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“To all the hearts out there, still beating despite.”
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Foreword
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It has been a long three and a half years since I put the finishing touches on part two of Dead Hemisphere. Three and a half years in which the world changed, for me in some ways perhaps even as much as the one our band of survivors have been forced to navigate. Between the profound impact of COVID-19, various crises across Africa, global political destabilization, and finally the ongoing war in Ukraine and its far-reaching consequences, uncertainty in our world has reached unprecedented levels - levels we might never see fall again in our lifetime. A change for the worse, for good. Not dissimilar to my lead character, deployment to warzones and natural disasters for a long time was my life. Traveling to manage the overwhelming risks faced by the kindred spirits trying to help the world’s poor, I have witnessed, and more than once gotten away by the skin of my teeth from, the kind of horrors inflicted by man at his worst, in contexts which continue to remind us how undeserving humankind really is of its name. But it wasn’t a war or an earthquake that nearly put an end to my existence, and for a long while after, a halt to all my writing. 

“Your heart is failing, Mr. Landeck.” Words spoken by an emergency room doctor on a sunny afternoon in Nairobi. Words I, and I suspect my wife, will never forget. It is hard to explain the fear and desolation that come with acutely facing your own mortality. Some might be better at it than others, but as it turned out, I certainly am not. I’ll readily admit it has been a struggle, a long road to get back to where I am today. Not quite recovered but back in the saddle, instead of falling around the world’s crises I now travel to teach others how to survive, how not to get shot, not to get kidnapped – how not to get eaten up by the horrible things they will inevitably witness when they go out and do the work I used to love. 

But this isn’t a sob story to warm your heart towards the struggles of a lowly author. No, quite the opposite. I had started the continuation of Dead Hemisphere just before my heart decided to send me a nearly fatal reminder. Consequently, Tom, Anna, Nadia, and all the others not only took a back seat for a while but ended up suspended in limbo for the longest of time – existing only in my head, begging to set them free onto the next book’s pages. In a way, you could say, over time they became more than just characters. They became part of my fighting spirit. Dare I leave them hanging in the middle of the story, trapped with nowhere to go, forever sitting on that ship off the Somali coast! But I am leaping ahead. You will find no spoilers here.

I don’t know whether you will enjoy this third book but I know if you have come this far in the series, you, much like me, want to, perhaps even need to, see the survivor’s journey reach its conclusion. And if you’ve just newly arrived in the world of Dead Hemisphere, all the better! A series is as much a commitment by the author as it is one by the reader, so give ‘er a spin and see if you like her, and, who knows, you might just find yourself reading up on what happened back in the Congo, in South Sudan, in Kenya, and Somalia, and all the other places visited in the first two books.

Alexander Graham Bell once said: “When one door closes, another one opens, but we so often look so long and so regretfully upon the closed door, that we do not see the ones which open for us.”

I guess you could say this is true as much for my own story as it is for Tom’s and his group’s. He and I have grown close over the years, leading parallel lives in our respective realms, spending much time in each other’s company. Many a door has closed since, but Tom always keeps an eye out for the ones that open, never failing to keep me awake with that one more idea in my head. So, while this third instalment of Dead Hemisphere may bring the initial chapter of the journey to a close, there is no way I could ever part with the story.

I owe Tom that much.
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Prologue
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It’s been quite a while since we last caught up with our survivors, fighting their way through the early stages of a viral outbreak on its march across East Africa, trying to stay one step ahead of the infection and a pharmaceutical corporation that will stop at nothing to bury its secrets. 

In book one, ‘Dead Hemisphere – The Virophage Chronicles’, Tom, fresh out of the service and into his first humanitarian deployment, discovers the origin and terrible consequences of a viral research program conducted deep in the Congo. Hunted by Eupharm, he makes the acquaintance of a former child soldier, the two embarking on a harrowing mission to save Tom’s family and escape from the continent.

In book two, ‘Dead Hemisphere – Keres Rising’, the story of what is now a group of survivors continues, pitching them, not just against the virus but against the US military eager to protect its bio weapon. From Nairobi to Mombasa and the coast off Somalia, they must once again fight to survive and bring the terrible secret of the virus’ origin to light.

Book three, ‘Dead Hemisphere – Thanatos bound’, thus, picks up where we last saw Tom and his group, plucked from certain death in the Indian Ocean by a well-meaning (?) helicopter crew. What will happen next? Enjoy the conclusion to the Tom’s escape from what may soon become a Dead Hemisphere!

Then, as I probed them, one sprang up and stared

With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,

Lifting distressful hands, as if to bless.

And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall, — 

By his dead smile I knew we stood in Hell.


-  WILFRED OWEN, Strange Meeting (1919)
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CHAPTER 1
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The flesh was still warm. Just warm enough to prevent him from turning to look at the mayhem going on around him. The mineral stench of blood and despair permeated the humid coastal air, nearly unbreathable as men and beasts, machines and bone, flesh, crimson and black, clawed at life and death all the same.

The sinew between his teeth tore away. Chewy strands satisfyingly slid down his throat and into the putrid cavity where once a stomach had resided. For a moment his receding lips ghoulishly curled in what otherwise might have been mistaken for a gluttonous grin, revealing a craggy array of broken teeth bathed in whorish red. The corpse of the man in front of him barely responded, a gargle of venous froth releasing a last breath in a sputter of viscous maroon. Soon this man, too, would be too cold to satisfy his undead craving, and instead join him in relentless search for the unattainable, the life that not too long ago had oozed out of his very own body, never to return, and yet still so irresistibly alluring. 

He paused. His senses, numbed by death in some ways, in others now seemed more acute than ever before. Through the maelstrom of screams and bullets, of moans and explosions, his grayed gaze wandered towards the blue sky above. It cocked its head. Like a magpie drawn to a ring, it felt itself drawn to the flicker of a shiny object hovering above the battleground - inescapably seductive yet unreachable in its serenity high above the hell below. Casting away the cadaver, which moments ago still had consumed its mind, it struggled to its feet. Gaze fixed on the machine with the laser-like precision of a homing missile, it watched as the helicopter shifted position, dipping its nose, its windscreen like a fly’s eye inspecting the landscape below. The creature again tilted its head, its one remaining hand almost melancholically brushing across the insignia on his flight suit. A sting of injustice flashed through its frontal lobe, a brief misfire somewhere between hate and insatiable hunger. It grimaced. Then the living, mere meters ahead, again commanded attention. 

