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Part One



Welcome To Jozi





Tommy


Tommy hangs back while Mooki, Jess and the other newbies swarm out of the kombi and whoop their way towards the townhouse complex across the street. He waits until they’ve chucked their crowbars and shopping bags over the spiked metal gate, then heads in the opposite direction.


It’s his fourth day out in the suburbs, and he’s determined that this time he’s going to come back with something. He rambles along the cracked pavement, pausing every so often to peer through the long-defunct electric fencing. The chances of spotting an unlocked security gate are slim – he’s learnt from bitter experience that most of the houses will be locked up tighter than bank vaults – and the crowbar and skeleton keys in his bag are useless against tungsten burglar bars and reinforced glass.


He finally decides on a small single-storey cottage with crumbling stucco walls that’s set back from the street. It’s flanked by sprawling Tuscan wannabe-mansions, and Tommy reckons that it was probably the shabbiest residence in the area even before the dead took over Jozi. But that doesn’t mean that breaking in is going to be a piece of cake. Even from here he can tell that its burglar bars are made of good-quality metal, and the porch’s overhang has protected the front door from water and sun damage.


Relieved that Mooki and the others aren’t around to see him, Tommy struggles over the fence, the baggy sweatshirt he always wears to mask his gut riding up. He lands clumsily in an overgrown garden buzzing with insects, the path smothered in moss and creepers. A garden gnome grins cheekily at him from its perch on the top step, and, remembering one of the tips he heard at runner camp, Tommy pushes it over with his foot, disturbing a nest of baby scorpions. There’s a glint of metal in the circle of dust where the gnome sat – a key. Score! Barely able to believe his luck, he picks it up and wipes it on his jeans.


The lock is stiff but after Tommy’s fiddled for a couple of minutes the door creaks open. Taking a deep breath, Tommy slips inside. ‘Hello?’ he finds himself saying, as if he expects an answer. He stills his breathing, listening for any sign that one of the dead might be trapped inside. There’s the scratch and scrabble of mice or rats in the ceiling, but that’s it. He’s heard horror stories from experienced runners about opening bathroom or closet doors only to find a walking corpse rushing out like a rotting jack-in-the-box. He doesn’t know how he’d react if he saw one right up close. He’d almost puked when the kombi pulled out of the parking lot on their first day of training. Even Mooki had been stunned into silence at the hideous sight of the surging sea of decaying bodies lurching around Sandtown’s high walls, everyone fighting not to gag as the overpowering musty stench of the dead invaded the vehicle. It is one thing to hear their constant moaning – it’s provided the soundtrack to eleven years of his life, after all – but quite another to come face to face with the reality of empty eyeholes and decomposing flesh.


Using the gnome to prop the door open – it’s gloomy inside; the ivy growing over the windows blocks out most of the natural light – he creeps further into the hallway, his feet clunking over the dusty wooden floor. The house stinks of rot and rodent pee, but the ceilings are high, so the odour isn’t overwhelming. He peers into the first room that leads off the corridor, a lounge dominated by a huge flatscreen television and heavy wooden furniture. A flash of movement in a shadowy corner next to a cabinet catches his eye, and his heart leaps into his throat. Steeling himself to run, he inches forward. Oh, gross. One of the armchairs is alive with baby rats. He backs out, deciding to try the kitchen across the hall instead.


His old supervisor was always going on about how kitchens are usually the best bet for sourcing high-quality merchandise, but this one doesn’t look too promising. There are two plates still smeared with the calcified remains of old food on the table in the centre of the room, along with a bottle of tomato sauce that’s crawling with black mould. The chairs lie on their backs, as if they were pushed back in a hurry, and the sink is piled with dishes. His foot knocks against something – a dog’s bowl, the name Teddy painted on the side. Goosebumps crawl up his arms. Tommy reckons that every house, every room, every shop probably tells its own story about the panicky minutes after the dead swarmed through the city, stories that he would prefer not to think about. He fights a powerful urge to flee out into the sunlight; he’s come this far, he can’t allow himself to get spooked.


Trying not to look too closely at the faded photographs still stuck to the kitchen cupboards (most seem to be of a dark-haired girl wearing thick black make-up and cradling a white terrier in her arms) he roots through the cupboard under the sink, ignoring the cockroaches that gush out onto the kitchen floor. He pulls out a bottle of bleach, a tub of caustic soda and a can of WD-40, one of the items on the list of most prized items. Score again!


Deciding to leave the lounge and its rat infestation till last, he wanders into the smaller of the two bedrooms. Its walls are painted dark purple, so it’s even gloomier in here. The bed is covered in a moth-eaten duvet, spiderwebs loop from the light fixtures and the chest of drawers is littered with dried make-up tubes. There’s a creepy poster of a skinny cavorting fellow on the wall above the bed, a wildly grinning pumpkin where its head should be, and Tommy wonders what sort of person would want to wake up with that staring back at her.


