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MIKE KNEW something was wrong. He felt it in his heart but he didn't  know what exactly. Everything was quiet and the silence was very scary. Where had everyone gone? Today was a Saturday and not a school day so everyone at the Barracks couldn't  have gone to school. So where was everyone then, he wondered. 

He stood up from where he was sleeping on his single mattress and went to the window. His room was at the west end of the Barracks, facing the line of trees that marked the beginning of the Sidhakeni forest. 

He peered through his window but could see nothing. Not a single soul could be seen walking outside and that was unusual since the Barracks were filled with high school children who would walk the ground from dusk till dawn. By the looks of it, it was past midday now and there was no one outside. What was happening?

He took a shirt which was hanging on a chair, put his cellphone in his left pocket, and headed for the door. There he stopped for a moment trying to listen to any sound from outside. There was none. Actually, the silence was quite deafening and creepy. There was not a single sound that could be heard and it made Mikes ears echo loudly. Not even the sound of birds singing could be heard, only silence.

'This is weird,' Mike said to himself as he unlocked the door. He stood at the door, his hand hesitating on the handle. He felt a sudden sense of unease, a prickling sensation at the back of his neck. The air seemed to vibrate with an unspoken tension and Mike’s instincts screamed  that something was off. He tried to shake off the feeling, telling himself it was just his imagination, but the sense of foreboding lingered, refusing to be dismissed. He slowly turned the handle and pushed the door open.

When the door was fully opened, Mike froze at the door, his mouth and eyes wide open like he'd seen a ghost. There was fear in his eyes and he trembled, his hand shaking the door handle he was holding.

Standing out of his door holding the most terrifying and sharp weapons was the most wanted, notorious gang in all of Zhombe, Madzara Gang. Mike knew the gang and the deeds they were famous for. He knew the leader of the group and had been told of all his crimes and how he would always get away with murder. Word had it that he had killed over twelve people including his wife, but the police always had nothing on him. Some of his followers were caught and arrested, but he always slipped through their fingers whenever they were after him. He was untouchable. They called him Ticha.

Now Mike, an eighteen-year-old high school student was facing that same criminal now. You wouldn't  blame him for the way he was trembling and shaking if you knew who Ticha was known for. Mike wanted to think they were there for something else but the way Ticha and his dozen crew were staring at him told him they were there for him. He muttered a small prayer from where he stood glued to the ground. Why had he opened the door?

'Mike?' Ticha asked slowly.

There was no sound that came when Mike opened his mouth so he had to clear his throat. 'Yes?'

'Where is he?'

Mike knew who Ticha was talking about. Lying about it would mean his death and that was not good. Ticha wouldn't  hesitate to kill him if he crossed him, whether he was a young school kid or not.

'Where is he!' Ticha repeated and this time it was not just a normal voice that he used. Mike almost jumped at this. His eyes were now watery as he tried to fight off tears falling from his eyes. If all went wrong by evening his funeral would have already been announced. He tried to remember how it had begun, how it all started..... And he knew exactly how it had all started, almost seven months ago.
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IT HAD BEEN a winter Wednesday morning and a very fine one. The sky was very clear, small fluffy white clouds moving swiftly across the horizon making it a beautiful view. The sun with its rich golden magnificence  was smiling down at the earth, not burning it fiercely like it always did in summer.

At the Barracks, the activity was lively as the school children who lived there prepared for school. The Barracks was a place where Sidhakeni high school children who lived a long way from school rented and lived. People called it ‘the Barracks’ because of the way the place looked. The buildings were built and aligned in the manner military barracks were built: a grid-based layout. However, the buildings were small, mostly consisting of two or three rooms. Some students shared rooms; some rented their own rooms as was the case with Mike. 

Mike's room was different. It was built on the outskirts of the Barracks' land facing the Sidhakeni forest and a little longer from the school fence. To get to school, he had to walk past the other living quarters first, the shopping center and reach the school fence. On the other side of the road just opposite the school gate was the girls’ hostel, secure but outside the school fence. His room had originally been built as a single tuck-shop. Mike, who had been late and had come when all the rooms were now occupied insisted desperately to be allowed to rent the tuck-shop. Thats how he came to rent that secluded room.

He woke up late as always and went out to have a bath. The toilets were few so sometimes you had to wait for someone else to finish using it. That was why Mike always waited until everyone who used the same toilet and bath as his had finished using it. He hated waiting. Everyone did.

After he had finished eating his breakfast and tidied up his room, he took his satchel, locked the door and went to school. As he went past the juniors' classrooms some girls called out his name and he waved to them. Being the senior prefect at the school, he was quite popular. He walked to his classroom in time for his Business Studies lesson.

At break time  he and his best friend, the Headboy, Samuel, went to the school tuck-shop and bought some snacks and came back to their classroom where they sat eating. They were both Upper Six students, in the Commercials class.

At some point in time Anna, Sam's girlfriend came to them. She went away after a few minutes and came back a few minutes  later with another Lower Six girl, about her age and height.

'That's the girl who used to give Brie a hard time at the hostel before you broke up,’ Sam whispered to Mike as the two girls approached them. Brie was a girl Mike had recently broken up with after she found out he was cheating on her. The problem was that she was wrong about the girl she thought Mike was cheating her with. Yes, he had been cheating on her but not with the girl Brie thought. The girl Mike was looking at was a stranger and it surprised him how she had claimed to be his girlfriend when they had never talked.

