some from the cabs, others from the traybacks. Two men remained at each vehicle to maintain the cordon, while the others dispersed from the vehicles and moved anti-clockwise around the village in a rehearsed, systematic fashion.

Bursts of gunfire and screams punctured the still air, followed by a few single shots. 

Zenobia instinctively crouched onto one knee and held the hoe across her body, resting the wooden handle on her thigh. Her eyeline remained slightly above the freshly turned soil of the ‘earth smile’, a feature dug to slow down water runoff and promote reforestation. She scanned right to left, looking for clues to the firing positions and numbers of firers. 

Off to Zenobia’s right, Raymon dropped in a heap in the deepest part of the earth smile he was digging. He started scanning around the flanks of their position, a habit developed many years ago. Another three-round burst echoed through the village.

‘Oh my God, oh my God,’ Amelia said in a screechy voice.

‘Get in a ditch, you two,’ hissed Zenobia to Gregory and Amelia, who remained frozen. ‘Move!’ she said, louder, conscious of the possibility of being overheard by the shooters.

Gregory grabbed Amelia’s arm and pulled her to the nearest ditch, where they both lay down.

‘What’s going on Zen?’ said Gregory, a slight quiver in his voice.

Amelia continued to chant, ‘Oh my God, oh my God.’

‘Quiet, you two. Stay in the ditch,’ said Zenobia in a hushed tone.

More shots rang out from the village, mixed with screams. 

A twenty-two seater minibus slowly approached from the east and stopped at the crossroad in the centre of the village. Zenobia remained low as she watched one team of armed men kick in the front door of a hut. They exited and shoved, dragged or kicked two females towards the minibus. 

A slim old man with a white beard down to his belly button exited the second hut, holding a machete above his head. An attacker saw the man, raised his rifle and fired three rapid shots into the middle of his chest. The old man flew back into the shadows of his hut. Blood spattered the wall as his machete clattered to the ground. Screams wailed from inside the hut as the attackers stepped over the old man’s body, rifle butts raised in their shoulders. More shots came from inside the hut, and the screams went silent. 

Zenobia surveyed the scene, trying to count the number of attackers. 

A vehicle in the west, east and north, plus the minibus. If each has two as sentries, that’s eight. Plus two or three teams of two or three clearing the huts – another six to nine. So, fifteen to seventeen armed men. Give or take.

The attackers on the southern side of the village progressed through two more huts.

Zenobia looked at Willow’s hut for any movement. It was towards the east, eight dwellings away from the western team moving through the village. The thick, dark-blue  curtains remained closed. Zenobia couldn’t see the front door, as it faced the village’s main street, opposite Zenobia’s position.

As the men searched the huts, the screams continued. Some were silenced by rifle fire; others turned to shrieks as the women were herded into the minibus. 

Zenobia raised herself from her earth smile and ran to a ditch closer to the huts. She crawled to the lip of the ditch and observed, her hoe by her side.

‘Zen, what are you doing? Where are you going?’ said Gregory.

‘Ssshhh. Quiet. Stay there,’ she urged, thinking, let’s say, worst case, seventeen men with weapons. Daylight. Just me and my hoe. At least none of the men looked south from the village. Their focus is clearly inside the perimeter and the approach roads. 

Zenobia rose again and ran hunched over, perpendicular to the attackers’ location. From her fieldcraft skills learnt in the British Army, she knew it was harder to observe people moving in a straight line towards or away from someone rather than across their line of sight. 

She jumped into the next earth smile and crawled up to the lip to observe. Her hand tensed on the handle of the hoe as she watched. Her other hand reached to her side and felt for her Leatherman’s pouch. 

Correction – not just me and my hoe, I have my Leatherman too. Winner.

Her body tensed and punched the ground in frustration as she watched the attackers move closer to Willow’s hut. She looked behind her and only saw the parapets of the earth smiles. She bit her lip and looked out to the flanks of the village, checking for other vehicles approaching. Nothing moved on the eastern and western approaches. She focused back on the village where the men continued their destruction. Shit, shit, shit. Still another fifty metres to go. I can’t let them take Willow; she has her whole life ahead of her. This isn’t her fault. Even if I make it to the hut, what then?

Zenobia watched the group of attackers enter another mud-walled dwelling. She sprinted fifteen metres and plunged into the bottom of the next ditch, closer to Willow’s hut. She lay low, listening for any shouts or rounds passing overhead, indicating her discovery.

Nothing so far.

She crawled to the lip of the earth smile. 

