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        Summary: Violet has survived a year of the zompocalypse. Now, she’s living in a community called Harmony while trying to piece her life back together following the loss of one of her closest friends. But things in Harmony are not always as they seem, and Violet's world—as usual—becomes more complicated than she ever could have anticipated.
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      When Violet had been bitten by a zombie, she had assumed it would be the worst thing that would ever happen to her.

      Then, upon discovering that the zombie bite caused her to lose control and eat people whenever she smelled fresh blood, she was sure she’d reached rock bottom.

      After that, when she thought she had lost her best friend to a horde of the undead, she was certain things couldn’t possibly get any worse.

      But now, she was being held prisoner by a power-hungry narcissist who kept her locked in her room and occasionally brought her out to kill people.

      She was learning not to assume anything anymore.

      The one thing that kept her sane was the note, hastily shoved into her hand two weeks ago – the last time she’d been taken outside. It had only said six words. ‘Don’t worry. I’m getting you out.’

      It was those words which were echoing through her mind that evening, when she was led into the large dining room. As usual, she was followed by two men – Ezra’s soldiers – who kept their machine guns pointed at the back of her head at all times.

      Ezra, the leader of their community and the one holding her prisoner, sat at the head of the table. Four men Violet didn’t recognize were seated around him.

      When he noticed her walking into the room, Ezra smiled, flashing his perfect white teeth.

      “Ah, Violet, you are a vision.” He got to his feet, pulling out the empty chair to his left. Silence fell as she sat down.

      “What’s this?” asked a blond man with a neat goatee beard.

      “I asked my lovely friend Violet to join our meeting,” Ezra said.

      “You can’t distract us with prostitutes, Ezra. Not again.”

      Violet scowled. “I’m not a prostitute.”

      The blond man raised an eyebrow. “Then why are you dressed like one?” He didn’t wait for an answer, turning and muttering something to the guest on his right, who laughed. Violet felt her face flush. The outfit had certainly not been her choice. Two of Ezra’s vassals – servants who no longer had their tongues – had put her in a dress consisting almost entirely of pink sequins. They had also painted her face in more make-up than she had ever worn in her life. Violet, who usually made no more effort regarding her appearance than tying back her hair and sometimes remembering to wash the zombie blood off her clothes, felt hideously uncomfortable.

      Ezra tapped his glass to get the attention of the table. “Gentlemen, thank you all for coming this evening. I hope you’re enjoying the food and wine.” His eyes swept across his guests. “I invited the four of you, the leaders of the only thriving communities besides my own for miles, here to discuss our current trade arrangements.”

      “What about them?” the blond man asked. Violet noticed he had a piece of chicken wobbling precariously from his beard.

      Ezra met his gaze coolly. “I want to talk about some changes.”

      “What kind of changes?” This came from a large-bellied man with thick grey hair.

      “We trade valuable resources with each of you,” Ezra began, “But we feel that we’re not getting enough in return.” He looked at the fat man. “From your community, Simon, we’d like more fish.”

      Simon’s face was impassive, and he said nothing. Ezra continued. “More seeds and farm tools from you, Kieran, and more building materials from you, Rex.” Now he spoke to the blond. “And from you, Jacob, more medicine and ammunition.”

      Jacob shook his head, incredulous. “I’m not sure what you think you have to barter with? The last batch you sent us was below standard, and let’s not forget that one of my guys was killed by your people when we came here only a few weeks ago.”

      Ezra held out his hands. “The last shipment was a little rough, that’s true. My men tell me that it won’t happen again.” He leaned on the table, fingers lacing together. “And as for this allegation about our people killing your man, where’s the proof? There was no body and no witnesses. Sounds to me like he chose to leave Harmony during the party and got chewed up by the droolers.”

      Violet felt a pang of guilt. She knew exactly what had happened to the man from Jacob’s community; she had been the one who killed him. Not on purpose. He’d been fighting with someone from Harmony, blood had been spilled, and, unable to control herself, she had ripped him to shreds.

      She kept her head down, tracing the pattern of the tablecloth with her finger and hoping no one noticed the color rising in her face. Cautiously, she flicked her gaze up to Jacob and saw that his eyes were locked with Ezra’s. After a tense few moments, he shrugged.

      “Whatever. Regardless of what happened, those people you sent us were not worth the medicine we traded them for. They needed practically half our supply to get them fit enough to work.”

      They’re trading people.