Simo, Tommy’s handler, has ordered more plastic Transformers for his collection, but there are no toys in sight. There’s a craze for iPods at the moment – the handlers like to fashion them into necklaces and tie them onto their clothing – so he rummages through the drawers just in case, feeling weird as he roots through bras and underwear. He grabs several pairs of stripy socks, then scans the small bookcase next to the bed, even though the last thing Simo wants is reading matter. Most of the paperbacks fall apart in his hands, their pages fragile lace – the moths and silverfish have done their worst – but on the bottom shelf he pulls out a comic book protected by a thick plastic cover. The Ballad of Halo Jones. Awesome. He takes it out into the hallway where the light is better, carefully removes it from its covering and flicks through it. If he gets the rest of his shopping done quick sticks he’ll have time to read it before he’s due back at the kombi.


______________


Tommy’s been so lost in Halo Jones that Mooki and Jess are almost on him before he notices them. For the last half-hour he’s been chilling out on the front porch, enjoying the shade, and it’s only when Mooki sing-songs, ‘Hey, Piggy Piggy, guess who?’ that he’s snapped back to reality.


Stomach sinking like a stone, Tommy quickly shoves the comic book up under his sweatshirt to hide it, but it’s too late to stash the rest of his haul.


‘Check it out, Jess,’ Mooki sneers, effortlessly vaulting over the gate, Jess close behind him. ‘Little Piggy’s found himself his own little sty.’


Jess giggles and flicks her glossy, straightened hair over her shoulder. Tommy may be sick with dread, but he doesn’t miss the way her too-short T-shirt rides up, exposing her flat, brown stomach. He’s got a bit of a crush on Jess, even though she can be a total bitch, but he’s wary of Mooki. Mooki’s as mean as a dog with a sore tooth.


‘What do you want, Mooki?’ Tommy says, fighting to keep the wobble out of his voice.


‘“What do you want, Mooki?”’ Mooki scoffs. ‘What do you think, Piggy? What you got in the bag?’


‘Not much. Just crap really,’ Tommy says, knowing that even someone as dumb as Mooki will see right through him. He decides to try to diffuse the situation. ‘How about you guys?’ he asks, keeping his voice light. ‘Get some good stuff?’ He glances at Jess, willing her to help him out, but she’s examining her nails, a cruel smile on her lips.


‘Duh,’ Mooki waves his empty bag in Tommy’s face. ‘Does it look like we got anything? Whole complex is locked up tight, and anyway, looked like there were JoJos inside.’


‘It’s jujus, dumb-ass,’ Tommy says before he can stop himself. He’s heard Mooki trying to use runner slang before, as if he’s a swaggering old-timer instead of a newbie, and he always screws it up.


‘What you say?’ Mooki says, his tiny eyes flashing with malice.


‘Nothing,’ Tommy sighs, hating himself for being such a coward.


Mooki reaches behind Tommy’s back and grabs the bulging rucksack. Tommy makes a half-hearted attempt to snatch it back, but he knows it’s futile. He’s no match for Mooki’s bulk – Mooki’s always bragging about how he’s been able to get served in the shebeens since he was twelve. Mooki tips the bag upside down, and the tins and bottles clatter down the porch step. ‘What’s this crap?’ Mooki says, kicking the plastic bottle of bleach.


Tommy shrugs, trying to act cool. ‘All I could get. Told you there wasn’t much.’


‘Pathetic.’ Mooki grins at Jess. ‘Help yourself, Jessie.’


She curls her nose up at the tinned beans Tommy unearthed on his second swing through the kitchen, but picks out the WD-40 and the socks, as well as the antibacterial handwash, the toothbrushes and the hand cream he discovered in a bathroom cabinet. She squirts a glob of cream over her palms and wipes it slowly over her fingers, glancing slyly at Mooki as she does so. Mooki helps himself to the rest – the tinned goods, a Woolworths shirt still in its packaging that was in the wardrobe in the main bedroom, an old You magazine and a sealed tin of paraffin.


Tommy tells himself that they can take what they want – he can always go back inside the house and restock – but when Mooki picks up the half-full bottle of Pantene shampoo he feels his anxiety turn to anger. He was saving that for Olivia, looking forward to seeing her face when he pulled it out of his bag. He won’t be able to replace it; it’s the only bottle in the house.


He stands up and tries to grab it out of Mooki’s hand. ‘Give that back!’


Mooki smirks, holds it up out of his reach, tips the container upside down and squeezes. It makes a farting sound as the last drop finds its way out of the bottle. ‘Oh look, Jess, sounds like Piggy’s pooped his panties.’


Jess squeals with laughter, acting as if this is the wittiest thing she’s ever heard, but Tommy only has eyes for Mooki. Maybe it’s because he’s been reading about a couple of hardass girls who don’t take any crap, maybe it’s because he doesn’t want to look like a weakling in front of Jess, but before he really knows what he’s doing Tommy shoves his palms against Mooki’s chest.


Mooki stumbles back, the surprise in his eyes instantly flicking into spite. ‘You’re going to be sorry, you fat pig!’


Big mistake. Tommy makes a break for it, dodging to the left, but Mooki’s too fast for him. He grabs the collar of Tommy’s sweatshirt, yanks back hard, and Tommy trips over his own feet and lands heavily on his tailbone, a bolt of agony shooting up his spine and bringing tears to his eyes. He twists around onto his hands and knees and starts crawling away, knowing that he looks stupid and pathetic, but unable to stop himself. He feels Mooki’s full weight landing on top of his back, squashing his stomach into the path’s paving stones and winding him. ‘Get off!’ He wriggles and twists, but Mooki’s way too heavy to shift.