Screams echoed across the field as more women and children were dragged out of the huts. The attackers were now only two huts away from Willow. A curtain moved in Willow’s hut, and Zenobia saw Willow’s fourteen-year-old face in the bottom corner of one of the two window openings. She pushed her head beyond the space where glass would typically be fixed, and the curtain closed to wrap around the back of her head. Tears streamed down Willow’s face while she looked pleadingly at her friend. 

Zenobia’s jaw tightened as she waved her hand to indicate that Willow should jump out and come to her. 

Willow shook her head, mouthed ‘no’ and pointed inside the hut.

Zenobia nodded and held up her hands, palms out, motioning her to go inside towards her family. She looked at the hut west of Willow’s, the next one in the search pattern. She heard more screams as the attackers entered but no gunshots. Zenobia bounded across the dusty soil and launched herself into a ditch twenty metres from the back of Willow’s hut. 

A cactus fence was the only obstacle between herself and the back of the hut. The lowest point was about seventy centimetres high, and the tallest section was about 1.5 metres. Zenobia had walked past the fence before, admiring the ten-centimetre-long spikes that discouraged animals from exiting or entering the yard. The four goats that Willow’s family tended must have been on the other side of the hut or escaped through the front gate.

Zenobia checked her lower left leg, ensuring it was secure, before rolling onto her belly and crawling up to the edge of the ditch. She maintained a low profile over the lip and saw one attacker rejoin his accomplice after delivering girls to the minibus. They raised their rifle butts into their shoulders and walked down the street to approach the front of Willow’s home.

Zenobia glanced left and right and sucked in a deep breath. As the men passed out of sight, she scrambled out of the ditch. Her left foot slipped on the loose soil, forcing her to slap her right foot harder into the dirt to maintain her balance. To Zenobia, the slap of her right foot sounded like a bass drum being hit at full strength inside a steel shipping container. Her heart pounded in her ears as she stumbled, but she managed to steady and build up speed. She swung the hoe diagonally across her body in time with her running stride. As the cactus fence loomed ahead, she stuttered her stride like a novice hurdler. It had been a long time since she’d hurdled anything, let alone a spike-infused barrier.

A scream inside Willow’s home pierced the air as her right leg thrust off the soil. Her left leg led to punch a way through the top of the cactus fence. As she passed over the obstacle, a spike pierced her cargo pants and sliced into her right thigh. The force of the jump carried her through the fence, but as the spike connected, her body twisted to the right.

Her left boot hit the ground, but the momentum caused her body to tumble. Her right shoulder struck the ground hard, and the hoe flung out of her hands, the metal head clanging on the stony ground. Zenobia’s cheek scraped against the hard earth as she came to a stop. Dust covered her face and stung her eyes. She shook her head, rubbed her eyes and spat out the dust. 

Loud male voices inside the hut shouted in Somali as a curtain was thrust aside and the barrel of an AKM poked out the glassless window opening.

Zenobia snatched the handle of the hoe and thrust her back against the outside wall of the hut as the protruding barrel moved side to side out of the windowsill. She slowly stood up and glanced around the wall as a red-and-white-towelled head leant across the window threshold overlooking the weapon’s barrel. The barrel and head moved as one as it tracked left to right, pausing at the freshly smashed cactus fence. Four goats sprinted around the eastern corner of the hut, bleating as they ran. Words were shouted between the men again.

Zenobia shuffled around the corner, away from the window. She held the hoe across her body, with the head uppermost. Her left hand reached down and adjusted her lower left leg. She rose to her feet and shuffled towards the front of the hut. As she reached the north-western corner, she crouched and slowly poked her head around. 

The minibus was eighty metres away, east of her location, parked in the middle of the road. About ten young girls sat on the ground with their backs to the minibus. Their hands were zip-tied together, and all of them were crying and wailing. Two women lay facedown on the dusty street about ten metres east of the bus, blood pooling around their bodies. Flies swarmed around their mouths and the bullet entry wounds in the women’s backs.

Zenobia looked at the opposite approach. A Hilux was eighty metres up the street with two sentries looking out of the perimeter and occasionally towards the minibus. Zenobia took a deep, calming breath and closed her eyes. She opened them, raised the hoe and stepped around the corner. 

Willow’s mother, Aluna, stumbled through the open front door, a man’s hand on her shoulder. Zenobia froze. Aluna was crying and bellowing, cradling her six-month-old baby in her arms. Her red shawl had fallen from her head and hung from her right shoulder; the other end dragged on the ground. As Aluna saw the minibus, she went silent; her eyes widened, and she stopped walking. The man behind punched her thick braided hair, and she lurched forward. Aluna shuffled her child to her left arm and spun around; with her free hand’s fingernails, she slashed at the man’s face. 