      Violet’s stomach dropped. She had been telling herself for weeks that her hunch was wrong; that there was no way Ezra was shipping out living people to the other communities, despite the rumors that suggested otherwise. He may not have been a good guy, but she had tried so hard to convince herself he wasn’t a slave trader.

      But it seemed that she was wrong, as she often was these days.

      Simon spoke up. “You want all of this from us, but you haven’t said what we get in return?”

      Ezra smiled. “Safety. Your cooperation means I don’t use my new weapon against you.”

      Jacob sounded unimpressed. “And what’s that?”

      Oh no.

      Ezra got to his feet, pulling Violet up by the arm, and leading her around the table. “I brought my friend here for a demonstration. To show you that we are far more powerful than you give us credit for.”

      Jacob, Simon and the two other strangers laughed.

      “You’re going to use a prostitute to show us how dangerous you are?” Jacob snorted.

      “I’m not a prostitute,” Violet insisted through gritted teeth.

      Jacob held up a finger. “Shhh, darlin’, men are talking.”

      She scowled, wondering, however fleetingly, whether eating this guy would absolutely be the worst thing in the world. Ezra put his hands on her shoulders. “You see, this young lady is very special. She has a gift.”

      “The gift of looking like a prostitute?” The men laughed raucously.

      Seriously, just cut him.

      Ezra shook his head. “No. She’s a mutant. Half drooler, half living person.”

      Jacob and the other men scoffed. “You’re losing it, old man.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Prove it.” Jacob sounded almost bored. “Show us.”

      “You want a demonstration?”

      “Hell yeah I do.” Jacob got to his feet, moving closer while the other men watched curiously. He grinned, eyeing Violet up and down, and then pretended to shake. “Ooh, please don’t hurt me!”

      She said nothing, her heart racing. She knew what was going to happen. Ezra had played this game before. He’d cut the guy, which would make her lose control and turn. All she could hope for was that he would stop her before she killed anyone. Jacob was a jerk, sure, but she didn’t really want more blood on her hands.

      Hopefully as the leader of another community, Ezra needed him.

      “Hold out your hand,” Ezra said to Jacob.

      “Why?”

      “Because you wanted a demonstration.”

      “And what? She needs to hold my hand?”

      More laughter from the table.

      “Do you want to see or not?”

      Jacob sighed, holding out his left hand. Ezra’s knife moved quickly, the blade skimming easily across the surface of Jacob’s skin. Slowly the blood began to slip through. The delicious smell, the one Violet had encountered all too frequently over the past few weeks, began to fill the air.

      She stumbled forward, suddenly aware that Ezra had not ordered one of his soldiers to restrain her. If he wanted to simply scare Jacob, this was the wrong way to do it.

      He’s not scaring him. He wants me to kill him.

      Her feet no longer felt like her own, and she was only vaguely aware that they were carrying her slowly but steadily to the bleeding man. She could hear raised voices, but already they felt very far away.

      “What are you doing?” That was Jacob. He had his back to her and was yelling at Ezra.

      “You wanted a demonstration.”

      “You’re crazy! Get me a towel, damn it!”

      “Oh please, it’s a scratch.”

      “Yeah it is. Is that really the best you can do?”

      “Maybe. But it’s not the best she can do.”
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      Violet awoke to water splashing on her face and found herself flat on her back in a puddle of blood, at the far end of the room. She blinked, eyes bleary, until eventually the face in front of her became clear. Though it was the last one she expected to see.

      “Joe?”

      Her best friend smiled, but he said nothing as he gently dabbed at her forehead with a damp towel. There were two soldiers standing behind him with their guns raised. Joe pulled Violet carefully into a sitting position.

      Ezra and the other men were deep in conversation at the table. Well, except Jacob. What was left of him was on the floor a few feet from where they were sitting.

      “She’s back,” Joe said to the soldiers, and they lowered their weapons. They watched her for a few more seconds, then left the room. Violet forced herself to look at the corpse beside her. She’d chewed off one of his hands and through his neck a little. It could’ve been worse, though probably not for him.

      “They stopped you pretty quickly,” Joe muttered, quietly enough so that Ezra and the others wouldn’t hear.

      “That was nice of them.”

      “They knocked you out from behind once you got going, or that’s what I heard anyway.”

