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When I first started writing Dead Hemisphere, the plan was to tell the story in 300 pages or less. But the more I wrote, the more I not only enjoyed being in the presence of its characters, but found that to capture the many experiences East Africa and, more specifically, Kenya has granted and continues to provide me with, there was no way this could be accomplished. Kenya is a deep, colourful, and diverse place. Full of idiosyncrasies scattered like specks of imperfection that only serve to elevate. Elevate its rich culture, breath-taking beauty, genuine hospitality and warmth, juxtaposed rawness, unbelievable struggle and cruelty, altogether painting the entire spectrum of the human experience in an often chaotic palette of the surreal. A palette, which, as much as it can be confusing on an emotional level, to me paradoxically almost makes sense. It was therefore unavoidable to dive deeper into some of the tapestry of life in East Africa, and Nairobi in particular. Nairobi, if I had to describe it in one sentence, is the proverbial pressure cooker of the contradictory, the bright and the abysmal dark, confoundingly colourful and the despondently bleak. It is a beacon of the human spirit and the depths of its depravation, both oddly coexisting, much like the inhabitants of its fauna, where the giraffe and the lion, the gazelle and the leopard, the dik-dik and the cheetah, all live and die in eternal existential struggle. Nature in its purest form. You either like it, or you hate it, but it makes little difference. It is, as they say, what it is. We adapt and overcome, we fight, we win, and we lose, but regardless of how we play the game, we all end up in the same place. This life lesson is nowhere more on display than in Nairobi. 

But you didn’t buy this book to read about my probably skewed views of Kenya or its capital. Plenty has been written about the subject, and everyone’s experience is different. So, back to the subject at hand: I thought I was writing a single-part tale but soon discovered that was unlikely to happen. The story subsequently grew and kept growing, with a third part now in the works. But I am leaping ahead. In DEAD HEMISPHERE, Book 1, we followed Tom and his band of survivors as they battled their way out of the Congo and along the arduous road to South Sudan, in the end reaching its capital, Juba. With the secret behind the outbreak in Tom’s possession, racing against time to reach his family, all the while pursued by Eupharm, the military, and the dead, our survivors finally secured air transport. Now, on their way to Nairobi, the real fight begins... 

I hope that you, I stipulate a fan of the genre just like me, will enjoy reading the story’s continuation, once again, just as I enjoyed writing it. I am neither a literary genius nor an artist. Just a guy living in Kenya, who happens to share some of the protagonist’s professional path. I have tried to keep things honest and avoid mistakes, but as is with life itself, nothing is perfect. Consequently and as ever, I, therefore, ask your indulgence in the spirit of suspension of disbelief. It also wouldn’t be a DEAD HEMISPHERE foreword without another quote from the godfather of Zombies, George A. Romero:

“My stories are about humans and how they react, or fail to react, or react stupidly. I'm pointing the finger at us, not at the zombies. I try to respect and sympathize with the zombies as much as possible.”

― George A. Romero

The black Keres, clashing their white teeth,

Grim-faced, shaggy, blood-bespattered, dread,

Kept struggling for the fallen. They all wanted

To drink black blood. Whom first they caught.

Lying or fallen newly wounded, around him

They threw their might talons, and the

shade to Hades

Went, in icy Tartarus. Their hearts were glutted

With human blood: they threw away the corpse

And back to the tumult and fighting rushed, in new desire

(Verses 248-257)

Hesiod, The Shield of Heracles
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They came in the night. First, a screech, then muffled steps. A shadow past the window, a thump on the door. One at first, then others. Kerubo cowered in the corner, next to her bed. Her brothers had left that afternoon. ‘A quick trip into town,’ they had said, 'to gather supplies'. They had not returned. She prayed to the spirits of her mother and father. She had been too young to remember when they passed, but somehow she saw them every time she summoned their image. And this was one of those times. A small tattered bible lay on the bedside table, an old tea crate. ‘Kenya KAPKO PF’ stencilled in large letters. 

She clutched the book and retreated further into the corner, fixated on the net curtains like veils over something not to be seen by human eyes. Night runners had been part of local folklore as long as there had been people in this part of the country, and Kakamega was no exception. From super-human strength and demonic possession to witchcraft and strange rituals, night runners were rumoured to stalk the villages, terrorising the local population in the dead of night. It went beyond stories merely designed to frighten children. Even adults would rarely venture outside at night, and the phenomenon was spoken about but in hushed tones around fireplaces the county over. People displaying unusual behaviour in broad daylight were quickly labelled as belonging to the cult and scorned by the community. Few admitted they were following the practice, and many who did were impostors. A hyrax screaming in the night, a branch hitting the roof or an animal moving through the underbrush, was enough to ignite people’s imagination at the best of times. But night runners, Kerubo knew for certain, were something else entirely. And although she had never before experienced them herself before, there was little doubt that right there and then they had finally come for her. 

She whimpered, tears glistening in the moon’s pale light dousing the small house’s exterior in a ghostly glow. Feet shuffling. Something bumped into the rain barrel, and it responded with a hollow thud. Kerubo cursed her brothers. It wasn’t the first time the pub had prevented them from making their way home. If only dad were still alive. They would be in for a beating and a few nights of sleeping out in the old mud hut kitchen, now derelict and normally reserved for the chickens. It would serve them right. As it stood though, since their parents’ fatal accident, it had been her brothers that had taken over the farm; and, in doing so, appointed her their domestic servant. Between the little income rendered by their meagre maize production and the brothers' proclivity for the odd Tusker or three, attending school had become an unaffordable luxury and her future, thus, shrouded in even more uncertainty. 

Now, pressed into the corner of her scarcely furnished room, shivering and alone, she felt angry more than anything. It was enough that her brothers had taken to dismantling what had been a reasonably positive prospect for her life and terrorising her with their ceaseless array of petty demands and threats on a daily basis. She didn’t need some possessed villager to come to her house and continue their reign of intimidation and scaremongering. With her back against the rough plaster, careful not to topple over the pile of old school books next to the bed, she rose to her feet. 