There, along the front lines, a second set of eyes had noticed the brief glare in the sky.  Standing tall, the man’s steely composure was only outdone by the armour of the T-54 Main Battle Tank beneath him. Raising a pair of binoculars to his chiselled features, he smiled a victor’s smile, then keyed his radio.

“Bravo Fire Team – 300 helo – 10 degrees – North Northeast. Watch this tracer – Fire!” General Abshir tapped the helmet of his top gunner and a second later, a tracer round streaked towards the helicopter, quickly followed by a barrage of machine gun fire from all directions. The chopper banked. The first rounds bounced off its armour in a fireworks display of sparks just as it retreated away from immediate danger. With a satisfied smirk, General Abshir dug deep into one of his uniform’s side pockets, and retrieved a late-model sat-phone. 

“Omar? Omar, is that you?” He pressed the device against one ear while covering the other with his free hand.  “Omar, my brother, I am bearing good news.” The line crackled, the voice at the other end barely audible. “Alhamdulillah indeed, my friend. I am telling you, I have eyes on the ones you seek.” The line’s static brimmed with the excitement of the voice at the other end barking instructions. “As you wish, my brother. They must come down somewhere. And when they do, we will be there to welcome them.” Abshir replaced the phone and instead keyed his radio. 

“Bravo Fire Team – re-engage primary objective. I say again – re-engage primary objective.”

“We are letting the target go, Sir?” The tank’s top gunner sounded almost disappointed. 

“The greatest victory is that which requires no battle.” General Abshir squinted, his gaze following the helo, as it finally disappeared in the distant haze.

They would need to land, and soon. 
“I guess this rules out Kismayo,” Samson pointed across the instrument panel at the plumes of rising black smoke as he steadied the helo against the onshore breeze.

“Could be just some skirmishes,” Tom replied, looking over the pilot’s shoulder. The others followed suit, eyes fixed on what had been the next planned, and urgently needed stop along their northward journey. Snatched from the ocean and certain death at the hands of the charred corpses covering every inch of Mombasa’s coastal waters, they had turned inland, away from the undulating carpet of blackened sludge, human tissue and debris reaching all the way into international waters.

This wasn’t Kismayo’s first taste of war. Not by a long shot. Its strategic location as a port city and gateway to south-central Somalia had not only proven a convenient entry point away from the bustle of Mogadishu to the north, but in recent decades had become a focal point of the African Union’s Mission in Somalia and its objective to expel Al-Shabab from Somali soil. Not only that, but it had long been rumoured that, once liberated, Kenya would use the Kismayo-Kenyan border corridor to its advantage. Oil, the master of global economics and many a developing nation, had been discovered in the area as recently as 2018, and the country had been readying itself to partake in the spoils of its export to the region’s former colonial rulers, no less. Letting black gold run into British coffers, with its proceeds going straight to an enemy responsible for numerous attacks on Kenyan civilians, thus, was hardly a palatable notion to the powers that be, and as good a pretence as any to continue their military engagement.

Now, it seemed the undead, ever non-partisan in their pursuit of the living, had driven a deadly wedge into the factions’ ambitions. In the fight against a never-tiring enemy whose alliance could neither be forced nor bought, Kismayo had become a meat grinder of epic proportions, churning up the living in the fight against each other, and feeding the dead’s legions in the process.

Samson drove the stick forward, and they watched the vision of destruction before them grow with every mile. Initially mindful of fuel consumption, he had shown restraint. But now, with their destination in sight, and hopes for safety waning to boot, it was time to face the inevitable and bring at least this league of their odyssey to its inescapable end.

For the last 50 miles or so, eyes inside their whirling refuge had increasingly shifted from the beckoning horizon towards the reality of the small vertical row of lights set into the instrument panel. Once glowing proud and tall, the number of green diodes was down to a single blip. The fuel gage, cruelly indifferent to their plight, had steadily dropped until it settled just above ‘E’. Without the prospect of resupply, whatever still slushed around in the fuel chamber, was all there was.

“Take us in a little further,” Tom instructed. “Let’s see if we can find a pocket of calm to set this thing down.” Jimmy nodded in approval, and the machine dutifully responded to Samson’s gentle push on the stick. Remaining steady at four-hundred meters, close enough to get a good look but far enough to avoid erroneous small-arms fire, he brought the helo around until it hovered above the city centre.

Below them, flesh and metal clashed, the destruction as profound as the battle predictable in its outcome. The front lines had been broken, whether ripped apart by the onslaught of the dead or by warring living factions, it was hard to tell.  Some armoured divisions remained in place, tanks and heavy artillery wedged into Kismayo’s narrow streets - bulwarks futile against an advance that further back was already eating its way through supply lines. Soon their guns, too, would fall silent, leaving nothing but the sound of screams.

The stray round pinged against co-pilot Jose’s window, causing Samson to pull the machine to the right, everyone inside tumbling into the cargo netting, just as another volley ricocheted off the helo’s polyethylene-armoured skin.

“That last one was no stray!” Jimmy shouted over the roaring rotors, as everyone scrambled to get back on their feet.

“There!” It was Jose who spotted it first. Among the pandemonium far below, something had caught Jose’s eye. A tall man in fatigues atop a battle tank, an eerie island of calm in the turmoil, his piercing stare oblivious to the carnage around him, penetrating the helo’s armour. She gave the binoculars to Jimmy and shivered.

“Looks like our welcome wagon comes with a 100 mm main gun.” Jimmy shook his head and grinned.

“What do you think they will do?” Amadou asked, watching the tank’s every move.

“The question is not what they will do,” Samson pondered, flicking the green fuel display. “It is what we can do.”

“We will land one way or another,” Tom responded, looking further afield. “The only thing we still can do is decide where. But not for long.”

“What are you saying? If we continue, we will crash and burn.” Jimmy raised an eyebrow. To someone like him, whether to descend into hell or elsewhere made little difference. They would need to fight to get off the continent, regardless.

“I am saying we keep going north for as long as we can, or at least past the outskirts of this shit storm.” Tom insisted. Jimmy opened his mouth to interject, but Tom motioned him to stop. “I am not suggesting we crash. We will leave it to Samson here, how far we can go and still land safely. Probably not far at all, but at least, I am hoping, just a bit further away from all this. At least somewhere less hot, if that makes sense.”