      It was beyond lucky that Joe hadn’t been in the room when Jacob had been cut. Joe, like Violet, was infected with the zombie virus. So far, no one besides herself and a couple of their closest friends knew about his infection, but that would’ve soon changed if he’d smelled Jacob’s fresh blood.

      Violet reached up and gingerly touched a lump that had appeared on the back of her head, presumably the handiwork of the soldiers in their efforts to knock her out.

      She spoke to Joe in a low voice. “What are you even doing here?”

      “I asked Ezra for a job.”

      “Why?”

      He raised an eyebrow, as if the answer was obvious. “To keep you out of trouble.”

      “Great work so far.”

      “It’s my first day.”

      She felt a genuine smile cross her lips. After not having seen him for weeks, the sight of one of the most important people in her life was amazing. But she was nervous. Joe working so close to Ezra was not a good thing. One slip and he could reveal his secret. She shuddered to think what their leader would do if he had two half-zombies at his disposal.

      Ezra and the other men got to their feet and walked over, stepping over Jacob’s body as if it was nothing more than a sleeping dog. Ezra grinned victoriously, though the three strangers were decidedly paler than they’d been at the start of their dinner.

      “Ah, she’s awake!” Ezra gestured to Violet, then pulled her to her feet, putting his arm around her in an act of almost fatherly affection. “Wonderful to have you back, sweetheart.”

      He addressed the others. “So, gentleman, I think that concludes our business. Unless anyone has any questions?”

      None of the men said anything, each silently shaking their heads. Two quickly scuttled out of the room, but the one called Simon stayed.

      “That was…dramatic,” he said with a sigh.

      “I told you I’d get the job done.”

      “I asked you to kill Jacob, not to make a scene and threaten the others with your pet monster. What was all that nonsense about sending her into their communities to infect children?”

      “I saw a way to make things better for Harmony, and I took it.”

      “Was the extra food I promised not enough?”

      “What can I say? I’m a showman.”

      Simon scowled, but Ezra clapped him on his beefy shoulder. “Listen, you’ve got what you wanted. Jacob’s dead. You’re free to go in, take over his place, and use it for whatever the hell it is you’re doing with your people on that ship.” He lowered his voice. “I told you I’d never ask about your little experiments, and I haven’t, despite the gruesome stuff I’ve heard. This is win-win for us both. I have a sweeter deal with the other communities, and all three of you know not to take my group for granted. Everyone’s happy.”

      Simon glanced at Violet. “About her–”

      “She’s not for sale.”

      “I could make you a very–”

      “That’s my final word on it.”

      Simon didn’t seem happy but pressed it no further. “Until next time, Ezra.” His eyes flicked once more in Violet’s direction before he turned and left the room.

      Ezra still had his arm around her. “You did a fantastic job, sweetheart.”

      “Great.”

      He released his hold. “Don’t let it get to you; the guy was a jerk. You were doing his people a favor.”

      Somehow, she doubted that. “You said Simon could take over. What experiments–?”

      Ezra cut her off. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      “Did the others agree to your terms?”

      He grinned. “Once they saw what you could do? Oh absolutely.”

      “What did you say to them?”

      “Not much, to be honest you did most of the work. I simply suggested I might slip you into their communities to cause a little mayhem. Their places are all bigger than ours; it’d be hard to spot a new face. Until it started eating their kids, that is.” His smile widened. “But that’s not going to happen. They all became very amenable around the time you started pulling out Jacob’s vocal cords. Right. Time for bed.”
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      Violet woke up early the next morning to the sound of commotion. Raised voices and protests were coming from outside her window. She slipped out of bed and hurried across the room, peering down into the courtyard outside the warehouse. There were two men arguing loudly as a crowd gathered around them. Within moments it became a full-on fight. Punches were thrown, and the men wrestled each other to the ground. It took no more than a minute before one drew a knife, slashing at the other and cutting him across the stomach. Violet had never been so grateful for the pane of glass between them as she watched the blood drench the victim’s shirt. Two of Ezra’s soldiers finally descended, pulling the knife out of the first man’s hands and dragging him away. They left the victim in the courtyard. Most of the crowd dispersed hurriedly, as if frightened that helping the injured man would somehow have negative consequences for themselves. Eventually, a couple of low point-holders pulled him in the direction of the medical building.

      What’s happening to this place?

      Harmony had never exactly been paradise, but Violet had always felt safe within its walls. The soldiers watched over the people, and Ezra kept order. But now things were changing.