Another knock on the main door. Silently, she stole across the room and unlocked her door. The mechanism released with a frighteningly loud ‘Shklack,’ and for a moment, she feared the shadows outside would follow the noise, but instead, the shuffling moved further towards the front door. Passing the living room’s small fireplace in the dark, Kerubo grabbed the fire iron. She weighed the comforting, cool metal in her hands and crept forward. She was getting closer to the wooden door now. The sound of breaking glass. A bottle smashing on a rock in the yard. Someone was staggering around outside. Staggering like drunk. She held her breath, her anger growing by the second. This was no night runner. This was one of her brothers, finally having found his way home but too drunk to even open the door. Her knuckles turned white as her grip on the fire iron tightened. If he thought he could get away with this, he would have another thing coming. The glass of the photo frame with a picture of their parents reflected a single beam of moonlight, flooding through the small squares of windowpane set into cast iron grilles. Two people in their prime, proud, in their Sunday best, in front of the mud hut where she would be born a few years later. It was the only photo of her parents remaining and one she cherished even more than the leather-bound traveller’s bible bequeathed to her by her grandmother. ‘Look at your lost son, fumbling about in the dark outside. If only you were there to guide us, mum and dad. Or at least give him the beating he deserves.’ She smiled at the two faces frozen in time in the wrinkled black and white print. Another thump on the front door. 

‘That’s it. I have had it with you.’ Raising the iron with one hand, her fingers of the other curled around the door handle. ‘One. Two. Three.’ With one swift motion, Kerubo pulled open the door and stepped into the pale grey of the front yard, swinging the iron like a mad conductor. The response was immediate. A sorrowful moan ate the night. A second later, and more followed. She pivoted in its direction, already taking a small step back towards the safety of the house. A breeze kicked up. The sweet scent of fresh-cut grass fled the scene, instantly replaced by something else. The stink of sickness, the odour of death. Even the clouds pulled away, lifting like a curtain from a stage. The familiar outline of a figure, silhouetted, almost black against the full moon. Her brother staggered towards her, his right foot standing out at an odd angle. His mouth opened, and another, even deeper moan escaped with a foulness that had her fight not to gag. 

“Look at you,” Kerubo yelled, trying hard not to hit him straight away. “Look at your state. Mum and dad would be ashamed. Have you no pride left?” There was no response. Instead, her brother quickened his unsteady stagger towards her. 

He was close now. Close enough to almost touch her. 

“Don’t you dare come near me,” she pointed the iron squarely at his face. Another step and she would have to use it. “I am warning you.” She was about to raise the poker above her head when her brother fell forward. She shrieked. Icy fingers dug into her shoulders as he brought his face closer to hers, leaning in as if to try and regain his balance. “Oh no, you won’t!” Tearing herself free, she half-stumbled back into the house, and the dark figure followed, its hands searching for the elusive hold. 

Barely on her feet, she slammed the door. A painful thwack and his head connected, then it swung back open. He fell forward and onto the red brick floor, his limbs sprawling out as if trying to get away from him. ‘Not so much as a yelp. He must be drunk or hurt, or both.’ As much as she hated his drinking, there was something unusual, something odd about all this. He could be an imbecile at times, obnoxious even, but he had never lost control. Not like this. 

“Are you Ok, Nelson?” She put down the iron and knelt next to him. His arms and legs seemed to twitch, perhaps convulse even, as he struggled to get back to his feet. She touched his head and recoiled. Cold and lifeless, his skin had the waxy feel of a corpse. “What has happened to you?”

Again, there was no response. Not even a breath. In fact, the closer she looked, the more she was convinced that he wasn’t breathing at all. Deeply concerned now, she placed an ear near his darkened features. Nothing but the foul stench of disease and decay. Then he turned his face. His snapping jaws missed her by a hair’s breadth. His feet gaining renewed hold in the ridges of the uneven floor and his hands finally again obeying his command, he slowly rose. Dark spittle accumulated and dripped onto the bricks, his teeth chattering as they chomped at thin air. Eyes probing the dark interior in front of him, he barely noticed the shadow slipping past. If there was one thing life in rural Kenya had taught her, it was that houses seldom afforded the safety they commonly stood for. A torch, a match, and a cup full of fuel, and almost anything could be reduced to ashes in no time. Houses were death traps. The open, the underbrush, the grassland, and fields, offered not only protection but escape. Running from danger, for many, was as routine as fetching water and virtually ingrained in their DNA. Kerubo was no exception. 

Dew announced the wee hours of the morning, and the soles of her bare feet slapped against the wet grass as she gained distance from the house. Her mind raced, only outpaced by the speed of her stride. Yelling for help would be to no avail. Neighbours were far and few between, and those that were within reach weren’t likely to rush to her aid. As much as they called themselves a community, when it came to trouble, as history had shown, it was each for themselves. The pastor! Despite the strain starting to show, she smiled. He wasn’t close exactly, but she knew him well enough. He was a kind man and one that had been known to visit people’s homes even in the middle of the night, whenever the need called for it. Somewhere behind her, a wail erupted and others followed. Within seconds, the bush came alive with the sound of snapping branches and the night air filled with an unholy chorus of sorrow and agony. The path ahead seemed to narrow as whatever it was closed in. She pushed herself to her very limits now, and yet, time seemed to slow as if she was wading through molasses. A clearing appeared up ahead. Illuminated by the moon, it sat like a beacon of hope. From there, she would veer down the road to the left, and from there, it would be a mere two miles to the pastor’s house. \

She was less than 50 yards away when she noticed the shadows creeping into the circle of light from the underbrush. Nibbling away at its edges at first, with each of her steps, they consumed more and more of it. It was hard to see what it was, and she felt fear tugging at her pounding heart, but it was too late to turn back. She needed to push through and push on. Movement meant life. Hesitation brought death. Just up ahead, the beacon that had been the clearing was almost extinguished now. With each of her steps, in the remaining light, the shadows turned into forms, then figures. There were dozens of them. Frightened, she looked over her shoulder for a way out and gasped. Behind her, more shadows burst from the underbrush in an endless stream, snaking towards her along the path she had taken. Their wails’ deafening crescendo replaced the sound of her own pulse in her ears and the wheezing of her breath, threatening to give out at any moment. 