The man stepped back, easily avoiding the blow, said something in Somali and raised his rifle. He fired three rounds into Aluna’s chest. 

Aluna’s eyes went glassy as her arms flailed out, and the baby dropped to the ground. The thud of the baby hitting the stony ground sounded like a medicine ball hitting a gym floor. 

The man who fired the shots lowered his rifle and walked down the street towards the next hut, not even glancing at the carnage he’d caused.

Zenobia sprinted the final few metres and entered the door with the hoe head in front of her, like a spearman in a Greek phalanx. Her vision went black as she entered the doorway, her pupils slow to adjust from the bright sunshine to the gloomy lighting inside the hut. She paused until her eyes recovered and inched down the short hallway. Her knuckles were white as she gripped the hoe tightly. Beads of sweat rolled down her cheek, dripping onto the dirt floor. She regulated her breathing as she walked down the short, mud-walled hallway. She knew the layout well from the many times she had shared food with the family.

The open-plan room with a central fire pit lay in front of Zenobia. On the other side of the thick hallway walls was a kitchen to her left and a room with bedding to her right. The thatched roof rose from the outer walls to a peak in the centre of the hut, where there was an opening for the smoke to escape the dwelling.

Zenobia saw Willow sitting on the floor in the open plan area, her back against the rear wall. Tears streamed from her face as she raised her hands above her head to ward off the incoming strike from the man standing over her. One hand was raised above his head, poised to strike, while his other hand held his rifle.

When Willow locked eyes on Zenobia’s, she stopped crying and called out, ‘Zen!’

The man paused the strike and turned his head to investigate the distraction.

Zenobia skirted to his left, trying to get out of his line of sight. She raised the head of the hoe, almost touching the thatched roof, and swung as she stepped forward. The metal skimmed off his right shoulder blade, and Zenobia missed her opportunity to end the encounter quickly.

The man roared and turned to face her as she struggled with controlling the follow-through of the swing. His hands lifted the rifle butt into his shoulder and raised the barrel towards Zenobia’s chest.

Zenobia let the follow-through continue and shifted her grip on the handle. As the follow-through petered out, she lunged towards the man and jabbed the rounded end of the wooden handle towards his face. The handle grazed the man’s cheekbone, shifting the rifle’s alignment as he squeezed the trigger. The sound of the single shot boomed inside the mud hut, causing Zenobia’s ears to ring. She deftly backswung the hoe and connected with the front of the barrel.

The man’s front hand came away from the rifle, and he released another bellow before swinging the weapon, one-handed, back towards her.

Zenobia shuffled towards him and jabbed the hoe’s head into the centre of the man’s chest. A metal-on-metal clang sounded as the hoe head struck the magazines held in his chest webbing.

He took a small step back from the blow.

Zenobia followed up with a sharp jab to his face. The blow glanced off his cheek, as he was fast enough to tilt his head. She then rotated the hoe’s head and pulled it back hard. The hoe blade caught the side of the man’s head and half-ripped his ear from his skull.

The man dropped the rifle and grabbed his ear, blood streaming through the scarf wrapped around his head, and then onto his fingers.

Zenobia looked between the rifle on the ground and the man screaming expletives in Somali at her. She feinted towards the rifle and simultaneously drew the hoe back in a low arc.

The man glared at her, saw the movement and stepped towards the weapon.

Zenobia completed the backswing as the man’s eyes looked down to grab the rifle with his blood-soaked hand. As the hoe reached the point of maximum backswing, she swung like a baseball pinch hitter coming in to hit the winning home run. Her face grimaced as the hoe moved through the arc. 

The metal blade sliced into the middle of the man’s back, cutting deep into his flesh. He arched his back, howled and dropped to his knees.

Zenobia pulled on the handle, but it was stuck. She jigged it back and forth, side to side but couldn’t set it free.

The man yelled as Zenobia kicked his back and tugged on the hoe handle. His head swivelled around, and his eyes bore into her face as she struggled. His arm feebly swung to seize the handle but only grasped thin air. The strain of effort was visible in his pale, sweating face.

The handle slid from her fingers, and she stumbled back a couple of steps as the man wavered and toppled forward onto the rifle. A puff of dust rose as he hit the floor.

With each laboured exhalation of breath, dust blew away from his mouth. Blood pooled on the floor, and Zenobia stared at the hulking body, his groans getting weaker.