      A few hours later, she was drawn to the window again. Three soldiers were supervising as five men built a wooden platform. It was next to the stage which Ezra used when he wanted to address the people, but several feet higher, with a simple staircase leading up to it from behind. Two squares were being cut out of the floor.

      There was a knock on her bedroom door. Violet got to her feet, expecting to see Ezra’s grinning face as he swung the door open and walked right in as usual. But nothing happened, so she went to open it herself.

      Joe was standing in the hallway holding a plate of scrambled eggs in one hand. With the other, he pulled her in for a hug as he stepped into the room.

      “Thanks,” Violet said, grabbing the plate. “They forgot to give me breakfast.”

      “Actually, that was me. I didn’t realize it was supposed to be my job to feed you.”

      “That’s okay,” she said, her mouth already full. “Who reminded you?”

      “The woman with blonde hair.”

      “The one with no tongue?”

      “Yeah, she can still nod and point. She’s a good listener actually, and it’s kind of nice, because she can’t tell me to shut up.”

      “What does she do when she gets sick of listening to you?”

      Joe thought about this. “The last three times she’s walked away. I guess that does the job well enough. Anyway, how are you doing?” He surveyed her room, whistling. “Nice place.”

      “I hate it; I’d rather be back at home with you guys.”

      “I’m not there either; I live in the vassals’ quarters now, down the hall. Ezra likes his people to be close by.”

      “How did the others feel about you leaving the group?” Violet didn’t imagine it going down well, especially with Lex, their most outspoken friend.

      “They understood.”

      “And Toby? How is he?” At only ten years old, Toby was partly her responsibility, and she hated not being there.

      “He’s worried about you, but Lex is taking care of him. She likes him more than she lets on.”

      “I know.”

      There were more sounds of hammering from outside. “What’s that?” Joe asked.

      Violet walked to the window. “I don’t know. They’re building another stage, but it’s kind of weird. It’s got holes in it.”

      He followed her over. When he peered down into the courtyard he sucked in his breath. “That’s not a stage.”

      “What is it?”

      “Gallows.”

      It took her a minute to remember what the word meant. “Wait, for hanging people?”

      “Yeah.” He pointed to the holes on the platform. “Those will be trap doors. They open, and then whoever is on the end of the noose falls and breaks their neck. Hopefully.”

      “Hopefully?”

      “Well, or they strangle to death slowly. Personally, I’d want a quick break.”

      Violet was unable to draw her eyes from the window. “Why is this happening? Is this because of me?”

      “No. Things have been changing around here long before anyone found out about you. I mean, think about those poor buggers who got their tongues cut off or that guy who got fed to the biter. This isn’t the same place it was when we first came here. Ezra’s trading people like slaves, for God’s sake.”

      “Where do you think he gets them from?”

      Joe sat beside her at the window, talking as though he’d been giving it some serious thought. “I think it’s something to do with the guys in the nicest apartments. I think it’s their job to go out and find them.”

      She supposed that made sense. No one seemed to know exactly what those men did, only that they reported directly to Ezra. “You think they kidnap people?”

      Joe nodded. “Maybe they offer them sanctuary; it’d be easier to get them into the trucks willingly. But you know what most survivors are like these days, they don’t trust strangers. I bet most of them are taken by force.”

      “There are a lot of locked doors around Harmony,” Violet murmured. “Do you think they bring them here first?”

      “That would be risky. Surely they’d be seen?”

      “Not if they did it at night.” It was starting to make sense now. Ezra’s curfew wasn’t to protect the residents; it was to make sure the town was deserted when he brought the trucks in.

      An uneasy expression settled on Joe’s face.

      “What?” Violet asked.

      “Do you think Ezra’s ever sold people who were already living here?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      He shrugged. “Think how often we go for weeks without seeing any other survivors. There have got to be times when they can’t find anyone out there.” He took a breath. “I’ve heard stories about people going missing from this place, but I assumed it was because they’d gone out on their own, scavenging or whatever, and ran into trouble. It’s always the lowest point holders who disappear, and no one ever kicks up a fuss.”

      Violet remembered the times she’d heard about people disappearing, and how everyone had assumed they’d simply left, or been quietly banished for some unknown crime. How had she been so naïve?

      “We need to get out,” she said, determinedly.

      “I know, but now that you’re Ezra’s favorite person, it’s going to be a lot harder. We can’t exactly go on a supply run and never come back.” He paused for a moment. “Could we use zombie-Violet? You know, turn you and get you to kill the guards? We’ve done it before.”