‘Pull his jeans off, Jess!’ Mooki shouts.


Tommy struggles again, kicking his legs to make it as hard as he can for her, but the weight on his back restricts his movements, and he can only draw in shallow breaths. As the fight drains out of him Jess snakes her arms under his stomach – every inch of him mortified at the thought of her touching the spare tyre that hangs over his waistband. ‘Eeeeew! He’s all sweaty,’ she shrieks as her fingers fumble at his belt. Then, dragging his shoes off his feet, she lugs the jeans down over his legs. Despite the paralysing humiliation, he’s relieved that at least he’s wearing a clean pair of boxers, but that doesn’t stop the pressure from building up in his chest. He can feel the tears coming.


‘Thanks, Piggy,’ Mooki hisses in his ear. ‘That was fun.’ Then, suddenly, the weight is gone from his back and he can breathe again. He turns his head to see Jess skipping down the path, waving his jeans above her head like a flag, Mooki lumbering after her.


Tommy lets the tears roll down his cheeks, chest hitching with every sob. He stays where he is for several minutes, feeling the edge of the comic book digging into his chest, his heart thudding in his ears, the steady throb of his bruised tailbone. The sun beats down on the back of his bare legs and his insides feel like they’ve been scooped out and replaced with churned butter. How could he have been so stupid? He knew Mooki was planning on jumping him sooner or later and he should have been on his guard. But what he can’t figure out is why Mooki decided to single him out as the runt of the litter in the first place. Tommy knows he’s overweight and slow, but so’s Kavish, and Kavish has specs and a lisp, which you’d think would make him even more of a target.


It’s not the first time Tommy has been picked on of course – Sandtown is teeming with wannabe gangstas and tyrants – but sharp-eyed Olivia put an end to any bullying before it got too hectic. But he can’t let her fight all his battles. He’s fourteen now. He has to stand up for himself.


Still, at least he managed to keep the graphic novel out of Mooki’s claws, and for that he’s grateful.


The kombi’s horn beeps out the five-minute warning. Bad enough that he has to go back home without anything to show for it, but he’d rather be pegged a runaway than return without his trousers.


Ignoring the pain at the base of his spine, Tommy retrieves the key from where he’d replaced it under the gnome and races back inside the house, bare feet sliding on the dusty floor. He heads straight for the main bedroom. Most of the clothes he’d checked out earlier were covered in black mould and stank something awful, but beggars can’t be choosers. He digs through drawers, chucking garments all over the floor, ignoring the silverfish swarming over his fingers. The jeans and trousers all look way too small for him, but he finally unearths a pair of tracksuit pants with only a few holes in the knees. He shakes them out and pulls them on. They’re slightly too tight over his thighs and the elastic waistband digs into his gut, but they’ll have to do.


The horn beeps again. Last warning. There’s no time to restock his bag.


Tommy scrambles out of the house, pausing to pick up his shoes and socks, pitches himself over the fence and hightails it towards the kombi. He’s completely out of breath when he thumps up next to it, sweat dribbling down his face.


Ayanda – today’s driver – peers dubiously at Tommy’s bare feet. ‘Where you been, man? You okay?’


Tommy nods, feeling Mooki’s eyes burning into him.


Ayanda’s eyes crinkle up in concern. ‘You sure? What happened to your pants?’


Tommy feels a lump forming in his throat. He doesn’t want to lie to Ayanda, but he knows he’ll only make it worse for himself with Mooki if he squeals. ‘I’m fine. Ripped my jeans on the fence as I was climbing over.’


Ayanda nods at the bag hanging limply over Tommy’s shoulder. ‘Didn’t you find anything?’


Tommy shakes his head.


‘Shame, man, Tommy. Hope you’ve got an understanding handler.’


Tommy doesn’t want to think about Simo right now. He’ll worry about that when the time comes. But in any case, it’s not really Simo’s reaction he’s dreading. It’s Olivia’s. He knows she won’t tell him off, but the disappointment in her eyes will slay him. He owes her his life, and this is how he repays her? By being the world’s worst runner. Awesome. It’s official. His life totally sucks.


‘Nice pants, Fatty,’ Mooki calls as Tommy climbs on board, and a gale of laughter follows him as he squeezes past the others. Tommy tries to catch Kavish’s eye – they used to hang out in the old days – but Kavish’s gaze slides away from his. Tommy doesn’t blame him; he’d do the same if he were in Kavish’s position.