Zenobia glanced at the doorway, then at the hoe handle slowly rising and falling with each breath. She stepped closer and raised her boot heel above his neck. She thrust down as hard as she could, and a snap like a dry sapling breaking across someone’s knee echoed through the hut. The wavering hoe handle went still, and the noise stopped with the last breath expelled.

Zenobia gulped in some air and tugged at the hoe handle again. The body refused to allow the foreign object to be removed. She let go of the handle and took two steps back, looking at the problem as a combat engineer rather than a desperate killer.

Pooling blood meandered towards the central fire pit and in a crude oval shape around the body. Zenobia looked around the room and saw a chunk of wood, probably used as a seat to address the fire. She wedged it under the line of the hoe handle, grabbed the handle again and jumped over the body. She sat on the floor and pulled the handle down to the ground. The 110-kilogram body tilted onto its side, exposing the rifle below.

Between deep breaths, Zenobia said calmly, ‘Willow, grab the rifle, please?’

Willow still sat on the ground, hands covering her mouth, with her eyes wide open, staring at the destruction before her.

‘C’mon, honey, everything will be all right. We need to get out of here. Please, grab the rifle,’ said Zenobia while sitting on the ground, holding the hoe handle low to keep the body off the weapon. ‘Or come here and hold this handle for me,’ she suggested.

Willow kept staring at the body.

Zenobia said slowly, softly, ‘Willow, sweetie, I need your help.’

Willow slowly rose; eyes fixated on the carnage in front of her. She stood and shuffled around, as far away as possible from the bulky mass. Her back scraped on the dry mud as the palms of her hands forced her body along the wall.

‘There’s a girl, Willow. I’m proud of you. Keep coming,’ Zenobia urged. When Willow reached her, she encouraged the young girl to lean on the handle. Zenobia gave her a quick hug and put both hands on her cheeks, forcing Willow to look into her eyes and away from the body. ‘We’re going to get out of here. No one is going to hurt you,’ she said calmly, her breathing returning to normal. 

Willow nodded slowly and closed her eyes before quickly opening them.

Zenobia released Willow’s face and stood over the body, one boot pushing on the man’s hip, helping to prevent the body from rolling back onto the rifle. She rummaged through the magazine pouches and found three full magazines, slipping them into the leg pockets of her cargo pants. Zenobia grabbed the rifle and stepped away from the body, released the magazine and cocked the weapon, ejecting the chambered round onto the floor. She pulled the cocking handle again and looked inside the chamber for cleanliness and to ensure it was clear. The working parts snapped forward with a clang that startled Willow, and the hoe handle slipped from her fingers. The body slumped back onto its stomach and the handle of the embedded hoe wobbled in the air.

Zenobia picked up the stray round from the floor, wiped it and fed it into the last magazine. Next, she fitted the new magazine into the housing and cocked the weapon for a third time.

With her left hand, Zenobia motioned for Willow to come to her as she raised the rifle butt into her shoulder. Kneeling on one knee, she pointed to the window recess and whispered to Willow, ‘We need to get out the back window.’

Willow nodded and ran to the next room to grab a stool to stand on.

Zenobia moved to the window and slowly pulled aside the curtain. She looked out and saw the cactus fence and dusty red plain dotted with earth smiles. A blonde toft of Gregory’s hair could be seen above the parapet of the ditch. Get down, you moron. 

As good-looking and charming as you are, you’re fucking clueless. 

She pulled the curtain back further and looked at the flanks to see if attackers had extended the cordon. 

Occasional shots and screams still rang out from the other huts in the village, but the perimeter to the south seemed clear. 

Willow placed the stool at the base of the window. 

Zenobia winced as she knelt on her right knee and said, ‘As soon as you get down, you need to run as fast as you can to the earth smiles. Jump in and stay still at the bottom. Watch out for the fence. I’ll be right behind you.’

Willow stared at Zenobia and said, ‘Don’t leave me.’

‘I won’t. I’ll be right behind you.’ Zenobia hugged Willow quickly with one arm, her right hand on the pistol grip. ‘Right, up you get,’ she said.

A Somali voice shouted from the front door. 

Zenobia held her breath and pivoted towards the noise. She raised the weapon to her shoulder and flicked the safety catch to fire. 

Willow froze with one foot on the windowsill and the other on the stool. Her hand held the curtain back. 

Zenobia looked at Willow while the weapon was trained at the door. She mouthed ‘go’ and tilted her head rapidly towards the window. 

Willow stared at her face, her arms and legs shaking like she was on Mt Kenya in the middle of winter.

The rhythmic sounds of a helicopter thumped overhead.