Samson didn’t wait for approval. Technically Jimmy outranked both him and the rest of the crew, but when it came to raw survival against the infected and the dead, at least to him, chain of command, now that they were officially AWOL, was much more of an arbitrary concept than it perhaps had been before. With a single, well-rehearsed move, he backed away the helo, making sure to present as small a target as possible in the process. Jimmy didn’t bother with a reply. The decision had been made. Any additional manoeuvring at this stage would further jeopardize their chances for a safe landing. The survivors settled back into their seats and Jose cast one last glance at the tall figure, quickly becoming one with its surroundings as the chopper gained distance from the carnage.

Tom looked down at Anna and hugged her.  To his surprise, she smiled, unfazed by what they had seen below, just as she had been throughout their harrowing journey. Scrutinizing the look on her face, he figured perhaps she had finally managed to take on Julie’s poker face, an expression which as much as it had frustrated him to no end on many an occasion, he now missed more than anything. Julie had mastered the art of the silent treatment like no other. When it came to her putting him back in his place, no words of admonishment could have ever matched simply being ignored. Admittedly, he hadn’t been put in the dog box too often during their marriage, but the few times that she had shut off all interaction had been enough for him to avoid encores at any rate.

“I’m fine, Dad. Really.” Anna furrowed her brows, bearing an uncanny resemblance to Julie. Tom quickly turned away, the memory tearing at his insides. Once you lose what you love, even the bad memories are worth their weight in gold. Besides, he wouldn’t begrudge her for hating him anyway. After all, he hadn’t been there when both she and Julie had needed him the most. Driven by a foolish notion of making the world a better place, he had achieved nothing short of the opposite. It would take time to heal. Heal, when all this was over. If ever.

Nadia and Amadou joined them and Tom’s spirits lifted. The two, were as close as family now, and although in the beginning he had had doubts about Nadia’s attitude of ‘looking out for number one’, she had somewhat shown that she could at least be relied on as long as other options weren’t abundant. 

Amadou, on the other hand, had been nothing short of astonishing. Throughout their torturous journey, first from the Congo, then Nairobi, and, finally, Mombasa and the cruise ship-turned-ticking time bomb, his loyalty, had only been surpassed by his ability to adapt and overcome impossible odds. Right now, there were few, if any others, Tom trusted more than him.

“What’s the plan, glorious leader?” Amadou grinned with his usual unshakable humour.

“We’ll have to roll with the punches, I guess.” Tom shrugged and nodded at Samson in the pilot seat. “Once he says we need to land, we land.”

“And then?” Nadia wondered out loud.

“It depends. If we’re still close enough to the city, we’ll try make our way back to the port quietly. If we are not, we’ll keep going by whatever means. Transport is key, either way.”

They all nodded in agreement, with Amadou casting conspiratorial glances back at Jimmy and the chopper crew. The former, although ultimately responsible for their escape from both the medical facility and their oceanic predicament, had not exactly endeared himself during their encounter with Omar. Jimmy still very much constituted an unpredictable element. As for the rest of his team, they were an entirely unknown factor. Their approach to taking orders seemed more ‘at will’ than driven by military protocols, and beyond the usual banter very little of their personalities had shone through during the few hours since Mombasa.  They were yet to earn his trust.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I would say this is it.” Samson announced, tapping the fuel indicator for effect. “Unless we want to ditch, I’ll have to bring her down in the next five.”

They had continued north for less than fifteen minutes. Far enough to be out of range, but also far enough to make the trek back to the city both a taxing and dangerous exercise. With the kind of numbers of the dead they had seen on the move, a potentially lethal encounter was more than likely.

“No choice in the matter.” Jimmy shrugged and motioned everyone to strap themselves in, as the helo began circling in search of a landing zone.

“Take us in close to that settlement over there.” Jimmy pointed over Samson’s shoulder at a scattering of single-story structures - an eclectic mix of natural rock walls, mud huts, and tent-like abodes. “If nothing else, these will offer at least some kind of protection.”

Their stomachs lifted as the chopper dropped sharply, Samson doing his best to execute a rapid but controlled manoeuvre. Within seconds, all visibility disappeared in a blizzard of sand and grit, as the helo’s skids touched down with more determination than Samson had aimed for.  A collective ‘ugh’ from the rear acknowledged the kinetic landing.

“We Ok to shut down?” Samson pressed his face against the windscreen, wondering whether their sudden appearance had drawn any unwanted attention. Once they cut the engine, there would not be enough fuel to get them airborne again, but with zero visibility, leaving the rotors idling was an equally dangerous choice. 

His question was answered by a metallic tap on the crew chief’s window. Anna shrieked. Mike recoiled and instinctively reached for his weapon. Inches away from the panel, the features of a face pressed against the glass. Dust-covered, shielding its eyes against the sandstorm raging around the helicopter, it peered through the tinted window with an intensity reserved for the living.

The shemagh-clad figure made some kind of frantic hand gesture, then the barrel of an AK-47 appeared, and again tapped against the window, this time more rapidly. 

“Something tells me whoever this is, he’s not alone.” Tom placed his hand on Mike’s forearm, gently motioning him to put aside his gun. “Best not to give a reason, for now.” 

Jimmy gave the nod, and Samson finally shut down the engine, Amadou and Nadia exchanging puzzled looks.

“I’d rather take my chances with this hardware than crashing on account of an empty tank,” Jimmy lovingly stroked the stock of his M4.

“Amen to that.” Mike winked and both Samson and Jose unbuttoned their holsters, exposing the grips of their Berettas. “We’re good to go.”

Meanwhile outside, the rotor’s RPM audibly declined, its infernal thrum giving way to a gentle whoosh as it sliced through the super-heated air of the Somali flatland.  Rebellious at first, the dust storm finally obeyed and dispersed, settling back into the soil it had so readily sprung up from upon their arrival. The figure outside looked up and nodded, then backed away to a safe distance.

“Maybe he was just miffed about our landing?” Amadou shrugged.

As much as Tom hoped Amadou was right, he, likewise, found himself reaching for his sidearm. Somalia’s society being clan-based, whoever it was that had taken an interest in them, likely came with company. He motioned Anna to get low behind one of the canvas seats along the back of the cabin and she understood. Tom nodded. By now she knew the drill.

“I count fifteen.” Samson said, squinting through the settling dust cloud, careful not to get too close to the window and provide someone with a convenient target. The others jostled for a view at the crew chief’s window, but Mike’s big frame virtually blocked the entire panel. 

Samson was right. Like specks of pepper against the white of sand and houses, less than three-hundred meters away, a group of figures had appeared - some in traditional white khameez, others in black fatigues, but each one of them carrying a weapon, they quickly spread out in a wide semi-circle.