The only empty seat is in the back, next to Jacob. No one likes to sit next to Jacob and even the supervisors treat him like he’s contagious. Unlike the rest of the runners in the minibus, all of whom are newbies on probation, Jacob is an Outsider, apparently picked up from some place in the Eastern Cape. Rumour has it that Jacob’s tried to flee Jozi three times and is on his last warning. No one knows how old he is or why he’s been put in with the newbies, but judging by the lines around his eyes he has to be ancient – at least forty. Jacob huddles in his seat, mumbling to himself and tapping his dirty fingernails on the window. He stinks, stale sweat staining the air around him, but Tommy has to concede that he doesn’t smell too sweet either – the raggedy tracksuit pants honk of mould and mildew. Tommy doesn’t have a clue who Jacob’s handler is, but suspects he or she is probably a low-level stallholder or trader. He can’t see one of the amaKlevas – the super-rich, elite handlers – sponsoring such a high-risk runner. He has no idea why Jacob hasn’t just been sent to join the honey wagon committee, the dumping ground for the Lefties who are too old, useless, mad or dangerous to run. You don’t need to have your wits about you to empty Sandtown’s septic tanks and dump the human waste out in the city, after all. Tommy glances at the floor and notices that Jacob’s bag is full of shopping. Just great. Even a deranged runaway is a better runner than he is.


The minibus moves off, its front wheels jolting over the edge of the pavement as Ayanda executes a three-point turn. It won’t take long to get back to Sandtown, worst luck. Now that the Outcasts are getting braver, and targeting the malls nearer to home, Jova’s decided that for safety’s sake newbie runners can only forage in the suburban warrens close to the Tri-Hotel area. Tommy almost hopes the Outcasts will strike – at least then he won’t have to face Olivia’s disappointment and Simo’s whining.


Sitting back, Tommy tries to block out Mooki’s voice. He’s boasting again about how he’s going to take the trials as soon as he’s paid off his sponsorship, how he’ll ace the test and be welcomed into the Army of the Left with open arms. Tommy hasn’t told anyone – not even Olivia – that this is also his dream. He knows that the AOL’s first wave is already at the army base, preparing to wage war on the dead, although Tommy isn’t sure what sort of a war this will actually be. If you’re a Leftie, the dead don’t fight back.


The kombi nips through the streets, slowing occasionally to manoeuvre around the rusting skeletons of long-abandoned vehicles and the occasional group of lurching dead. The anxious knot in Tommy’s stomach tightens. The moans are increasing in volume – they’re only minutes from home now – and he looks down at his hands so that he won’t have to see the seething mass of the dead swarming around Sandtown’s outskirts.


Ayanda presses the brake, pulls off the main road into a side street and beeps the horn. The reinforced gate shudders up and a couple of blues jog towards them, weapons at the ready in case any of the dead attempt to slip inside. They’re given the all-clear, and the kombi slides into the dark concrete mouth of the parking lot. Flicking on the lights Ayanda guns the engine and the bus speeds through acres of empty parking garage, heading lower and lower, sweeping around the curving bends so fast that Tommy starts to feel dizzy.


Ayanda squeezes the kombi in between a honey wagon and a fuel truck and slaps the steering wheel. ‘Everybody off! Catch yous tomorrow.’


Tommy gets wearily to his feet. All he wants to do is hole up in the room he shares with Olivia and baby Nomsa, lose himself again in the comic book and forget about Mooki, Jess and today’s humiliation. He tries to formulate an excuse for why he’s returning empty-handed, but can’t come up with anything that Simo, or more importantly Simo’s dad, will buy. At this rate he’ll be as old as Jacob before he manages to pay off his sponsorship; his dream of joining the AOL is further out of his reach than ever.


‘See you, Jacob,’ he says.


Jacob peers up at him with rheumy eyes, then suddenly lunges forward and grasps Tommy’s wrist.


Tommy yelps and looks around for help, but the seats around him are empty. He doesn’t want to fight back and provoke Jacob. He could well be unhinged enough to be dangerous. He decides his best course of action is politeness. ‘Um . . . Jacob? If you don’t mind, please could you let me go?’


‘Wait,’ Jacob croaks. He thrusts his free hand into his bag and pulls out a yellow-and-green soccer shirt still wrapped in its plastic covering. ‘Take this.’


Tommy feels his mouth hanging open stupidly. ‘What? But . . .’


‘Take it,’ Jacob says, sounding almost angry.


‘Um . . . Thank you.’ Tommy opens his mouth to say something else – he doesn’t know what – but Jacob drops his wrist and turns back to the window, humming to himself.


Tommy exits the kombi and follows the others towards the stairwell entrance. What just happened? He looks down at the shirt in his hand. Amazing. He’s off the hook. It isn’t a Transformer, sure, but at least he has something to show Simo and Olivia.


‘Tommy!’ the blue at the gate shouts, waving at him.


Tommy starts guiltily – the blues always make him feel guilty for some reason – then he recognises Molemo, who used to own the sleeping bay two curtains away from him and Olivia. Tommy hears a derisive snort of laughter – Mooki and Jess are looking over at him and pulling faces. ‘Nice friends you got, Piggy,’ Mooki spits at him, pushing rudely past Molemo and disappears into the stairwell.


‘You doing okay, my friend?’ Molemo asks, clapping him on the back.


‘It’s so good to see you too, Molemo,’ Tommy says, overcompensating for Mooki’s behaviour.


‘Tell me, Tommy. How is Olivia doing?’


‘She’s good, thanks.’