Zenobia waited in her knelt position, looking over the sights at the internal end of the hallway.

The helicopter sound drowned out any footsteps. 

A Swahili voice boomed over a loudspeaker as the helicopter passed over the village. The message from the Kenyan Air Force helicopter drew fire from multiple attackers dotted throughout the town. 

A second helicopter could be heard approaching from the south. 

Zenobia maintained her rhythmic breaths in and out, overlooking the rear rifle sight and seeing the barrel rise and fall with each breath. Her finger lay lightly on the trigger.

The helicopters passed in wide arcs to the east and west of the village, continuing to expel their messages over loudspeakers.

The Somali voice shouted again from the front door. The man slammed the wall with the base of his hand and yelled again as he walked down the hallway. 

Zenobia saw him first as he stopped about four metres from her.

He gasped as his right arm raised his rifle, and he stepped to take cover. The man had the foot speed of a ballet dancer and ducked behind the hallway wall. 

Zenobia fired two rounds in quick succession where the man had been. Both rounds slammed into the hut wall, kicking up puffs of dust. 

The man yelled something in Somali while sprinting down the hallway towards the front door. 

Zenobia stood up and moved to see down the hallway’s length. Two rounds passed in front of her face, the impacts flicking mud into the back of her head. She shoulder-rolled right and fired two rounds. The bullets struck the wall, two metres from the man, who was crouching halfway down the hallway. 

The man fired an automatic burst, with all rounds striking the back wall.

Willow screamed and climbed back into the hut. She curled into a ball, arms tucked around her shins. Tears streamed from her face as she called out for her mother. 

The man fired another burst into the back wall, the mud flicking onto Willow and falling to the floor.

Zenobia glanced at Willow and heard the man yell something in Somali. It didn’t sound as though it was directed at her but back out of the front of the hut. Zenobia adopted the prone position and rolled onto her left shoulder, exposing only the weapon and top of her head. She fired another two rounds before moving back onto her stomach. A burst response echoed through the house as the rounds struck the hallway wall, a metre in front of Zenobia.

Willow sobbed on the other side of the room, rocking back and forth, her head between her knees. She chanted something in Swahili.

Zenobia leapt up to her feet, flicked the shot selector to automatic and held the rifle around the corner. She squeezed the trigger, moving the barrel from side to side. A responsive burst struck the hallway wall, only thirty centimetres before her. She looked around the hut and shouted, ‘Willow, get out the window and run.’

Willow raised her head from between her knees. Her bottom lip quivered, and her bloodshot eyes stared at Zenobia.

Zenobia knelt and indicated with her left hand to get onto the stool and through the window. She followed the hand movement with a smile, ‘C’mon, Willow, I know you’re strong enough to do it. Then run as fast as you can. I’ll catch up.’

Willow’s head turned towards the stool and the window. She looked at it as though it was the first time she had seen them.

‘Please, Willow. Just pop through the window, and you’ll be free. I’ll take care of this. We’ll meet again soon,’ affirmed Zenobia.

A burst of fire hit the back wall again. 

Zenobia changed her firing height by standing tall and fired a three-round burst down the hallway. 

A burst response followed into the hallway wall.

Willow screamed, rapidly stepped onto the stool, and placed her other foot on the windowsill. She didn’t draw the curtain aside but burst through it. She then became tangled in the heavy curtain as it was ripped from its hooks, and she crumpled in a pile outside the hut. Sunlight flooded into the room. 

Another burst of rifle fire slammed into the back wall.

Zenobia held the rifle so it aimed down the hallway, and then she fired another three-round burst. She sprinted to her right, around the dividing wall and into the kitchen. As she moved, she ejected the old magazine and let it fall onto the ground. By the time the magazine hit the dirt, she had the second one in her hand and slammed it into the recess. The click of the magazine seating correctly was music to Zenobia’s ears. 

She climbed onto a long wooden benchtop fixed to the wall and edged towards the end closest to the front door. The crescendo of thumping from a helicopter shook pieces of thatch loose as it passed low overhead. Zenobia hunched and stepped quickly, quietly placing her left shoulder against the wall. She peered over and saw the man edging slowly down the hall. Another man waited at the door threshold, his weapon in his shoulder.

Zenobia stood and swung her weapon over the wall in one swift movement. She pointed at the man near the entrance and squeezed the trigger twice. He fell back outside the house, and his weapon dropped to the ground. Blood smeared the hallway wall. 

Zenobia swung her rifle towards the other man as he neared the internal end of the hallway.