Another couple of yards, and she could see she was surrounded. Her eyes darted back and forth between the two streams of dark figures about to converge on her position, desperately searching for an opening. There. The shade tree. How could she forget. It had been a landmark as much as a meeting point for kids after school. Back when she was a little girl, it had provided both playground and shelter, not just to the children, but to many a farmer in need of rest on his way home from the fields after a long day. Now, God willing, it would provide rescue. Half-jumping over the tall grass lining the road, she reached the tree within seconds and, using hands and feet just as they had practised as children a million times before, clambered up onto the first branch above. She had barely pulled up her feet when the stream of figures arrived pooling around the bottom of the tree like a flood of raw effluvium. In an instant, dozens of hands reached skyward as if worshipping her warm flesh. Grappling and grabbing, fingers raked across the trunk’s dry bark, breaking nails and shredding flesh, leaving dark streaks of blood dripping into the red soil below like rivulets of tarry sap. Moonlight wrestling heavy cloud swept across the landscape, painting individual features in pale grey one minute and returning them to the homogenous undulating mass the next. Here and there, a face would stand out from the crowd. Sometimes a neighbour, and at others an acquaintance from the village, but never long enough to be sure, the lot nothing but grotesque monikers of their former selves. She climbed higher and excitement rippled through the crowd with her every move. She knew the tree like she did her own room, its branches as familiar as a loved one’s embrace. Being of slight build, she had won each and every time their competition who could get to the very top. Beating the boys at their own game had brought her great satisfaction and an admiration ordinarily reserved for one of their own. Now all she wanted was to get away as far as possible, climb all the way into the thin branches with the dense foliage and concealment from the prying eyes beneath. But she knew where to stop. Poking her head through the leaves and into the open night, she sucked in the cool unadulterated air and rested against the tree’s thinning trunk swaying lightly under her weight. 

What would come next? It didn’t matter so much at this very moment. For now, all she could do was wait, something she had gotten good at over the years. She smiled at the irony. All this time, she had prayed fervently for a sign, for something to change, something to yank her out of the confines of her tormented existence. But this was not what she had had in mind. The curtain of clouds once again closed, and with it arrived the unmistakable smell of rain. Soon enough, the first pitter-patter of drops on leaves echoed through the bush like tap dance. A grumble of thunder in the distance distance heralded what would follow. Flashes of lightning, distant at first but gaining, strobed across the landscape. 

She counted. ‘One. Two. Three...’ She got to ten when a thunderclap sent a shockwave through the bush. The storm was now less than two miles away. Far below her, confusion spread through the crowd of infected. Some stayed true to their objective, while others wandered off, drawn away by the mysterious sounds around them. A blinding flash of lightning struck a pole at the crossroads, cutting the wire and sending sparks into the night in a fireworks display. The thunder’s reply was immediate. Gusts of wind sent her temporary shelter swaying dangerously back and forth, and she held on for dear life. Its trunk creaked under the strain, and she was not sure it would hold for much longer. The dead wailed. Ecstatically welcoming the heaven’s display they rushed towards whatever drew them in groups, some to the blaze that engulfed the pole, others into the bush in pursuit of the elusive thunder, yet others drawn to the dance of shadows cast by their peers in the brief flashes of white light. Drenched to the bone, Kerubo ever-so-slowly slid down to the sturdier branches, careful not to let her movement rekindle their interest. As if to thank her, the tree stopped swaying. The thunderclaps were on the move, as was the lightning. Carried by the wet gusts, they wreaked their havoc elsewhere, and within minutes she estimated they had drifted at least a mile to the west along the village road, with much of the crowd in tow. She ventured a peek through the foliage. The ones that remained seemed almost bored now, just standing around, heads slightly tilted and swaying in the residual breeze much like the trees around them. Her mind slowly settling, she continued to observe them.  What had happened for them to turn into what they were now? And what exactly were they? She studied their freakish forms and couldn’t help but feel pity. As much as they had pursued her, they didn’t deserve what someone or something had done to them, to turn into the mindless things she was looking at now. Bereft of any reasoning power, it seemed, and driven but by external stimuli of sorts, they had been reduced to mindless hunters. And yet hunters, animal or human, still had the ability to coordinate, to communicate on some level. From what she was seeing now, they had lost all but the most rudimentary capacities and no longer interacted with anyone or anything in any meaningful way, if at all. 

She thought about her brother and how he had stood there in the dark outside the house, much like the people now gathered around the tree. Mob violence, even lynchings, if rare, still did happen, and people, in general, were easily roused and motivated to commit acts they as individuals might never consider. This was true not just for her area, but as far as she could tell, the world over. The sound of her brother’s jaws snapping at her face would be etched into her memory forever, not just for what it was but for what it stood for: these things’ desire to claw into her, to tear her apart with their own hands and teeth, was not just perverse, it was inhuman. That was it! Whatever had happened to them had stripped away their humanity and left but an empty shell, the only resident desire left within the hunger to fill the void. The questions in her head outweighed the answers. In her present predicament, there was little else she could do but to accept the fact and somehow find a way out of this. Her wet clothes steaming in the rising damp, she leaned back against the trunk and shivered. She would make her move at first daylight. If the demeanor of the things below was anything to go by, then she would have seconds to make her getaway before they snapped out of their trance and gave chase, probably drawing others with them from nearby in the process. If only she could get to the end of the road, where it met the highway. Morning was always a busy time there, matatus connecting the Ugandan border crossing with the rest of the country, trucks ferrying goods for import and export, and livestock transports carting cattle to abattoirs across the border for processing. It would not be difficult to hitch a ride.