Tommy suspects that Molemo’s got a crush on Olivia, despite the fact that he has two wives. In fact, he’s pretty sure everyone has a crush on Olivia, which is why he always feels uncomfortable when anyone asks him about her. It’s not as if she’s his actual mother – Tommy can’t remember his real mom; he can’t even call up the vaguest impression of her face – but Olivia’s the closest thing to a parent he’s ever known. He also suspects that Olivia is the reason he managed to secure such a wealthy handler in the first place. She’d insisted on accompanying him to his interview, and Simo’s father, a giant of a man who’s high up in the energy committee, hadn’t been able to drag his eyes from her face. And since then Tommy’s spied Simo’s father hanging around in the corridor outside their room on a couple of occasions, and try as he might, he can’t come up with a reason why a man of his standing would bother to walk all the way up to the staff quarters. He’s rich enough to have a whole floor in the first third of the Hilton, after all.


‘She like it in the new place?’


‘Of course!’ Tommy hesitates, Molemo might have secured one of the few permanent jobs in the Tri-Hotel area, but he is still stuck for life in Sandtown, whereas he and Olivia are now free of its noise and stench and over-populated corridors. Tommy doesn’t want to rub his good fortune in Molemo’s face. ‘I mean . . . it’s okay,’ he says with a non-committal shrug.


Molemo leans closer. ‘Hey, you hear?’


‘Hear what?’


‘Gonna be a market.’


‘Today? But it’s Tuesday, isn’t it?’


‘Ja. Special dispensation. The Army’s found some more Outsiders.’


Tommy frowns. ‘Seriously? I thought they weren’t searching any more? Not after what happened with the Outcasts.’


Molemo shrugs. ‘Just repeating what I heard. Soon as my shift’s over I’m going to head to the square, check them out.’


‘You mean they’re sponsoring them today?’


‘Ja.’


‘Wow. That’s weird.’


‘You going?’


Tommy shrugs. He knows that he should really head home as fast as possible – he doesn’t want Olivia to worry – but if Molemo’s right, and there is a market on today, then why shouldn’t he go and check it out? It would only take a couple of hours, and he could always tell Olivia that Simo had sent him on an errand (although he loathes lying to her). The only Outsider Tommy has ever met is Jacob, and he wouldn’t mind catching a glimpse of the fresh ones they’ve found.


Molemo steps back to give Tommy room to squeeze past him. ‘Say hello to Olivia for me, nè?’


Waving goodbye to Molemo, Tommy starts to trudge up the concrete steps. Then he hesitates. Now that he’s a runner he’s at liberty to travel through the well-patrolled service corridors used by the handlers and their underlings, but he’ll reach the square far quicker if he takes a short cut through the Archies, the lower tunnels that cut right under Sandtown. Olivia hates him using the Archies; they’re notoriously dangerous, especially for a runner who may or may not be carrying goods that could be worth a fortune on the black market. The blues who patrol the Tri-Hotels’ service tunnels and the main thoroughfares are scarce down there, so if he runs into any trouble he’ll only have himself to blame. But now that he’s got the shirt in his possession he’s feeling lucky, and besides, he knows the labyrinthine tunnel network like the back of his hand. He shoves the shirt and comic book in his bag, pulls it over his shoulders and ties it across his chest so that it will be harder to snatch off his back.


Molemo is swapping gossip with one of the honey wagon crew, so it’s easy for Tommy to tiptoe back down the stairs and slip past him without any fear that it will get back to Olivia. He heads deeper and deeper, feeling the hairs on his arms standing up as the temperature drops. The bored-looking blue seated on a cracked plastic chair at the bottom of the staircase shoots him a suspicious glance, but as she’s there to prevent untouchables from sneaking upwards, and not the other way around, she waves him past without a word.


Stepping through the door Tommy pulls his sweatshirt up over his mouth to block out the stench of urine and mouldering concrete that rolls over him like a wave. The air down here is damp, the crumbling walls drip with green slime and he has to duck every so often to avoid being conked on the head by the kerosene lamps that hang from the curved roof, bathing everything in a sickly yellow glow. Hunched figures scurry past him, and he’s forced to step over the bundles of rags that line the edges of the walkway. Family groups huddle in the gloom; wide-eyed children with dirty faces and naked torsos bob and weave between the passers-by, the offspring of the lowest of the low who can’t even afford a bay in Sandtown and are forced to live in the service tunnels and old sewage pipes that stretch beneath the city.


Tommy keeps his head down, refusing to catch anyone’s eye. Inyangas practicing their trade, their wares hidden in the shadows of the tunnel’s recesses, screech at him to stop, but he hurries on.


‘Yo! Boss! My friend, my friend!’ A scabby old man grabs at his sleeve. Tommy shakes him off and increases his speed, but the old guy jogs at his side, the tops of his ripped takkies flapping like angry mouths. ‘You want a runner, boss? Tell your parents I am good. Very fast. Don’t eat much. Small, small appetite me. Tiny.’


‘No thanks,’ Tommy says, forced to slow his pace as the crowd thickens at an intersection.


‘Please, boss, I’m a good Leftie. Ask anyone, they’ll tell you.’ The man pulls up his sleeve, showing off a seeping wound on his forearm. ‘Look, boss, I got proof. Got the tattoo. Regular Leftie, me.’