He looked over his shoulder to see his compatriot on his back. He glanced up at Zenobia, who had trained the barrel on his face. Another two squeezes of the trigger, and the man’s face exploded over the hut floor, adding to the previous bloody carnage.

Zenobia waited for a reaction from anyone outside as the second helicopter passed overhead. Sporadic shots were heard above her and down the street as the attackers exchanged shots with Kenyan Army snipers mounted in the helicopters. She waited another twenty seconds for a response before she jumped off the bench and walked to the open-plan area, looking down the hallway. She moved to the edge of the window and looked through a narrow angle.

Crack, crack – two rounds passed through the window and smacked into the western wall of the hut, missing her head by inches. Zenobia dropped below the window opening and shuffled to point the rifle down the hallway. She looked over the rifle sights, but besides the dead bodies, it was clear. 

Where did those rounds come from? Outside? Have they moved around? Have they seen the others? 

Zenobia shuffled across to the other side of the window opening and slowly stood up. She lifted her head from the wall to peer between the curtain and the corner.

Crack, crack, crack, crack.

The curtain bucked and kicked as bullets streamed through the window opening. The hut filled with the thump of rounds hitting walls as the fire intensified. Zenobia ducked down below the window opening as the bullets continued to stream through the window and smack into the edge of both windowsills. Mud flicked off the walls, some scraps falling onto the dead bodies in the middle of the room. 

Zenobia stared straight down the hallway, trying to determine the number of firers but couldn’t distinguish the crack–thump of a rifle discharge, let alone how many. She sat against the wall and pointed the rifle towards the front door as the firing intensity eased slightly. The front of an AKM barrel appeared on each side of the doorway and started to swing down the length of the hallway. Zenobia raised her rifle into her shoulder and fired two shots at the left side, followed by two on the right.

The weapons ducked back around the corner. Loud commands were shouted from outside the front of the hut. 

Zenobia fired four more shots down the hallway – two on each side. Timber and mud flicked away from the wall as a round struck the door frame. The firing volume through the windows ceased as the helicopter passed overhead again. A Hilux sped past the doorway, heading east, the black and white Al-Shabab flag flying from the cab. A loud shout was heard outside the hut, and the bullets reigned through the windows.

Zenobia shoulder-rolled towards the kitchen as the two AKM barrels swung around the front door threshold and spat automatic bursts down the hallway. Through the weight of fire, Zenobia didn’t hear the thumping noises of two grenades landing near the dead bodies in the middle of the room. The explosions shook the hut, filling the enclosed space with dust, thatch and noise. 

The firing stopped, and Zenobia crawled on hands and knees while dragging her rifle across the floor. Her ears rang as she breathed in the dust and smoke, the smell of cordite hanging in the air. She spat to expel the gritty, bloody mixture in her mouth.

The two bodies near the centre of the room were only recognisable as human by the boots on their feet and some green material around the lower limbs. Zenobia coughed and sat up against the wall of the kitchen area. She wiped her eyes and changed magazines on her rifle. The firing through the windows had ceased. Zenobia closed her eyes and drew some deep breaths, trying to listen for other noises through the ringing in her ears. Some male voices shouted from outside the front of the hut.

They’re still here. Are they coming in to check if I’m dead? At least Willow should be safe with the others by now. I think I’ll rest here for a bit. She closed her eye briefly. Good idea, I’ll take my condor moment.

Zenobia checked over her body for injuries. The cactus puncture in her thigh seemed like a papercut compared to the carnage inside the hut. She leant her head back onto the internal hallway, which had protected her from the grenades. 

The helicopter flew overhead again and headed east. The sharp cracks of the sniper’s firing faded off in the distance as the aircraft pursued the departing vehicles.

Zenobia breathed in again and rose onto her knee, facing the centre of the room. Large divots cratered the walls, and piles of mud flecks dotted around the floor. The dusty floor had soaked up litres of blood around the two mangled chunks of meat, leaving the surrounding dirt a darker shade of brown. Sunlight poked through the bullet-riddled curtain as it slowly flapped in the slight breeze that usually started in the afternoon. 

Zenobia stood up, brushed off the flecks of mud that had landed in her hair, and patted down the dust on her shirt. The ringing in her ears subsided slightly as she opened and closed her jaw. She spat on the ground and shuffled down the hallway, holding her weapon ready. She walked slowly as she approached the front door and across the threshold. 

A single Al-Shabab man stood staring straight at her from about fifty metres down the road. 