“Them either be very brave or just plain stupid,” Jimmy scoffed. “Between our own guns and Mike’s M240, I’d say these Ali Baba’s over there with their peashooters don’t stand a chance. That said, we better act fast.”

Tom did not like the prospect of a firefight, no matter the weaponry. Without the element of surprise, out in the open, with no escape plan or knowledge of their exact position, and only the hull of the machine to provide cover, engaging the group seemed a little too gung-ho, to say the least. 

“Although Jimmy is probably right,” Tom spoke loud enough so the helicopter crew could hear his words just as clearly, “these guys out there have a critical advantage. They probably know every nook and cranny in this area. Besides, how do we know it’s just fifteen of them, and not another fifty hiding around the corner?” He didn’t need an answer. He could see his friends agreed.

“It’s not the only advantage they have either,” Jose looked through the window on the opposite side. 

“Hot dang.” Jimmy’s shoulders sank. “You think they know how to use that thing?”

“Do you really want to find out?” Tom frowned. Less than two-hundred meters away, two lone figures approached, one of them carrying a pipe-like object. 

“Is that what I think it is?” Amadou’s eyes widened.

“Russian-made. Not fancy, but it does what it’s supposed to.” Tom pointed at the man on the right, shouldering what looked to be an RPG-7.

“Talk about levelling the playing field,” Jimmy flicked his tongue and fiddled with the cocking lever of his M4.

“What do you mean, levelling?” Tom asked, increasingly irritated. “I’d say they’ve upped a level, if not two.”

The figure still standing halfway between the helicopter and the rest of the armed men waved around his rifle, motioning the survivors to open the helo’s doors. Shemagh removed, he shouted something with fiery eyes, his leathery features full of disdain and frustration. 

“I’ll be darned if I surrender to these goat herders after all we’ve been through.” Jimmy was fidgeting now. 

Tom scowled. Trigger-happy was the last thing they needed now. A mistake by either side, and it would be all over. It was time to take the initiative. Tom grabbed a handle next to the troop compartment and yanked the release. A moment of resistance and it yawned open in one swift motion. Before Jimmy could protest, Tom jumped out and raised his hands. Captivity was better than instant death at the hands of whoever was steadfastly aiming the RPG at the helo. The man with the AK took a step back, but then relaxed. His men didn’t move an inch. A fleeting wave with his weapon and his companions lowered theirs. This was not new to them. 

Jimmy leaned forward, but Mike held him back. “It’s done. We’re done.” He dropped his M240 and kicked it to the side of the cabin, where it impotently clattered to a halt against the fuselage. They had not only lost the element of surprise but also their only means of escape. The chopper was grounded for good, now little more but a relic, unlikely to be revived again, instead condemned to rust and rot, to eventually fall apart, another scar of war like so many others that peppered the desolate landscape. Mike took one last look at it. An ironic monument to the crumbling world around them. 

Jimmy beat his fist against the gun mount. He hated feeling vulnerable. The juggernaut of the US military made little, if any, allowance for weakness and expended considerable effort to breed the very notion out of its men and women. But here, out in the barren sun-baked flatland of Somalia, the brute showmanship of military hardware counted for very little. With the side door open, even for a lesser-skilled marksman it would be like shooting fish in a barrel. Jimmy felt a visceral disdain for their predicament. Tom had been a good man, back in the day. But his newfound love for humanity and the soft approach towards the ragtag crew he now called friends, was increasingly making him a liability. Jimmy would have to re-evaluate relationships soon.

In the cockpit, Samson fingers nervously twitched around the butt of his Beretta. Another nod from Mike, and he reluctantly rested his hands in his lap and stewed. Tom had hijacked the situation. In any other scenario, the reckless act would have earned him an exit wound in his face. There were few human problems not solvable with a squeeze of an index finger and 7.5g of hot metal at 1300 feet per second.  Samson smirked. Neither Mike nor Jimmy outranked him, and yet the crew had fallen in line behind the latter without question.  Lead, follow, or step aside. Given the way things had changed, there hadn’t been much choice. Following someone, even someone like Jimmy, was still preferable to making the type of hard call the situation would have required. From where he was sitting, though, the chink in their leader du jour’s armour was opening up wide as barn doors, and he didn’t like it. He turned his head and Jose’s fiery look confirmed he was not alone in his assessment. Jimmy had allowed a civilian to stage a coup with one slide of the side door.

Amadou and Nadia pulled Anna in close as Tom took another step towards the man waving his rifle. Oblivious to the power struggle within the confines of the helicopter, they shook hands and relaxed. 

“Do something,” Amadou hissed at Nadia, as he watched the soldiers ready themselves for was about to turn into thunderstorm of molten metal and blood. The irresistible urge to release his demons in a lightning strike of decisive violence nipped at his insides. Amadou cracked his neck and loosened his shoulders. Jimmy and his team knew little about him.  They did not know he had tasted war, long before them. A war which knew no structure, no rules of engagement. As a child soldier, war was all he had known as far back as he could remember. It had been his Kindergarten, his high school, his entire education. And while these Americans were busy playing football or groping some girl at a drive-in, he had already graduated with gruesome honours. High on drugs, he had maimed and killed, tortured and disfigured, shot point blank, more people than all of these so-called soldiers combined, the terror in the eyes of his victims forever carved into his soul. This, now, might just come down to him digging deep into dark old habits.  

Anna’s hand on his knee doused the flames. Amadou took a deep breath. He looked down at her face and she managed a knowing smile. He tried to return it, but his expression derailed. Remorse and rage made awkward bedfellows. Nadia gave him an awkward look and Amadou wondered how much she knew.  The ugly animal inside was rattling its cage and everyone could hear it. To his surprise, though, Nadia just shrugged and nodded in Tom’s direction. Pragmatic to the point of indifference there was something likeable about the Russian. He watched the man’s posse congregate, visibly more at ease at Tom’s surrender, their wiry leader’s long white gown reminding him of fluttering bed sheets on a clothes rack trying to escape the hot breath across the sand. Although the RPG remained loosely trained on the helo, tension outside had somewhat ebbed. Tom was speaking with him now, or at least tried to communicate, his hands doing most of the talking. The man’s façade remained stoic, his composed demeanour paradoxically reassuring and disconcerting at the same time. Time turned viscous, the minutes stretching like gum, as their exchange went on and on. The man nodded, Tom shook his head, then their gestures reversed. 