Tommy hesitates and takes a closer look at the mark on the man’s arm. The tattoo is clearly home-made – he must have sliced into his own skin with a razor blade, then smeared the cuts with cheap ink. It’s weeping with yellow pus, and it looks more like a tree than the outline of a left hand.


Tommy realises that the guy’s a faker, the first one he’s ever encountered. Without saying a word he rolls up his own sleeve, showing off his legitimate tattoo. It hadn’t hurt as much as he thought it would and, thanks to Olivia’s insistence on covering it with plastic wrap, it had healed within days. The old man grunts and takes a step back. ‘Sorry, boss, sorry. You won’t do a Benni on me will you, boss? You won’t tell the blues, boss?’


Tommy knows it’s his duty to report this guy, but what would be the point? There’s no way anyone is going to sponsor him, so there’s no chance he’ll put anyone in danger. Tommy can’t imagine feeling so desperate to survive or leave Sandtown that he’d lie about being left-handed. Tommy’s heard the horror stories, heard about the runners who had innocently set off into the city, unaware that one of their number actually wasn’t what he or she claimed to be.


‘I won’t say anything,’ Tommy says.


‘Thank you, boss. Thank you. You spare me a few browns for a cup of rooibos?’ His eyes skate greedily over Tommy’s bag.


‘Sorry,’ Tommy says, diving into the crowd before the guy can accost him again.


Drifting along with the horde, Tommy allows himself to be funnelled through one of the doorways that leads into the heart of Sandtown itself. News travels fast, and everyone seems to have decided to jack work in for the day and head to Mandela Square. Cooking smells fight with each other – curry and roasting meat and boiled samp – and he catches a whiff of the fertiliser from the open-air vegetable plots on the first floor. The air is filled with the noise of screaming babies, laughter and shouted conversations, and he spots a couple of men arguing over a plastic bottle of pineapple beer in one of the bays next to the escalators. He briefly considers heading down to the floor below and checking out his and Olivia’s old bay, but decides against it. A month ago, after he passed the test, Tommy was delirious with excitement at the thought of escaping Sandtown’s constant noise, odours and the ever-present spectre of disease. Their new room on the Hilton’s staff level is small, sure, but it’s a vast improvement on the tiny space they shared with three other families, a filthy curtain the only concession to privacy. And the Tri-Hotels has the unimaginable luxury of running water, which, after years of queuing at the pump for hours every morning, still gives him a thrill. So Tommy’s surprised by the jab of nostalgia and homesickness he feels for Sandtown’s hustle and bustle.


The crowd streams into another narrow stairwell, coming to a standstill as a bottleneck forms at the top. Elbows poke into Tommy’s sides, the people around him chatting and laughing good-naturedly, waiting patiently for their turn. Then, suddenly, he’s moving again; the mass of bodies surges forwards and he’s popped like a cork out into bright sunlight.


He’s never seen the square so busy – not even on Freedom Day. It’s teeming with Sandtown’s dentists, hawkers, stallholders, doctors, muti-sellers, sangomas, tarot readers, hairdressers, leg-waxers and musicians, all taking advantage of a bonus day to hawk their wares.


A group of sweating blues is busily keeping the handlers’ area next to the auction platform free from riff-raff, and Tommy shields his eyes and glances at the Nelson Mandela statue next to them. Olivia is always going on about how the real man was a genuine hero, but when Tommy was a kid the statue had featured in most of his nightmares. He’d endured months of night terrors as it came to life and chased him through Sandtown’s tunnels and aisles. He suspects it’s because there’s something weird about the statue’s proportions – he’s never been able to figure out if its arms are too short or its head is too big for its body.


Tommy pushes through the crowd and finds himself a shady spot next to a stall selling a meagre selection of second-hand books, most of their covers ripped and tattered. The bookseller, an elderly woman with skin as dark and shiny as polished boot leather, smiles at him, mistaking him for a prospective customer.


Ahead he can just about make out two elderly men who have climbed up onto the platform: probably a couple of Lefties taking the opportunity to hawk themselves and convince the crowd to sponsor them. They both start speaking at once, much of their spiel swallowed by the cries of the hawkers and the screams of fighting children. One of them, a guy so wrinkled he looks like a naartjie left out in the sun for a week, is rambling on about his year working for the energy committee, boasting about the hundreds of litres of diesel he collected for the city. Tommy’s sure he’s lying. There’s no way a fuel runner would ever have to sell himself in such a humiliating fashion. The other speaks way too fast in a mixture of Zulu, Afrikaans and English, but from what Tommy can make out he seems to be bragging about the time he found an intact shipment of Baby Soft toilet paper in a warehouse. Seconds later they’re chased off the stage by a red-faced blue, and he loses sight of them as they’re pushed into the crowd.


Tommy’s starting to feel uncomfortable – the bookseller’s figured out he isn’t a buyer, and she’s shooting irritated glances in his direction – so he decides to edge closer to the platform. He inches his way through the tightly packed bodies, cringing at the black looks thrown his way. Feeling only a twinge of guilt for using his status to get what he wants, he rolls up the sleeve on his left arm to reveal his tattoo, and the going gets easier as people melt back in reluctant respect.