Eventually, morning arrived as it always did, and with it a renewed spark of resolve. Exhausted from the night’s events and freezing, she had dozed for the last couple of hours. But now, as the warmth of the sun’s first rays touched her skin through damp clothes, life returned and she eagerly inspected the immediate surroundings. A handful of things still stood where they had before, but the rest had virtually dispersed, with a few stragglers still struggling through the thick foliage of the underbrush across the road. The wailing and moaning had stopped. Instead, the only sound was an occasional snarl and gargle, the kind of creepy wheezing noise only the terminally ill or dying would make. 

Like a long jumper, she imagined her steps, counting them out and visualising her every move. She would hit the ground on the opposite side, where a slight slope would not only lessen the impact but buy her a few precious seconds before the things would notice her presence among them. From there, she estimated it would be a short sprint to the road and beyond that, another 20 minutes to the highway, tops. The move went almost as planned. Instead of jumping, Kerubo silently dropped down from the branch and into a small bush below. The rustle of branches and leaves barely giving away a human presence, the things on the other side of the tree showed little interest. Not until she rounded the trunk in a wide arc, her fast-moving silhouette ringing the virtual dinner bell and causing the small group of things to virtually fall over each other to give chase. With only a few more yards to the road, she looked back. 

The infected had resumed their uncoordinated stagger, but, nimbler than she had given them credit for, almost kept pace. She would need to pull out all the stops if she was to gain any significant distance. Daylight helped and hindered at the same time. She could now clearly see the road ahead, but footsteps in the underbrush instantly let her know that the things stumbling around in the bush, likewise, could now see exactly where they needed to go. She reached the crossroads and was just about to turn when the first of them again broke through the bushes and onto the path immediately behind her. Sweating and panting, sharp rocks cutting into the soles of her feet, she pushed on, praying with every stride that the road would stay clear. She could hear them again now, just as she had the night before. Wailing, moaning, snarling with hunger and greed. The morning heat carried their stench and invaded her nostrils as her lungs screamed for air. 

The gunshot came out of nowhere. The bullet whizzed past her head, and she dove to the ground, the gravel cutting into her arms and peeling the skin off her hands and forearms like a myriad of dirty little blades. She covered her head, fully expecting the next shot to find its target, but instead, an entire barrage of rounds exploded, spitting forth their payloads into the pursuing mob behind her. Ears ringing from the explosions, she tried to get a glimpse of the shooters. “Stay down! And don’t move!” A voice shouted, barely audible over the sustained fire, and she complied. She could year bodies falling to the ground and the wet impact of stray rounds sending others back into the bushes. Gravel jumped and stung her calves. Something cold and viscous sprayed and ran down her legs, and she felt a stiff hand drop onto her ankle. The firing continued. For how long, it was hard to say, but she didn’t care. Whoever was doing the shooting clearly wasn’t intent on doing her any harm, which after the events of the night was a welcome change. A few more snarls, a slight gargle from nearby, a branch breaking and hitting the road, and then it all stopped. “Clear!” It was the same voice as before, but closer this time. “Clear!” came the response from somewhere further away. Weapons were being reloaded, and new magazines settled into their slots with obedient clicks. “You. You on the ground.” The voice addressed her, and she carefully raised her head. A dozen or so soldiers stood less than 30 yards away, a dozen or so guns now pointing directly at her face.

“Are you injured?” The older soldier in the middle of the group asked. “I don't think so,” she replied as honestly as she could. Still reeling from the events, it was hard to tell. “What I am asking is: were you bit?” The tone of the soldier’s voice made no bones about the fact that the wrong answer would unlikely result in a happy ending. And yet she didn’t really understand the question. 

“Bit?’ “Um, no. I haven’t been bit,” she shrugged, still trying to figure out what all this meant. 

“You can get up then,” the soldier instructed, before turning to his men. “We’re done here. Take five and then form up. The sooner we get out of here, the better.” They turned and began walking back down the road towards the village. 

“Hey, who are you and where are you going?” Kerubo was still perplexed at the sudden turn of events, but going by what she had just experienced, there was no doubt that something bigger was afoot than she had thought. 

These were Kenyan troops. Not GSU or another Police force, but Kenyan soldiers. It didn’t take much to figure out things had to be dire. “I am coming with you!” She wiped black goo from her legs, dusted herself off, and caught up with them before the older soldier had a chance to reply. Much to her surprise, though, he didn’t protest. 

“We can take you as far as Eldoret, but then you are on your own. As long as you don’t slow us down.” 

“Thank you.” She knew better than to be too inquisitive. ‘Take the gift of rescue and ask questions later.’ She followed them as they walked down the road in virtual silence, the abrasions on the palms of her hands and forearms burning like fire. 

“Here,” the soldier handed her a clinical wipe. “It will sting like crazy, but it will keep it from getting infected.” For a moment, she thought she could see a smile flicker across his hardened features.

She nodded, applied the tissue, and grimaced. He wasn’t wrong. They passed the village, where the aftermath of the troops' arrival lay, mostly headless or face-down in the sodden dirt. Brass casings, black blood, and red soil. From what she could see, not a single living thing remained. She sobbed and quickly wiped away the tears, but nothing escaped the older soldier leading the way. 

“I know,” he said with a hint of sadness. “People think killing is easy for us, just because we wear a uniform.” He stopped, turned, and looked deep into her eyes. “These were our people, too.” And with that, they continued to walk in silence, mumbling the odd sombre prayer or two, while the first flies began to feast on death’s buffet. 