“Negotiations,” Jimmy mumbled, his nails digging into the pilot seat’s backrest. Right now, there were only two things for certain. Their group would either go down in an inglorious blaze, or be at the mercy of a bunch of heavily-armed goat wranglers. Whatever ensued, he hoped there would be time to blame Tom later. Now it was time to think about Plan B. Plan B meant looking out for number one. Plan B was what he was best at.  

Before Jimmy could finish his train of thought, Tom turned around and casually walked back to the helo, covering his face, partly to protect himself from being sandblasted but more so for Jimmy and his team not to draw the wrong, perhaps fatal, conclusions.

“What gives?” Jimmy’s voice was piano wire, stretched to breaking point. 

Tom shifted position, being cautious not to answer before gaging the situation inside the cabin. One look into Amadou’s eyes was all he needed.  Things could turn ugly in a heartbeat. Uglier than they already were. Much. Uglier.

Jimmy’s face, the face of a man normally so relaxed one would feel compelled to take a pulse, had turned a rainbow array of crimson and purple, and Mike’s wasn’t far off.  Tom could smell the acrid stench of impending violence. The toxic mix of sweat, adrenaline and testosterone, soon to blend with black powder and the earthy minerals of spilled blood. 

“You want the good news, or the bad news?” Tom mustered a best attempt at a smile. It was a rhetorical question. Seeing how the possibility of good news piqued the others' excitement, he quickly regretted the awkward introduction. After all, good news, under the circumstances, was quite a stretch. “On the upside, these folks will offer protection from what we saw back in Kismayo.” He looked around for approval but found none. “On the downside,” Tom cringed, dreading the impact of his next words, “they are pirates.” For a full minute, he was met with nothing but blank stares. 

“Pirates?” Anna asked incredulously. “Like, real pirates?”

“Actually, more like Jimmy.” Nadia winked.

Jimmy returned a sour smirk, then turned to the exit and continued his mental count of the opposition’s numbers. Pirates were worse than goat herders, but better than Al-Shabab. He fancied his chances against pirates over terrorists any day of the week. His face returned to its usual colour, contrasted by the black stubble of a burgeoning beard like smudge mark remnants of a controlled burn. For the pirates, transactions were purely commercial. There was no way they would risk their lives for a lofty cause. ‘Time to play poker.’

“So, what now?” Amadou asked the obvious question. He probably knew the game better than anyone else. He had no regard for either, but it would still be better to be traded by pirates than end up in an orange jump suit in front of some extremist’s handicam. They would become a commodity, the biggest uncertainty who would be the highest bidder. As long as it wasn’t Omar...

“I tell you what now.” Jimmy edged closer to the exit. “We get out and see what happens.” At this stage, being out in the open beat the claustrophobic confines of what still could easily become an armoured sarcophagus. Jimmy gave his crew a stern look, grabbed his weapons, and motioned for them to join him but Tom held him back.

“I’d leave that behind, if I were you.” Tom cautioned, pointing at Jimmy’s sidearm. 

“...from my cold dead fingers.” Jimmy hissed and even Mike defiantly shook his head tightening his grip on the machine gun. Tom stepped aside. Following Jimmy’s lead, the rest of his team disembarked and stood side by side, weapons holstered, chests out, as if in some kind of improvised roll call. 

Back in the helicopter, Tom leaned in close and whispered to the others. “I want you to get out, and get low, and by that, I mean crouch and put your hands on your heads. They might be pirates, not terrorists, but they still aren’t going to take any funny business. If, and I mean IF things go wrong, at least we won’t be the first ones being shot at.”

Amadou nodded in agreement. If these goons wanted to run the gauntlet, he would let them. He had not survived this long only to fall victim to ill-placed pride. Besides, Anna’s cause was worth eating humble pie for as long as it took. They disembarked and crouched low as instructed. Through a gap between Samson and Mike next to him, Tom glimpsed Jimmy’s demeanour had not been lost on the pirates. Already slung rifles re-appeared, and the semicircle once again widened as the Somalis readied themselves for a firefight. Tom listened to the hot wind across the gravel beneath his feet, kicking up small plumes keenly growing into dust devils, stinging his and every other living set of eyes in the vicinity, the sweltering heat soaring upward in superheated thermals, creating shimmers in the distance like watching the world through a veil of steamy tears. He watched with dismay as Samson’s trigger finger caressed the already unbuttoned holster latch and wondered how long the stand-off would or could continue. His question was answered neither by words, nor gunfire. 

At first it sounded distant, faint like the guttural gubles of a turkey call. Some of the men exchanged garbled shouts. Others pointed beyond the helo. Tom spun around. There it was again, this time more anguished, a little louder, a little closer. Ducking down, Tom peered beneath the chopper’s undercarriage. The RPG crew had abandoned their position. Waving their weapons, long thobes flapping, flip-flops clapping they were sprinting up the slope and towards the helo. On the other side, the pirates had neither heard nor seen them, and by the look of things neither had Jimmy and his crew, still standing there, unmoved.  Before Tom could alert them, something else caught his eye. The scrambling thobes had barely made fifty yards, when movement flashed through the heat flicker behind them.

“Dead ones.” Amadou was the first to say it. 

Like maggots across the crusty threshold of a wound, random forms spilled from the desert and onto the plain. More and more ravenous corpses arrived, staggering and jostling in pursuit of the men. Above the RPG crew’s yelling rose a concert of crumbling crystalized cartilage, bowstring snaps of leathery sinew, and crunching of fleshless bone against the sun-baked dirt as the dead gave chase. Fighting the urge to run, Tom pulled Anna to the ground. Covering her like a wayward fledgling, Amadou and Nadia followed, huddling together beneath the fuselage. 

Tom was unsure who fired the first shot, but it didn’t matter. The distinctive crack of a firearm broke the stalemate, followed by the tell-tale kgccch of a rocket launcher, as one of the crew stumped his flip-flopped foot on a rock and accidentally pulled the trigger. Narrowly missing the helo, the explosive round passed overhead with a loud swoosh. Tom followed its smoke trail as it veered upward before plummeting back down and disappearing far behind the cluster of low-lying abodes. Fearing an attack, Jimmy drew his weapon and fired at the pirates and they responded in kind. A hailstorm of bullets erupted just as the dead caught up with the RPG guy. High-pitched screams for help turned to a final prayer as he was taken down and consumed. Jimmy, Mike, and Samson spread out and took cover behind the chopper, while Jose dropped and instead joined Tom and the others on the ground. Tom returned her nod as she holstered her weapon. She had made the right choice. 