She fired two quick rounds and ducked back inside the hut without seeing where they struck. A vehicle’s engine revved before it subsided to an idle as the squeal of vehicle brakes dominated the noise. She heard loud shouts over the idling engine, then one loud shout as a familiar bang and whoosh sound sent Zenobia diving to the ground, followed by blackness.
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Chapter 2
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‘Go faster, Amelia, she hasn’t come around yet,’ shouted Gregory above the roar of the 2000 Fiat Ducato’s engine.

‘I’m trying, but these potholes are huge,’ yelled Amelia.

Zenobia lay on the floor of the camper van. Her head tossed freely like a rag doll in time with the vehicle’s swerves to avoid obstacles. The thin pillow under her head barely cushioned it from smashing onto the floor. 

Gregory sat close to her on the floor and held her head steady, willing for a smoother path ahead. 

Zenobia had only managed a few groans during the trip. Besides the loss of consciousness, the injuries that Gregory and Amelia could see were a timber splinter through her left boot, blood on her right thigh, and some superficial grazes on her face and hands.

This wasn’t the first time that they had taken an unconscious person to the hospital. The party scene in London was full of experimentation, and more than a couple of their friends had pushed the boat out on what drugs they snorted into their bodies. But they had never taken a friend to the hospital because of an RPG-7 strike. This is a first, Gregory worried.

The last party Gregory and Amelia had at their father’s mansion celebrated Amelia graduating with a Bachelor of Arts in Culture, Criticism and Creation from the University of the Arts, London. Their father had been out of the country on yet another business trip, so there were no holds barred with the fun. Most of the class had come, and the champagne and drugs flowed freely over three days and nights. 

Two days after the event had finished, one of the cleaning staff found their good friend, Rosalind, in a cupboard in the east wing. The post-mortem said that she had a concoction of drugs in her system that would have made a cartel boss blush. That was the last straw for Gregory and Amelia’s father, Percival Chapman. When he returned home, he gave them the option of military service or charity work in Africa. Both had eagerly selected charity work in Africa and soon had introductions with JustDiggit.

And now here they were – deep in shit, or so Gregory feared as they continued to hurtle along the streets. 

Zenobia felt herself be launched off the van floor and then crash down in a heap. She rolled onto her side and groaned loudly. Her eyes opened, and she saw Gregory’s face leaning over her. ‘What the fuck?’ she muttered as she tried to sit up.

‘Zen, you’re in the van going to hospital. They blew you up,’ Gregory said.

‘Stop the van rocking,’ Zenobia pleaded softly.

‘We need to get you to the hospital to be checked out,’ Gregory replied firmly.

Zenobia sat up, her body rocking side to side as the van swerved to miss more potholes. ‘Stop the van,’ she said a little louder than before.

‘Zen, I don’t think that’s a good idea, and we’re only fifteen minutes away,’ Gregory retorted.

‘I’m going to puke. It’s on your shoes or outside ... your choice,’ Zenobia gagged and instinctively held her hand over her mouth.

‘Amelia, pull over,’ shouted Gregory towards the front of the vehicle.

‘What?’ Amelia yelled back.

‘Pull the vehicle over; she’s going to throw up,’ Gregory implored.

Amelia stamped on the brakes and swung the vehicle onto the road’s narrow shoulder. 

Gregory stepped forward and opened the sliding door. He jumped out, turned around and offered his hand to Zenobia. A trailing car honked its horn as it passed the van, clearly upset that Amelia had parked, covering half the lane.

Zenobia slid forward on her bum to the door and swung her legs over the edge. Her left foot tilted to the side as she tried to put weight on it. She leant forward and held her head in both hands, slightly rocking back and forth. ‘You got any water?’ she muttered, then coughed.

‘Yep, there’s some here,’ Amelia responded, throwing the one-litre bottle to Gregory.

He unscrewed the top, knelt and held it out before Zenobia. 

Her shaky hand grabbed the bottle, and she took a couple of small sips. She closed her eyes and sipped some more while repeatedly trying to place her left foot flat on the ground, but the timber stake protruding through the boot prevented it from sitting flat. Zenobia opened her eyes and looked at her boot. ‘Do you have a hammer or something I can hit with?’ she asked Gregory. 

He looked confused, and Zenobia pointed to her left boot. ‘Right, yes. I think we have one in the back. I’ll go and check,’ he replied, nodding. 

Zenobia disconnected her lower left leg, a reminder of the other time she was in an explosion, and lay it across her thighs. She guzzled the rest of the water and threw the empty bottle inside the van. 

Gregory returned from the back of the vehicle with a rusty lump hammer and handed it to Zenobia. 

Another car drove past, holding the horn and yelling something in Swahili at them.