Now Mike stared at her as the two girls approached. She was alright, he thought. She had a fine slim figure, a round face with big hazel eyes. The anger Mike had felt when he was first told about a girl claiming to be his girlfriend and was the reason Brie had broken up with him subsided. The girl was beautiful. Or Judith or Chipo for that matter. Oh, Judy and Chipo were the girls he had been cheating Brie with.

As the two girls approached them, Mike stood up and went to meet the new girl half way. The girl looked at him innocently with her big eyes and Mike felt like smiling. The girl was really beautiful, maybe more than Brie herself. Even her uniform looked good on her, her blazer of her exact size, her school shoes nicely polished and her socks as white as...well, as white can be.

'So, this is the girl,' Mike said extending his hand and the girl shook it softly.

'In the flesh,' Anna said as she went into Sam's open arms. 'That's Tinoe.'

'Tinoe,' Mike repeated the name. 'I'm Mike. I guess we've got a lot to talk about, Tinoe. Come on.'

THEY WENT TO the back of the classroom where Mike offered the girl a seat. He took a chair and sat opposite Tinoe and looked her in the eyes. She didn't seem to mind that as she stared back at him as intently.

The classroom was half empty, most of the boys and girls having gone to the tuck-shop or to see some loved ones somewhere at the school. Only a few minutes remained before break time  was over and as soon as the bell rang it was part of Mike's job and the other prefects to make sure everyone went to class in time. That included Tinoe here so they had to be fast if they were going to discuss the matter at hand.

'You know why I called you here, right?' Mike asked as he looked at his wrist watch.

Tinoe shook her head, her eyes not leaving Mike. 'No.'

'It's about the rumors you been spreading down at the hostel, about you and me-'

'I didn't spread anything,' Tinoe said. Mike stood up, turned his back on her and stood looking at the ceiling with folded hands. 

'I never spread any rumors, ini,' she continued. 'I only said the truth-'

'What truth!' Mike asked calmly as he turned to face her. His jaw was clenched and he saw her gasp. 'That you're my girlfriend? Is that the truth you told? Girl, we don't even know each other!'

'I never said I was your girlfriend,' Tinoe said in perplexity. She saw Mike's facial muscles relax. 'I only said Brie took the guy I loved from me. That's all I said. We only had a few rows about that that�s all, but I never claimed you were my boyfriend.'

'Well, whatever you said was bad enough for Brie to break up with me,' Mike said quietly. 'She thought I was cheating on her with you.'

Tinoe stood up and approached him. She reached out her hand but brought it down before it touched his arm when she saw his expression. 

'I'm sorry,' she said and looked like she meant it. 'I didn't mean for it to happen like that-'

'But it did,' Mike said moving away from her. Tinoe stood with her hands on her sides looking at Mike's back. 'You know, when I suggested that you be brought to me, my intention was to tell you to go to Brie, confess you were lying-'

'I would never,' she retorted folding her hands on her chest arrogantly.

'It's not like you have a choice, girl,' Mike said sternly. 'You made this happen and you're going to fix it. I wanted you to go and apologize to Brie, tell her you had been lying all along-' She made a scoff and Mike gave her an infuriating gaze. 'But when I saw you come in with Anna, I changed my mind.'

Tinoe dropped her hands to her sides again and eyed Mike innocently with her big eyes. 'Really?'

Mike turned to face her completely, his hands in his trousers pockets. 'But, you can't go unpunished,' Mike said. 'Hence, from now onwards you're officially my girlfriend. That's punishment enough-'

'Yes!' Tinoe said immediately and quickly covered her mouth with the palm of her hand. There was a smile on her face as she approached and hugged Mike, taking him by surprise. Mike raised his hands and pushed her away slowly.

'Whoa, whoa,' he  said. 'We're not there yet. You just made me lose my girlfriend and now I just want you to play the part. This is more of a contract, no emotional investment.'

'Sorry,' she said withdrawing herself from him. 'But I'm already emotionally invested. From the beginning.'

'Girl, you don't know me-'

'I know everything I need to know about you,' she said sternly. 'I'm in.'

'Did you not hear the part where I said this is a punishment? Dating a guy like me is the worst punishment a girl could ever get.'

'I know.'

'You don't understand,' Mike said. 'Brie thought I was cheating on her and she was not entirely wrong. She was only mistaken when she thought I was cheating her with you.'

Tinoe looked thoughtful for a moment. She looked down at her feet and when she looked up at him again she looked more beautiful than ever. She smiled thinly.

'This is too good an opportunity to pass, Mike,' she said calmly. 'I don't care if you're dating half of the school, I will adjust. You will adjust.'

'OK then,' Mike said extending his hand. 'Impress me.'

At that moment a girl approached them holding a packet full of new white bandages. Mike watched in wonder as the girl handed them to Tinoe, thanked her and left. 

'What are those?'

'Surely, you can see that they are bandages, Michael,' Tinoe said sarcastically.

'That was a rhetorical question,' Mike said without as much as a twitch of his jaw. 'I know what they are. Why did that girl give them to you?'

'Oh, I have a First Aid Kit that my mom lets me travel with,' she replied. 'She's a doctor and-'

The bell rang meaning the end of break time. Mike extended his hand again. Tinoe took the proffered hand and shook it softly as she let the best smile cut across her face. She had dreamt of this day ever since she was enrolled at the school as a form five student and had seen Mike for the first time. He had come with three senior prefects, the headboy, the headgirl and the senior girl prefect, to address them, welcome them and show them around. He was dressed nicely in his slim fit trousers and a golden blazer, cut to his exact size. He had been wearing spectacles, his hair was very dark and. He had been the last to speak and his voice when he spoke made chills run through her body and Tinoe shivered for a moment. She felt thrilled and in love
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