Meanwhile the second member of the RPG crew had already covered the distance to the chopper when Samson stepped out in front of him and brought up his Beretta. The shot passed through the man from less than three feet away. Clotheslined by the bullet, his head snapped back and for a second his legs continued, then he fell backward into the dirt. Killshot. ‘Take this, scumbag.’ Turning around to Jimmy, Samson’s grin froze. Eyes wide, shrapnel of bone exploded from his forehead, as a pirate’s bullet avenged his mate. Pistol raised, Samson swayed. Then his knees gave way and he fell atop the dead man in a flaccid hump. 

Amadou’s hand dug into Tom’s shoulder. The swollen ranks of the dead and dying were mere yards away now, each zealously moving according to their state of decay but all making steady progress. The rabid vanguard of joggers always came first. At first part of the mass, it would take but a sound, an item of interest, evidence of living existence, to draw them forward, widen their gait, and lead the pack. For most newly risen, agility would be but a brief advantage. Rigor mortis was a bitch, especially in the desert, where the sun, the wind and occasionally the salty ocean breezes penetrated skin and desiccated muscles with so much more efficiency. Now a group of five or more joggers were almost close enough to touch the fuselage. Tom knew he needed to move. It would be a choice between bullets and teeth. The metallic skid of Jimmy’s pistol clattering to the ground solved the conundrum. Jimmy had made his choice.

Desiccated hands slapped against the far side of the cockpit, as the pirates shifted fire away from the living. One of the men took a knee and waved Tom and the others over, meanwhile calmly training his Ak-47 on the approaching dead starting to round the nose of the chopper. 

Tom, Nadia, Amadou, and Anna jumped to a low crouch, duck walking across the field as the first bursts from the AK fizzed overhead. Jimmy and his crew quickly followed just as the first dead fingers, dry as Cuban cigars, reached for their fleshy targets.
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CHAPTER 2
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‘Out of the frying pan and into the fire.’ Tom leaned against the bricks and gazed into the gloomy space, its cool dampness belying the furnace outside.  A hot gust penetrated the porous walls, cooing through gaps like diseased breath through a broken ocarina. Nearby, Jimmy and his crew were locked in some kind of powwow, huddled together in a corner like a losing hockey team at the bottom of the last quarter. 

Tom tilted back his head and for a moment relished the finally drying sweat that had soaked every fibre of his shirt, by the time they had reached what he hoped would be a temporary refuge.

“That was a close one. Could have gone down very differently.” Amadou, eyes closed, likewise cooling his head against the bricks gave Jimmy a sour smirk. The had been saved unjustly. Now, in the far corner, with their backs turned, he wished he still had a gun. 

“Let it go.” Tom read his mind, and Amadou took a deep breath.  His family, or at least the only one he’d known since he was torn from his dying mother’s arms, was sitting next to him, perhaps not safe, but at least for now, sound. Tom was right. it was all that mattered.

Next to him, Nadia was cradling Anna’s head in her lap. The girl had shown incredible resilience, but that didn’t discount the fact that she was still very much a child. A child who, in the shortest space of time, had witnessed the untimely death of her mother in a land she neither understood and by now probably not cared for all that much, had survived more close calls than anyone could imagine, and seen the kind of things, no child, let alone any living human, should ever have to see. Anna shifted uneasily, heavy dreams sloshing back and forth between the warm comfort of Nadia’s hand upon her head and the garish throws of bloodied ghouls in endless pursuit. 

Nadia looked down at her and felt confused. She had never been the motherly type. In fact, quite the opposite. Ever since she had left Russia for the chauvinist company of her pilot countrymen in the plains of South Sudan, her talent for brashness had naturally blossomed, her brick headedness not only a shield, but an equalizer in an environment where femininity was still considered a weakness. And yet, since they had been plugged from the sea, she had strangely started to warm to what she had previously considered dead weight. Anna couldn’t run as fast as the adults. Anna was the ‘Zuenglein’, the lightweight tipping the scales, each time Tom had to make a decision, and not always in Nadia’s favour. Anna cried as children do. Anna couldn’t handle a weapon. The list went on... 

Nadia paused. She had almost forgotten. A lifetime ago, and tens of thousands of miles she, too, had once been Anna. It was hard to admit, but true. She had, if not forgotten, then unlearned to remember. Everyone had come to expect the abrupt, uncaring, pragmatic-to-the-point-of-obnoxious ice queen, the cunning, wiseguy (or was that wisegirl) Russian, blunt instrument. Somewhere along the line, the scales had tipped. Subdued by the need to survive, the little girl in her had been silenced, then banished. Emotions bothered her more than anything. She shivered. If only there was an emotional kill switch. 

“Are you alright?” Tom had watched her out of the corner of his eye. “She doesn’t bite, you know? We’ve trained her well like that.”

To his surprise, an angry tear snaked down Nadia dust-caked cheek.

“How did we all become this way.” Nadia whispered and stroked Anna’s hair.

“It’s easy to forget who we are in all this. Hell, even without all this.” Tom thought back to the time before he and Linda had made the move to Nairobi. “So, we need something to remind us, if not every day, at least once in a while.”

“This heart within me I can feel,” Amadou quietly recited, “and I judge that it exists. This world I can touch, and I likewise judge that it exists. There ends all my knowledge, and the rest is construction. Forever I shall be a stranger to myself. Or something like that.”

“Didn’t see that one coming,” Tom quipped. Both he and Nadia looked puzzled.

“Camus. Myth of Sisyphus, if I remember correctly.” Even in the gloom, Amadou’s teeth shone bright behind his smile.

“Who’d have thunk,” Tom grinned back. Nadia chuckled and hugged Anna.

Further back, deep inside the gloom of the cavernous building, behind what Tom had thought to be storage area for the kind of bric-a-brac accumulated in the course of the pirates’ daily business, something or someone shifted. He tensed. 

Amadou’s stretched his neck, probing the dark, as silence returned, sans the hushed conversations between Jimmy and his crew. Tom was just about to sit back against the wall and continue his trip down memory lane, when another noise snapped him back into the moment. A cough. The shuffle of a misplaced boot. An organic presence.

“One of them?” Amadou raised an eyebrow, already scanning the pile of junk for potential weapons.

“Last I checked, they don’t cough.” Whatever it was, it had caught Nadia’s attention as well. “Best check it out. Quietly.” Sporadic gunfire from adjacent roofs told them corpses were still scarping along the outside walls. Likely not many but probably enough to become a problem if they managed to breach the room’s rickety wooden door.