He’s only metres from the handlers’ area when he realises his mistake.


Dammit. Simo and his father are sitting behind the velvet rope that separates the handlers’ area from the rest of the square. He holds his breath, waiting for one of them to turn his head and catch him loitering, but they don’t even glance at the commoners surrounding them. Fortunately, out here in the crowd of untouchables, Tommy is invisible.


The crowd parts again and an immensely fat man dressed in a white linen robe bobs towards the handlers’ section, the attendants carrying his chair grunting under the strain of his weight. The man waves a white, feathered fan in front of his face, his bored expression accentuated by his hooded eyelids and downturned mouth. ‘Who’s that?’ Tommy asks the woman next to him.


She clicks her tongue. ‘Steven Coom, of course.’


Tommy whistles under his breath. The Outsiders must be something special if someone of Coom’s status is attending the auction. As the head engineer of the energy committee Coom’s even more powerful than Sindiwe, the Tri-Hotel’s top administrator, or Jova, Commander-in-Chief of the Army of the Left. Coom’s team of specialist runners is the stuff of legend – it’s their job to scour the city’s outskirts for the spare parts and fuel that keep the generators powered up. Only those from the very highest echelon of the AOL are chosen for this position; fuel running can be dangerous, especially now that the Outcasts are upping their game. But Tommy’s heard stories about Coom – that he’s capable of twisted acts of cruelty; that he’s above the law; that you don’t want to get on the wrong side of him. That despite his standing in society and the unprecedented luxuries and power his runners have access to, you don’t actually want to be picked to be part of his team. Especially if you happen to be female.


Scattered applause ripples through the audience as Sindiwe approaches the platform. The gaudy pattern on her floor-length kaftan is so bright it hurts Tommy’s eyes, and today the tresses of her long blonde wig are piled in a beehive that wobbles on top of her head. She flashes a toadying smile in the handlers’ direction before acknowledging the horde below her with a curt nod. In contrast there’s an ear-splitting roar as Jova steps up behind her, and Tommy cranes his neck to get a better view. Jova raises his clenched fist above his head, eliciting another barrage of deafening cheers, then pushes his glasses up his nose and looks down at his ever-present clipboard. Tommy has never spoken to Jova – doubts he’ll ever get the chance – but every time he sees him he feels some kind of invisible kinship, as if he knows that they’re meant to be friends. Jova’s skinny, his bones as delicate as a girl’s, but Tommy can’t imagine Jova ever allowing an idiot like Mooki to push him around. A tall guy wearing sunglasses, his arms covered in tattoos, climbs up gracefully next to him: Lucien – Jova’s right-hand man.


‘Welcome, good people,’ Sindiwe says in her beautiful deep voice. ‘Today, as you may have heard, we are to have a very special auction.’ She beams down at the handlers again. ‘Thanks to the good work done by the AOL’ – she’s forced to pause as the crowd cheers again – ‘three new runners have been collected to help us fight the good fight! With time and training I am certain that they will add greatly to our ever-growing army, which will soon set us free!’


Tommy winces as the woman next to him screams joyfully in his ear. All around him people are chanting: ‘Jova! Jova! Jova! Jova!’


Jova smiles modestly and waves a hand up and down as if to quieten the audience while Sindiwe stands rigidly, a fixed smile on her face. Gradually the chant dies away and finally Sindiwe opens her mouth to speak once more, but her words are cut off as the crowd roars again. Tommy’s forced to stand on his tiptoes to see what’s going on – everyone is straining to get a better look – and then there’s a sudden hush as a group of blues hauls the Outsiders up onto the platform.


They’re younger than Tommy was expecting. Not that much older than he is, in fact. A small pretty girl with a shaven head and a tall guy with long straight hair and ripped clothes are fighting the guards who are dragging them across the platform, resisting with every step. But Tommy can’t drag his eyes away from the third Outsider, who towers over everyone else, a cloud of bright orange curls framing his sunburned face. He’s leaning on a crutch, his head hanging down. Unlike the other two, who look like they’re about to explode with fury, the ginger-haired guy looks defeated – a felled giant.


Without looking up from his clipboard, Jova raises a finger and Sindiwe scurries over to him. They share a brief whispered conversation, then Sindiwe barks an order to one of the blues holding the dark-haired guy. The blue nods, and he and his partner start manhandling the Outsider off the stage.


‘Where are they taking him?’ Tommy asks his neighbour.


She shrugs. ‘I have no idea, my boy. Perhaps straight to the training camps.’


Impossible, Tommy thinks. Lefties always start off as runners – they have to prove their worth and trustworthiness before they’re allowed to take the trials, everyone knows that. So what’s so special about this guy?


Sindiwe holds up her arms for silence. ‘Who will give me a hundred for the girl?’


Tommy watches the handlers carefully, sees Coom run his tongue around his lips before languidly raising a hand. One of his attendants dabs at his master’s sweaty face with a handkerchief, but Coom bats him away impatiently. ‘A thousand!’ he calls.