The army trucks were parked neatly along the highway, a handful of sentinels keeping a watchful eye in all directions. Without further instructions, they boarded the tarp-covered truck beds, Kerubo taking a seat by the tailgate, from where she could look out into the open landscape. Nobody would see her cry there, and as they pulled away from the village, her tears flowed freely, their stream and her prayer bound together as a last sacrament for those who would not receive any other.

“Where will you go?” the older soldier had to shout over the truck’s engine and the rattling of its chassis in the headwind. 

She hadn’t thought it through, but somehow Nairobi had been on her mind even before the night’s events. People often spoke ill about the big city. From the old and tired ‘Nairobbery’ to ‘Silicon Savannah’ and other nicknames, for most rural folk who sought to make a better life for themselves, the self-titled ‘Green City in the Sun’ offered little of the warmth the name implied. Most spent their days toiling away just as they did before, having traded the field for a factory, their farmhouse for a single room, and the safety of their family for the company of hustlers. But she had never been one to be easily deterred. Besides, what she might have called home had just evaporated before her very own eyes. 

“Nairobi,” Kerubo shrugged. At least there was safety in numbers there. “And you?” 

The older soldier stared at the tarp across the truck bed. “We will stay in Eldoret and respond as needed.”

“You mean, there is more?” A chill crept up her spine. Of course, there was. How could she think this possession, disease, or whatever it was, had only dropped in on her village alone. She shook her head. It was all too much to contemplate for now. 

“You best head as far east as you can, young lady,” the older soldier smiled a weak smile and handed her a packet of biscuits. “That is all you need to know.” 

And it was all that she needed to hear. For now, it would be Nairobi, and from there, Mombasa, maybe, until things settled down. But there was no way they would let this thing advance that far. The government had always known how to protect itself. Besides, there was too much at stake. Yes, for now, it would be Nairobi. The safety of Nairobi. The truck bucked and rattled, and the wind carried her thoughts away and back to her parents. She wondered whether she could ever retrieve that picture still on the wall. There would be no more family photos now. Whatever was left had been extinguished by this curse. She only hoped her brothers had been shown the soldier’s mercy. Contemplating the alternative was not something she was prepared to do, least of all for her own sanity. 

She would make time to mourn the dead later. That much she owed them. 

Then she would be free.
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For most of the flight, everyone kept to themselves. Each survivor either lost in thoughts or keeping themselves busy by going through their meagre supplies over and over again. Oddly, only Papillon seemed comfortable enough. Sprawled out in the aisle between the last two rows of seats, his roaring snore easily could have been mistaken for an engine malfunction. 

Tom had used the last three hours taking a crash course in civil aviation. He had spent plenty of time in military choppers, but handling the boxy single prop was an entirely different story. Thankfully Nadia, despite her occasional roughness, not only answered all his questions but even ran him through the basics of take-off, landing, and in-flight controls. It was nothing that could replace some actual flight-hours, but Tom figured even the most basic knowledge might one day help get him out of a pickle. Besides, his growing excitement at the prospect of seeing Julie and Anna needed to be kept in check, and this was a good way to keep his mind occupied. One mistake at this stage could spell the end of it all for him, his family, and the group. Focus was what had saved him so far, and it would be the one thing he wouldn’t let go until he knew for sure they were all safe. 

“Another 45 minutes, and we’ll be landing.” Nadia removed her headphones and shouted into the back of the cabin. 

“Better, get ready,” Tom followed suit. “You know what to do.”

The others again checked their packs - a ritual Tom had drilled into them from the day they met – topped up their magazines and inspected their weapons. With the initial checks complete, they lined up their rucksacks along with their rifles in a neat row next to the exit. In the event of a rapid bailout, one person getting snared by a slung rifle or pack could prove fatal. Sidearms were holstered and secured. Gautier, David, Amadou, and Papillon took their seats port and starboard, aft of the hatch. Tom nodded with satisfaction as he watched the group flawlessly go over the routine he had instilled in them. 

Nadia, in anticipation of their approach into Nairobi, reduced airspeed and increased the rate of descent. Tom again focused on her every move as she registered control-responses and read the dials. A sudden shudder through the plane had him look up at her. To his concern, even Nadia seemed surprised. She pushed the throttle, increasing their airspeed, and the shudder disappeared. 

“What was that?” Tom asked into his headphone’s microphone but received no response. 

Instead, Nadia again reduced throttle and stared at the instrument panel. There it was again. Starting off as a small vibration, it quickly grew into a shudder of worrying intensity, rattling fixtures and making noises Tom was sure weren’t meant to be coming from any running engine. Finally, Nadia pointed at the RPM dial. Pulling off her headphones, she leaned over. 

“Something is not right. Whenever we dip below 1700...there is an imbalance somewhere.” 

Confounded, Tom gave her a blank look. 

“Remember that deadhead we hit on take-off?” Nadia raised her eyebrows. 

“This is a Cessna, not a T-90 tank!” 

Tom immediately understood. He had been sceptical of their ability to complete takeoff following the collision but all the more relieved when they had reached cruising altitude without issues. Now, it seemed, the ghosts of the recent past had come back to haunt them. 

“What happens now?” 

He felt silly to even ask. The limited number of scenarios ranged from the evident to the downright obvious. 

“We land.” Nadia shrugged, adding, “Oh, and we only get one try.” 

Tom nodded, trying to feign confidence. Nairobi was as heavy a built-up urban environment as they came. There would be little or no alternate landing sites, other than perhaps National Park, where packed Land Rovers carted around rich tourists eager to take snapshots of Kenya’s apex predators. Considering recent events, Tom couldn't help but wonder for a moment whether 'apex predators' was still the correct term. He hadn't seen the dead attack animals yet, but as far as he was concerned, they sure gave everyone else a good run for the top of the food chain. 

Not only did Nairobi offer little in the way of immediate landing opportunities, but their chosen airport also did not exactly provide a clear approach. The slums of Kibera on one side, swathes of newly-constructed apartment blocks on the other, and arterial feeder routes to and from the city center between. The resulting obstacle course would require a rapid, but controlled descent. Not a tactic that seemed available given the current state of their plane. Within 20 minutes, they crossed the main highway leading west to Nakuru. Well known the world over for its flamingo colonies and within 3 hours’ drive of the city, it had been one of the first destinations he and Julie had marked on their map of places to visit. 