Tom dropped onto all fours and crept towards the junkyard pile in the middle of the sepulchral space, one hand exploring, searching, sweeping for obstacles in the descending dark. He cussed and his hand jerked back as if bit by a spider. The Jenga tower of dirty suitcases wobbled and swayed. Drizzles of sand descended, invading his nostrils. Tom’s vision blurred as he tried to suppress an inevitable sneeze. 

“Wǒmen zài zhèlǐ.” A voice whispered from the far end of the space.

“Chinese?” Tom wiped his nose and listened into the silence.

“Nǐ shì shéi?” To his surprise, it was Nadia who took over the conversation. Even in the dark she could see both Tom’s and Amadou’s eyes boring into hers for answers. her Russian accent making her sudden Mandarin sound even more arcane.

“What?” She shrugged. “Russia is queen of supplying countries’ wars, but China is king of buying them. You want to survive in Africa? You better know both!”

“That’s deep, Nadia.” Tom wasn’t sure what to make of the discovery. “So, what’s he saying?”

“Wait.” Nadia crept closer to the wall of junk.

“Nǐ shì shéi?” She repeated, this time more adamant.

“Wǒmen shì shuǐshǒu. Wǒmen zài zhèlǐ yǐjīng hěnjiǔle.” The answer came almost immediately. More shuffles, hushed voices, murmurs.

“Nǐmen.” Nadia paused, searching her rusty Mandarin for the right words. “Yǒu jǐ gè?”

“Wǒmen yǒu èrshí gèrén.” The voice sounded weak but confident.

“Ok, now for the rest of us non-Chinese, please?” Tom started to get irritated. He hated being left out of the loop. 

“Well, allow me...” Nadia grinned, relishing the moment. “I asked him who they were, and how many.” 

“And?!” Tom hissed impatiently.

“And...he says they are sailors, twenty of them, and that they have been here for a long time. That’s it.” 

Tom took a moment to digest the information. If they were Chinese sailors, they were, pardon the pun, very much in the same boat as he and his group. Whether allies or not, facing the same enemy was always a force multiplier. 

“Ask him, if there is anyone in his group who speaks English.” Tom still whispered, acutely aware that Jimmy and his team were now listening intently. 

“Xiǎozǔ zhōng yǒurén huì shuō yīngyǔ ma?” Nadia’s chest swelled. She was becoming more confident, her arcane Russian accent slowly disappearing. 

“A little,” came the shy response from another corner of the building.

“A little is good!” Tom tried to sound as friendly as possible. 

“Thank you,” the man responded abashedly, “only internet and movie English.” 

Tom imagined the other man smile in the dark. Tom looked down the length of the wall of junk. Abandoned remnants left behind by those who had come before him. Taken away without their possessions, to be sold, to be auctioned? Where would they be taken when the time came? 

With the entire regions succumbing to the virus and the dead coming back to life, selling the living for ransom was surely no longer the sustainable business it had once been. Buyers were either too busy saving their own behinds, or spending their money on suitable means of escape in a market where even the most mundane mode of transport had become a priceless commodity. Yes, Al-Shabab, religious extremists, terrorists had unleashed hell on the coast, expanding their influence and using the temporary power vacuum between the military powers of the living and the armies of the dead to their advantage. But in a world where live TV showed bodies torn apart by hands and teeth by the thousands, lobbing off the head of an infidel had likely lost much of its impact. 

With few buyers still in the market, the question now was how long it would take for the pirates to close a deal.

Tom couldn’t help but smile at the irony. The one fear drummed into every humanitarian worker was the fear of getting kidnapped. It was the one scenario none of the international organizations wanted to have to deal with. It had been painted as a coin toss between death sentence and a long, torturous wait for release by whatever means. 

Now, with no weapons to defend themselves, no food and no water, and thousands of ghouls roaming the countryside, it was release from captivity that would likely equate to a death sentence.  Captives, no matter how badly kept, cost money. Without a buyer, he feared, they would soon become an unsustainable burden to their captors, meaning only one thing...

“Is there a way through this crap?” Amadou derailed Tom’s train of thought.

“Wait, we will assist you.” The heavy Chinese accent came from the other side of the pile. Metal objects screeched, heavy items were being shifted like in a junkyard scuffle, as the sailors got to work. Moans from the outside, and a moment later the entrance responded with a perilous creak as the dead sought entry. Vying for an early bird place at the buffet inside fists pounded the walls, followed by wet smacks against stone, as sporadic pot shots from pirates found their mark.

“Shhhh...” The rest of the Chinese sailors hushed in a frightened chorus from the rear of the building.

“They’re right,” Tom cautioned the others. “We’re not in a hurry, so let’s do this as quietly as we can.” Tension quickly replaced haste, as both sides continued dismantling the pile in a virtual game of pick-up sticks, halting with abated breath each time the mount of oddments shrieked at the pull of its innards.

“Ya’ll go right ahead and get us killed!” Jimmy’s voice was unmistakeable, as was his contempt. “Why’d you wanna talk to some Chinese Popeye anyhow? We got enough problems on our own!”

Tom could feel the heat of Jimmy’s glare boring into his back but he chose to ignore it for now, Jimmy’s adversity only spurring him on. Until recently, he had felt indebted to the man he shared so much history with. First, for their rescue from the quarantine facility and later, for plucking them from certain death among the putrid detritus of the Indian Ocean. And yet, he could see now that Jimmy’s acts of philanthropy were ostensible, a tiny flipside to a much darker side of a coin they had already gotten a glimpse of. Back in Mombasa, he had tried to sell them out, plain and simple, and had it not been for being caught red-handed, who knows what untimely end they might have met at the hands of Omar, the white widow, Eupharm, or anyone else who had an unsavoury interest in what their secrets. He tapped the side of his boot. There, inside his sock just behind the collar, the irritation caused by the incongruous shape of the memory stick was as painful as it was comforting. Each time he had plugged the device into a machine, someone or something had soon targeted their location with uncanny precision. He had no doubt, someone had them locked in, following their every move. Who or what was calling the shots, though, was anybody’s guess. Eupharm, the military, the USG, the Kenyans? To any of these juggernauts, burying their secrets, was the next best alternative to capturing him and Anna alive. 