There’s a stunned silence, followed by a collective gasp which turns into a rumble as everyone talks among themselves. A thousand rand as a first bid is unheard of – the girl will have to work for years to pay that back. Even Jova looks up from his clipboard in surprise. And as he does Tommy sees Lucien whirl on him, shaking his head and shouting something, his words lost in the crowd’s excited babbling. He prods Jova in the chest, but Jova shakes his head and shrugs. For a second, Tommy is certain that Lucien is about to hit him, but then he turns on his heel, jumps down from the platform and stalks away.


‘I have a thousand!’ Sindiwe says, struggling to regain her composure. ‘Do I hear more?’


‘No chance,’ the woman next to Tommy says. ‘No one would dare bid against that bastard, even if they did have the bob.’


Tommy feels a wash of pity for the girl. If the stories about Coom are true, no one deserves that fate.


But she’s not going to go easily. She arches her back, twisting her body and kicking out at the two blues either side of her. The guard on her left is forced to pull her arm up behind her back to stop her lashing out at him, and the crowd laughs as she turns her head and spits in his face. As she’s dragged off the platform he hears her scream: ‘Ginger!’ And this time the giant raises his shaggy head, blinking at the mob in front of him as if he’s only just noticed it. But this revival is temporary and as the girl leaves the stage his head slumps forward once again.


Tommy feels a sharp pinch at the back of his neck and turns to see Mooki standing behind him. Awesome.


‘What you doing here, Piggy?’ Mooki asks. ‘Shouldn’t you be handing over all the stuff you collected today?’


‘Get lost, Mooki,’ Tommy says, feeling braver now that there are other people around.


Mooki wafts his hand in front of his nose. ‘Smell that, Piggy?’


Tommy sighs. ‘Smell what?’


‘The crappy stink of the honey wagon calling you. All you’re good for. Who wants a runner who’s fat and slow and cries like a baby?’


‘Screw you, Mooki.’


Mooki grins nastily and nods towards the red-headed guy. ‘You’re the one who’s screwed, Piggy.’


Tommy opens his mouth to answer back, but the words stick in his throat as he sees Sindiwe bending down to shake Simo’s dad’s hand. Simo’s grinning and jumping up and down in excitement, acting like a kid who’s just been given a new toy.


‘Looks like your handler just got himself an upgrade,’ Mooki sneers.


Tommy’s blood runs cold. He has no idea what this means for him, but whatever it is, it can’t be good.





Lele


‘Where are you taking me?’


I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve asked the driver this question. I’m not expecting an answer, which is just as well, as I don’t get one. He stares straight ahead, barely seems to be breathing. He’s as bald as an egg, his scalp pitted with old lesions. His right ear is nothing but a hole framed by shiny scar tissue.


He swings the golf cart into another tunnel that stinks of human waste and mould. This one is as dark as the last, and as we hum along, the headlights bob over faded graffiti sprayed on the brick walls. I catch the words: ‘i luv u zombimama’ and ‘danger gevaar oh shit’. Most of the tunnels are ancient, their curved brick walls stained and mossy; others look as if they’ve been recently constructed, their sides bolstered with wooden and metal struts. Every so often, One Ear’s forced to manoeuvre the cart around small rockfalls and piles of crumbled brick. Part of me hopes the ceiling will fall in on us; at least then I won’t have to face whatever they’ve got planned for me.


A blip of condensation drops onto my scalp and dribbles down my cheek. There’s no way I can wipe it off: I’m trussed up like a goat, my wrists bound behind my back with cable ties that bite into my skin, my ankles similarly shackled. I’ve barely slept since the crash, and it would be so easy just to give up, let them do whatever they’ve got planned for me without putting up any resistance. The tendrils lurking in my veins have done their job and the wound in my thigh is healing, but the rest of me throbs as if I’m one big bruise – a dull pain that’s radiating from deep within my chest. Besides, even if I did have the energy to lash out at One Ear, there’s a pistol holstered at his hip. I may heal unnaturally fast and Hester may have taught me to handle myself in a fight, but I’m not a superhero. I’m not bulletproof.


‘Please tell me where we’re going.’ It hurts to beg, but it’s even worse not speaking. Because if I’m not fighting or shouting or struggling to get free, then all I’ve got are my thoughts, and now the disbelief and shock has worn off, they’re becoming dangerous.


It’s the images of Saint and Ember that are the most malignant. At least I know Ash and Ginger are alive, although I’m not sure ‘alive’ really describes what Ginger is now. The guy who was once able to put a positive spin on a zombie apocalypse has been reduced to a mumbling, humourless wreck. As we stood on that stage, being auctioned off like cattle or sheep, he barely seemed to be aware of what was happening. And what of Ember? Is she even alive? Lucien and his crew made sure we were restrained separately in the bus that brought us from the crash site to this hellhole, and the last time I saw her she was unconscious, lying prone on the back seat, her lips taking on a greyish hue.


And Saint . . . I’d allowed Lucien to drag me away from her after she opened her eyes. She wasn’t on the bus. They’d left her behind on the tarmac as if she was nothing more than a bag of garbage, along with Bambi, Ginger’s adopted hyena cub.


Why hadn’t I fought harder for her? Why had I allowed myself to be carted away? I know I was anaesthetised with shock but that’s no excuse. Because she would have fought for me. And this is the worst thought of all.
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