Nadia further reduced engine power, and as expected, the plane responded violently. Inside the cabin, it felt as if the engine wanted to free itself from its confines, vibrating with such force that it threatened to undo every bolt and shake loose every crimp that held together the fuselage. Apartment rooftops and office buildings streamed past below, speed blending them into a dizzying monochromatic blur. Much to Tom’s concern, the plane now dropped even more rapidly. Nadia remained focused on the panel, but otherwise gave nothing but the impression that to her this was but another day at the office. The dying engine screamed, and the fuselage groaned, the plane hanging on by but the goodwill of its passengers. Tom was about to yell something towards the back across the racket of when suddenly it all fell silent. In one last upheaval, the motor spat, rattled, and died. Now there was nothing but the whistling wind outside, howling as it rushed past the lowered flaps. 

“Now or never,” Nadia stated matter-of-factly. 

As if to emphasize her words, a loud thump echoed through the cabin like a punch to the gut as the fixed landing gear collided with a transponder mast. They were committed now. Things were happening fast. Too fast for comfort. Tom felt his fingernails dig into the armrest. Another thump from the undercarriage. The terrain ahead opened up, revealing the landing strip. 

Wilson was nothing like its big cousin, Jomo Kenyatta International Airport. Used mostly by smaller charter airlines, private pilots, and UN flights servicing domestic and nearby ‘international’ locations like Mogadishu, it offered little to get excited about. Only marginally more developed than Juba airport, it had seen little improvements since the 1980s, and with its lack of facilities and bare-bones approach to services, it represented but a necessary evil to most. It had once occupied a wide-open area on the outskirts of town, but in the last two decades, the city had witnessed a virtual explosion of urbanization. As a result, a growing number of residential developments had not just risen all around the small airport but eventually encroached, ever-shrinking its once impressive expanse.

To make matters worse, in recent months it had seen a surge in activity. UN flights transporting staff and equipment to the Congo and Kenya’s border regions to address the growing pandemic concerns had increased at least twofold. A wry smile flickered across Tom’s face as he thought about the ineptitude that he had seen and which appeared to permeate every agency he had come into contact with during his brief time in country. The sweeping virus had turned into yet another, albeit more lethal example of the international community’s failure to cut through the red tape when it counted the most. 

Gliding in on a prayer, the activity on and around the airstrip appeared more frantic than ever. Smaller variants of their own transport competed for take-off, while other planes were still being loaded. Owners, anyone, and everyone who knew anything about commandeering a light aircraft fought over the remaining crafts. The access roads to the main entrance were choked with traffic. In typical Nairobi fashion, two feeder routes had become four-lane dead-ends. Everybody had tried to find an alternate way to bypass, to beat the main thoroughfare to the entrance. Tom strained to make out what was happening. There were rings of security forces, two-deep, around the perimeter. Bounding as they retreated closer to the building, they fired into the approaching restive crowd. Some people appeared to be fighting among themselves. Each confrontation sent ripples through the throng of people, the living and the dead locked in desperate struggle. One fighting for survival, the other for dominion. A loud crack near his head and Tom ducked down into the footwell, in time to see the engine cover dislodge and bounce off the windscreen. The pit of his stomach lifted as the Caravan dropped. Now mere meters above the approaching airstrip and with a speed that seemed to defy the odds of landing within its limits. 

The impact was bone-shattering. The plane’s landing gear groaned as it bounced onto the tarmac. Once, twice, and then one more time at full force. Its struts twisted and creaked like nails on chalkboard. The left rear wheel gave way, and the Caravan banked sharply. Bare metal ploughed into the asphalt, sending a fiery stream of sparks into the air all around them. The plane spun around and immediately tilted to the left, its speed forcing the left wing to connect with the airstrip. It ploughed into the ground and ripped from the rest of fuselage, turning into a hurtling spinning-top on its path down the runway. There was no time to panic, everyone inside desperate to avoid being tossed about inside what had suddenly turned into a horizontal tumble dryer. Just as the skidding plane completed another rotation, Nadia braced herself against the yoke and pushed the remaining breaks as hard as she could, but the sudden resistance proved too much to handle for the front wheel. The cockpit angled downward as the plane’s nose ground into the asphalt below. Its undercarriage ripped open, oil and fuel sprayed upward in a massive arterial spurt. Smoke began to rise, filling the cabin with the acrid smell of burning rubber. As if making one last stand, now with its nose down, the force of the plane’s remaining momentum lifted the Caravan’s empennage high into the air, before sending it back down. With crushing force, it finally come to a halt. Tom’s head throbbed from the impact, and the fumes stung his eyes. The sudden silence was deafening. For a while, everything remained still inside the dented tin that had been their transport. Someone coughed in the back of the plane. He could hear movement as the others started pulling, or better, putting themselves back together. 

“Everyone Ok?” Tom called out through the veil of blood running from a cut inside his hairline. 

Across from him, Nadia was already lifting herself up over the cockpit panel to get a better look at the front of the plane. Smoke continued to bellow from the blackened cavity of twisted metal, tubes, and wiring that until less than 5 hours ago had been a pristine aircraft engine. 

“We better move. I see some flames.” Nadia squinted, trying to get a closer look. 

“You don’t say,” Tom almost laughed at her absurd calm. 