If only Jimmy had played it straight and kept his mouth shut. But no, he had to tell Omar in the hope of saving his own skin. And now more than likely the rest of the world, or at least their pursuers, knew about Anna’s immunity. Whether or not the latter was enough to make her a commodity prized enough not to be blown to smithereens at the first opportunity was something that was still to be seen, but Tom was under no illusion that at least for the global players, it would be just as easy to wipe the slate clean and start afresh, without the Damocles sword of intel in the hands of a lowly ex-soldier and his daughter hanging over their heads. 

Tom still wanted to confront Jimmy. For now, though, he would bide his time. There were bigger fish to fry. And besides, right this moment nobody was going anywhere.
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Eight hundred miles away, the exasperated operator felt chagrined by his own indecision. Yes, he decided, it was indecision, because instinctive cowardice was not a notion he was prepared to entertain. 

The last scheduled shift change was a distant memory, like sidewalks and café conversations, of life beyond the plain of rocks and this shitty plastic seat he shared with a half dozen others. Life beyond the measly little commissary, the rec room with its scratched DVDs, the age of its entertainment equipment more than belying the DoDs budget, the age of its movie offerings as old as the rocks poking through his flipflops whenever he and his squadron, finally broken by boredom, would make the trek across scorching razor-edged gravel to receive another dose of B-movie mania at the so-called entertainment centre.  

Squadron. The term still elicited a sad chuckle every time he heard it. He had dreamed of one day becoming a pilot, slicing up the skies at supersonic speed, obliterating pesky terrorists hiding in their caves, with MOABs, before zooming skywards ahead of a pyroclastic cloud of biblical proportions. Instead, some malign part of the universe had conspired differently. Thanks to a visual impairment obtained playing video games in preparation for a job he had viewed as his birth right, all the universe had done was swap the flimsy plastic grip of his console joystick for a military grade one, the stained brown armchair for an ergonomic seat, and his cousin’s poorly lit basement for the neon flicker of a UAV control container. He was a pilot alright. But the actual skies had been denied. 

At first, he had been able to pretend, immersing himself in the screens to the point where the bleak walls of the container became his troposphere, the space between his oversized headphones his cockpit. His stomach would rise and fall with the movement of the UAV, his head tilt in unison as imaginary G-forces pushed and pull at his insides. It was the suspension of disbelief reserved for rookies, the pimply, barely post-pubescent 20-something year olds lured by the prospect of a life of endless geekdom, bereft of the irritating adult responsibilities that lurked beyond uni.

Most of his fellow pilots seem to relish their careers. Those that didn’t, came and went quickly, moved on by a leadership that appreciated, no, demanded, the same enthusiasm from someone pushing a button in a metal tin in the middle of nowhere, as they did from a Black Ops operator pulling the trigger in a clandestine mission.

He was still able to fake it, but truth be told, his only enthusiasm nowadays came with conceptualizing a clean getaway from the shit storm that had been building around them for weeks. 

Routine flights over the gulf and aerial reconnaissance of overland coordinates provided by brass, had been replaced by low flyovers of what had initially looked like a mass migration of people, first to, and then away from major centres. Together with anecdotes relayed by crew returning from leave, telling of massive reinforcements landing all along the Kenyan coastline, it didn’t take a genius to figure out something very bad was gathering momentum. 

Then came Mombasa. Or better, it went. And with it, his missions had changed again. This time from monitoring frontlines and providing real time tactical information, to switching to thermal mode and searching for pockets of the living, friend or foe, in an ocean of the dead and dying.

He smirked. What was officially branded as efforts to gather intel for the purpose of surgical rescue missions, in reality was little more than brass evaluating the collateral damage and PR blowback potential in the event they abandoned the continent altogether. From what he could see, an increasingly likely scenario. 

Then Eupharm had arrived on scene and his mission had morphed yet again: Monitoring the movements of some whistle blower and his offspring threatening to cause some sort of corporate disaster. With a single call from his CO, he had turned into a corporate goon, a nanny for Big Pharma’s secrets on the run.  The same Big Pharma his dad had relied upon, back when he could still afford their exorbitantly priced products he depended upon for his survival. Ultimately, they had had to sell - first the car, then the house, then anything else left of value - all in hope of a cure that never came. In the end, Big Pharma won, his dad lost. It was the way of the world. The memory burned like a red-hot blade. The current assignment, thus, was not only the low point of his fading career, it killed whatever loyalty he had kept aside for a rainy day. 

In an impulsive act of rebellion, he had killed the targets’ signal back in Mombasa. Too late to prevent the coordinates to be relayed to tactical command, too late to prevent the Tomahawk launch from a nearby Arleigh Burke-class destroyer, but not too late to provide the group of survivors with a chance to get away. 

With the entire continent likely to fall, their escape, had been the only cliffhanger left. In the days that followed, he had itched to know what had happened to them and regretted not somehow having kept tabs on them. Keeping secrets wasn’t easy when your every move was monitored, but even he knew that with the world around them on fire, priorities currently lay elsewhere. 

A thump on the door, then another, reinforced the sentiment. He laughed a nervous laugh and turned up the aircon. Even in the Djiboutian desert, the apocalypse was alive and kicking. He looked into the corner. Squadron leader Krombacher.  He had not been his friend. Still, nobody deserved to go out like this. Black blood oozed from the cadaver in a singular trail, white fragments of bone sticking out against the sand-coloured floor like broken seashells. He shuddered, imagining Krombacher’s face beneath the soaked-through towel, frozen in fleshy grin like a Halloween pumpkin. A pang of guilt nipped, but with puppy teeth. The man had tried to eat him after all.  Not only that, but the arrival of Krombacher the corpse had added a terrifying dose of reality to what he had been watching on the screen array for weeks. Not Me, had been his first thought as Krombacher hands closed around his flight suit’s open collar, pulling him in for a chomp. Not Me, had echoed through his skull as it hit the desk, the drooling thing falling on top of him, teeth snapping, inches away from his face. Not Me, became his mantra as he fumbled for the second UAV control board, and tore it from its Cat-6 sinews, before bringing it down on Krombacher’s cranium with maximum force. The Krombacher incident had left him shaken but invigorated in a way he hadn’t felt since the day he had set eyes on the game console in his cousin’s basement for the first time - aeons ago, back when in the evenings feet still burned from the molten Midwestern summer asphalt and eyes stung from playing football in freshly mowed fields. Way before LEDs replaced daylight and both friends and foes were acquired, or dispatched, by the click of a mouse button. 

He checked himself over for the umpteenth time. Relieved that apart from a throbbing bruise on the back of his head, no physical damage had been done, he sat and watched the dead
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