‘Tell me what happened after the explosion,’ asked Zenobia.

‘Ah yes, so, we were in the ditch, and there was lots of shooting into the hut you were in,’ explained Gregory. 

Zenobia held the boot at different angles against the ground, wondering which would be the most stable. 

Amelia exited the passenger door and stood next to Gregory. ‘Oh my God, Zen, are you all right?’ she gawked. ‘You took quite a blow back there.’ Amelia knelt and put her hand on Zenobia’s thigh.

‘Yep, I’m fine. Tell the story,’ Zenobia said with her eyes fixed on the boot.

Gregory continued, ‘So yes, there was lots of shooting and then we saw them start to jump back in the cars and drive off.’

Zenobia nodded and held the boot at a forty-five-degree angle on the ground. 

Amelia stood up, revealing a mud stain on the knee of her Stella McCartney-designed jeans. ‘So, we climbed out of the hole, as we thought it was over, and then there was a bang, a ... a whoosh type of noise and an explosion at the hut you were in. A few seconds later, I saw the last car speed off away from the village.’

Zenobia held the hammer high and slammed it into the timber splinter. The hammer bounced off the timber, almost clipping Zenobia’s right ankle. She swung again and smashed the splinter. ‘Go on, then what happened?’ she probed as she reversed the boot to hit the top half of the splinter.

‘Well, we ran over and looked through the hut for you. We dragged you out, and Amelia got our van to take you to the hospital,’ Gregory clarified.

Zenobia swung the hammer at the top half of the timber, and it dislodged after three hits. She then turned the prosthetic leg in her hand and connected it to her lower leg. She held the edge of the van and stood shakily. 

Amelia stepped forward to hold her arm.

‘Leave it, Amelia. I’m fine,’ said Zenobia. She stood up straight and took in a deep breath. The shaking stopped. ‘So, Willow is still in the village?’

Gregory and Amelia looked at each other. ‘Um, Zen, when Willow jumped out, the men had surrounded the hut.’ Gregory bit his lower lip.

Zenobia looked into Gregory’s eyes. ‘But she got away?’

He shook his head slowly and looked down. ‘I’m afraid not. As she cleared the cactus fence, she ran straight into one of the men. He knocked her down and then dragged her to the other side of the hut. I’m sorry, Zen. I know how close the two of you were.’ 

Zenobia sat down on the step of the camper van and stared out across the flat plains as the sound of an ambulance’s sirens blared behind her. 

Gregory and Amelia looked at each other, and Gregory shrugged his shoulders.

‘Can I get you something, Zen?’ offered Amelia. ‘We really should get you to the—’

‘Was she alive when you last saw her?’ said Zen, interrupting Amelia.

‘Yes, yes, she was being pushed by one of the blokes. Well, he punched her in the head first ... then dragged her around the hut,’ explained Gregory. ‘But when she went around the corner, anything could have happened. We definitely didn’t see her body when we looked for you.’

Zenobia remained silent and chewed her fingernails. ‘Which direction did the vehicles leave?’ 

‘They came along this road towards El Wak,’ said Amelia.

‘And that’s where we’re headed?’ replied Zenobia, gazing at Amelia.

‘Yep, El Wak Hospital. It’s about fifteen minutes down the road,’ said Amelia.

Zenobia nodded slightly. ‘Let’s go then.’ She stepped inside the van and dropped onto a seat.

‘Okay, great,’ said Gregory as he followed Zenobia and sat beside her. 

Amelia opened the front passenger door and slid across the seat to buckle herself into the driver’s seat. She started the engine and pulled out onto the road. 

Zenobia stared out of the window.

‘I’m not sure how busy this hospital will be, especially as they prepare to receive the injured from the village. You might have to wait for a while,’ Gregory admitted. 

Zenobia listened to the automatic engine change gear and gazed out the window as the sun started to get low over the horizon. She bit at her fingernails again and thought about the last two weeks in the village – the meals shared at Willow’s house, collecting food from their vegetable patch, listening to music and her dreams of running at the Olympics one day. A bump in the road caused Zenobia’s hand to slip from her mouth, and a handmade bangle on her wrist rubbed against her cheek. She looked down at the bangle and turned it around and around on her wrist, touching each of the trinkets fixed to it. 

She remembered making it with Willow a week ago and how embarrassed Zenobia had been when the teenager gave it to her as a gift. The craftsmanship was exquisite, with glass beads in the colours of Kenya’s flag and white beads annotating ‘ZM’ on the opposite side of the shield and spear coat of arms. Willow and her family didn’t have much
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