Slowly but surely, the others responded. Miraculously nobody seemed injured. At least not severely, with bumps and bruises, the only apparent result of their dramatic landing. The crackle of flames from the front renewed everyone's resolve, and within seconds a flurry of activity ensued. They gathered whatever gear they could find in the mess of seat covers, broken fixtures, and scattered contents of packs ripped open on impact. They had already lined up towards the rear with Papillon getting ready to kick open the hatch when Tom indicated for him to halt. Through the few remaining windows, he had seen movement near the plane. There had been no sirens or truck engines indicating anyone had been sent to their rescue. Just before landing, Tom thought he had seen the large cyclone fence gate to the side of the main building open, allowing the crowd to flood into the airport grounds past the remaining security forces. He couldn't be certain whether the gates had been taken by force. But whatever the cause, the airfield would likely be teeming with people. Living or dead was anybody’s guess.

“See anything?” Amadou, Gautier, and David had also started inspecting the immediate area for threats, while Papillon stood by, ready to free them from confines of their smoky prison.

Just outside, a lone figure staggered by, then another. On their way towards the terminal, neither paid attention to the wreck or its occupants. Apart from this, the immediate area seemed clear. 

On Tom’s signal, Papillon’s heavy boot connected with the door, propelling it outward like the lid on a jack-in-the-box. He jumped out first and received the remaining gear before the rest of the group joined him towards the back of the fuselage. Crouching down with their backs against the plane’s crumpled tail, they took in their new surroundings. As much as a quick and trouble-free landing would have saved a lot of agony, as it turned out, the protracted skid had carried them into a more remote area. Here, aside from the wind rippling the uncut grass and the odd bird or two hopping around near the fence line less than 100 yards away, nothing stirred. The atmosphere felt almost serene. Up ahead in the distance, though, it was a different story. The survivors counted their blessings as memories of Lake Albert came flooding back. Back then, they had been in the midst of things. This time though, it seemed they were lucky enough to be but distant spectators. Over on the other side of the tarmac, the dead tore into the living, who in turn were busy tearing into each other as they fought for the last remaining seats on planes already gridlocked to the point that they would never leave the ground. 

Despite being one of East Africa’s busiest airports, it had never been designed for anything of this magnitude. Those who lost their fight for a ticket or seat streamed towards the buildings to seek shelter from bullets and teeth. But the structures, designed to handle passenger traffic, not to protect against an undead siege, offered little in the way of protection. The wind now carried across the noise of rapid-fire from somewhere near the cargo terminal. Security forces were making their last stand, firing at anyone and anything in sight. 'Good location,' Tom thought for a moment, remembering that the large cargo hall was not only where the UN staged its emergency aid distributions, but also where one or two of its larger planes were housed when not on mission. With a little bit of luck, one of the pilots was around, and even if they weren’t, the large planes inside a relatively well-protected hangar made for a good place to haul up for a little while. At least until the current storm of violence and chaos had subsided.

“I guess we’re not going down there.” Tom looked over at the others and could see they were all thinking the same thing. 

He stood up and looked over the Caravan’s damaged tail, inspecting their surrounds for alternatives. As far as he could see, they had limited options. Tom couldn’t help but smile at the universe’s dark sense of humour. They had jumped out of the frying pan and straight into the flames. Up ahead was nothing but open ground. Around 100 meters away, rose the first of the residential compounds occupying every square inch of the other side of the airport fence. Further to the right Langata road, one of the busiest routes in and out of the city lay empty. Nearby the Southern bypass, one of the current government’s flagship road projects, completed after close to a decade and hampered by corruption every step of the way, hugged the airport’s southern side. Beyond it lay National Park with its game drives and wildlife that until recently had attracted hundreds of thousands of visitors each year. It was dry season now, and with water at a premium, the animals often came closer to urban settlements than they ordinarily dared. Now, combined with the lure of rotting flesh, it was not hard to imagine that soon the predators would move in on the feast prepared by the walking corpses. 

Tom rubbed his chin. No matter what route he tried to plot in his mind, there was no ideal option. They knew nothing about what awaited them outside the airport grounds. But if what they had already seen inside was anything to go by, opposition, both dead and living, would be considerable. Leaving via the main entrance was out, as was Langata Road. Not only did it lead in the wrong direction, but they were likely to run into another problem. If the virus had gotten hold to the extent he suspected, then the adjacent slum of Kibera would have become a virtual hotbed of infection, spilling its dead straight onto the open road. The Southern bypass, as it were, looked clear, but it would take them the long way round. Plus, following it, eventually, they would hit Mombasa road.

Arguably the largest and busiest route in all of Nairobi it was the one to avoid at all cost. This only left South C with its well-protected compounds, thanks to a soaring crime rate and a large Somali population segment which preferred to stay in relative seclusion. If they could successfully get over the first few compound walls, they could then move parallel to the main feeder routes. They would travel the few miles up to Westlands, before crossing over Waiyaki way and into his suburb. His suburb. The place where Julie and Anna were waiting for him. A surge of urgency, of the desire to break into a run, a sprint for their arms, washed over him. He had to hold back. An overwhelming flood of bottled up emotions threatened to derail his thoughts. Now that the goal was near, it was becoming harder and harder to contain.

“Let’s go,” Tom said resolutely, trying to regain focus on their task at hand. 

“I’ll brief you on the move.”
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CHAPTER 2
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By now, the survivors had learned to go with Tom’s instincts and thus fell in line, putting on their packs and grabbing their weapons. It was only Nadia who stayed put, looking at him quizzically. 

“Trust me,” Tom tried to reassure her. “I might not always know what I’m doing, but this one I am fairly certain about.”

“We will see.” Nadia shrugged dejectedly as she cast a last glance over the smoking remnants of what used to be her plane, before joining the others. 

They stayed low, moving with speed but without haste until they reached the fence. If the past few weeks had taught them anything, it was that maintaining low visibility was the key to survival. Using a mix of the multi-tool Tom had discovered when they first took shelter in the APC by the lake, and Papillon’s brute strength, they were able to lift a section of the wire fence with relative ease. Quickly crossing the adjacent service road, they soon found themselves in front of a 15-foot wall belonging to one of the residential compounds closest to the airport. Behind them, the chaos still raged, but the sounds of battle were now more distant. The light breeze occasionally carried a wave of eerie moans. The dead, growing in numbers by the minute, were devouring the last of the living within reach. Soon the fenced-in area that used to be Wilson airport would be nothing but a pen. A corral, filled with walking corpses and the gory mess that once were their victims. Papillon braced his back against the compound wall, and like safari ants, first Tom and then Amadou climbed up, forming a human rope across it. To their surprise, on the other side, things had remained completely untouched by what was going on around them. The residences lay still. The car park was virtually empty, most occupants presumably having made their getaway during the early stages of the outbreak. Whether they had succeeded, nobody would ever know. And Tom had no plans to ever find out. 

It was well past noon already as the group slowly, methodically moved towards the front gate. Tom raised his hand, and before anyone could ask, quietly instructed the group to take cover behind a nearby retaining wall that served both as a divider between buildings as well hiding the cistern access behind it. 

“What’s the matter, Tom? The place is deserted.” Amadou whispered. 

“The gate." Tom pointed at the double-winged steel entrance behind them. 

“It’s locked. Locked from the inside.” 

Papillon's AK's select-fire lever clicked in response, as he scanned for movement. Whoever had locked the gate, was likely still around. And in a city where crime was as rife as it got, owning one or more firearms for many was as much a home essential as the bed they slept in. They sat for what seemed like an eternity. Watching, Listening. Paying attention to the slightest sound. Nothing. Nothing but the sound of hungry moans drifting over from the airport. Far off in the distance, the now sporadic crack of an assault rifle or two heralded the end of the security forces’ ammunition. 

“The way I see it, we have two choices...” Tom began, satisfied that for the moment, they were not in any immediate danger.
“We can leave here and make camp in one of the other residences, or we stay for the night and head off first light. As much as I need to get home, I’d rather we take no further chances today.” 

There was no argument from the others. The crash landing was starting to take its toll, as were the day’s events. With adrenaline levels subsiding, exhaustion, aches, and pains took over, and none of them felt like moving another inch.

“You and Amadou take the first building over there to the left,” Tom instructed Papillon. 

He and Nadia would take the one on the right, with Gautier and David staying in cover, keeping eyes and ears open for signs of unwanted visitors. 

“This is not a scavenging mission, and we are not looking to clear out any infected,” Tom warned. 

“We just need a place to hunker down for the night. Nothing more, nothing less. And preferably something we can lock, once in.” 

After all, this was no time to take unnecessary chances. Rest and temporary recuperation were the prime agenda. They agreed to meet again within 15 minutes, then spread out and went to their respective buildings. 

Inside rows of apartment doors lined the barren concrete corridors on each floor. The developer had skimped on amenities, and so a single stairway was the only access and egress, not even an elevator in an 8-story building. As he had suspected, the apartments on the lower levels were all locked. Yet, the higher they went, the more had been left open. Tom figured the owners on the lower floors had probably left during the very early stages when news of the outbreak jumping the border had just begun to trickle in. They had locked up their places in the hope of a timely return as and when the looming crisis was over.

In contrast, the ones on the upper floors had probably held out as long as they could. The distance of the higher levels now doubt had offered the illusion of better protection. That was, until the first of the dead came waltzing into the neighbourhood. No doubt, the remaining occupants, were left with little doubt as to the end of the world as they knew it by the time they scrambled for safety with whatever they could carry.

Nadia found a large 3 bedroom place on the fifth floor that seemed to fit the bill, and, short of debating the finer points of interior design while looking for another option, Tom agreed. Meanwhile, the others also completed their search, and having reconvened as planned, everyone went up to Nadia’s newly acquired abode.

Tom knew they were still in danger. Whoever had locked the gate was probably still inside the compound. But so far, they had either paid no attention to the group or were too afraid to make their presence known. There was another possibility, of course. But since they had not come across any walking corpses during their search, Tom hoped that anyone who had indeed turned was now wandering their own four walls and behind locked doors. From what he had seen so far, none of the creatures had the spark of intelligence necessary to perform any actions that required even the most rudimentary level of dexterity. They reached, they grabbed, they fed. That seemed to be the extent of their capacity. Manipulating doorknobs and locking systems, other than by accident, was out of range.

––––––––
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IT WAS ALREADY LATE afternoon as they picked rooms, rifling through whatever was there, more out of curiosity than in actual search for anything usable. The main living area overlooked part of the airport and National Park, and from what they were able to see from their 5th-floor vantage point, the contrast couldn’t have been more staggering. Sitting on the sun-drenched balcony, Tom and Nadia opened one of the warm cans of soda from the kitchen cabinet and watched in silence as almost the entire fenced-in area of Wilson airport’s grounds filled up with the infected. Stragglers, attracted by the gunfire, screams and general commotion, streamed in from nearby Kibera and the new estates along Langata road, where Kenya’s much talked about new middle class scraped by on a wing and a prayer, paying exorbitant rents to fat landlords whose greed was only surpassed by their lack of interest in maintenance. There was money even in poverty here, and no humanitarian agency would ever change that. Were it not for the fact that his choice had landed Julie and Anna in all this, Tom would have laughed at his own naiveté. He knew this was no time for blame and self-pity, but it became harder and harder to shake the feeling that leaving their home had been a potentially fatal mistake. 

More and more infected now pushed through the open airport gates, drawn to the large area by the moans of those already roaming the grounds. By Tom’s estimation, Wilson airport would soon be home to five, maybe ten thousand or even more corpses. A time bomb in the making if they ever decided to go on the march as they had back in Juba. All it would take would be for one of them to sniff out its next meal, and the rest would follow. A nudge from Nadia had Tom look over to the Southern bypass. 

“There!” She was pointing at something in the distance.

Something was moving through the tall grass along the fence line separating National Park from the highway. At first, it looked like the wind rippling through the grassland that stretched towards the horizon as far as























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LRV I

AT ]






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