      She scowled. “Why don’t we use zombie-Joe? I feel like he hasn’t had much action recently.” Joe shifted uncomfortably, and she softened. “It doesn’t matter; either of us turning is too dangerous. We could kill one of our friends or another innocent person. And with all these soldiers, we’re more likely to get shot before we even get close to escaping.”

      He sighed. “You’re right. But we need to think of something, and fast. I don’t want to see any of our people on the end of that noose. Especially me.”
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      “You’re hanging people now?”

      Ezra wore an expression of surprise as Violet entered the dining room. It was dinner time, and the dark-haired woman in red had brought another glittering monstrosity to wear. This one was yellow and somehow more hideous than the last.

      He sat alone in the large dining room, a plate of roast chicken in front of him. Violet dropped down onto the chair opposite, watching coldly as he processed her question.

      He actually seemed mildly impressed. “Well, aren’t we feeling assertive this evening? Is it because you had a good meal last night?”

      “Answer the question. Did you actually build gallows outside?”

      He put his fork down. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      She shook her head in disbelief. “Because it’s barbaric…and medieval…and incomprehensibly cruel? Pick whichever one you like.”

      “You have a better way to deal with our criminals? I don’t see space for a jail in this town.”

      “And hanging them in the street is the answer?”

      “I wasn’t sure you’d have the stomach to deal with everyone on your own. Women always worry about their weight.” He chuckled, holding her gaze. “If the sight of our little craft project out there stops my people from stealing and fighting, then this place will be better for all of us.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “So, it’s only for show? You’re not actually going to use it?”

      Ezra took a sip of wine. “Oh no, I’m going to use it. A threat is worthless without the meat to back it up. In fact, I’ve got someone waiting to break it in as we speak. A guy decided to get stab-happy this morning.”

      Violet folded her arms. “Will there be a trial?”

      “What for?”

      “For him to plead his case, to give him a chance to live.”

      “No.”

      “You’re just going to quietly execute him?”

      Ezra snorted. “Who said anything about quietly? I’m hoping for a crowd.”

      “You’re a monster.”

      He let out a burst of laughter. “Me? I’m not the one who gets my kicks chewing people’s arms off, sweetheart. Oh, and well done on that, by the way. In any case, you should be happy. One man hanging from that noose is one less for you to have to eat.” He winked at her before he continued with his dinner.

      Violet pushed her plate away. “And you’re trading people too?”

      He paused, fork halfway to his mouth. His jovial expression flickered. “That’s right.”

      “Why?”

      A shrug. “People need people.”

      “What kind of answer is that?”

      He sighed, putting down his cutlery and dabbing at his mouth with a napkin. “Look, the guys who run the other communities, they started out small. We always had the numbers, but that was okay because I’m a nice fella, and I wasn’t out to steal and pillage. But it meant they were vulnerable from the droolers and other less savory characters than me. So, we struck up a deal: I’d give them workers; they’d give me a cut of whatever it was they were trading. Thanks to me, they’re now even bigger than we are.”

      “So, you kidnap other survivors and force them into slavery?”

      Ezra snorted. “I’d hardly call a warm bed and safe place ‘slavery’.”

      “You’re telling me they can leave if they want?”

      Another shrug. “Probably, once they’ve paid off their debt.”

      “It’s not their debt, it’s yours. You’re the one selling them.”

      Ezra rolled his eyes, as if speaking to a petulant child. “You don’t understand how the world functions anymore. Nothing is simple; everyone has a role to play. Those people are part of something bigger than themselves. They’re building new societies, making this screwed up world a better place.”

      “Whether they want to or not.”

      There was a knock at the dining room door, and five soldiers entered before Ezra could say anything else.

      “It’s ready,” one of them said.

      Ezra smiled. “Good. Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go and talk to our friends.” He got up, heading out of the room without waiting for her to follow. Three of his men stepped forward to escort her.

      One of them was Jack, the soldier who’d been in charge of her scavenging group. The soldier who’d become her friend. The soldier who’d had no idea what she was until he’d seen her turn into a zombie right in front of him.

      His eyes were focused on the floor now, and he silently motioned for her to get up. She did as ordered.

      As they walked down the hallway, she fought every urge she had to talk to him. They were too close to the other soldiers. Though she’d been part of his scavenging group, the soldiers weren’t supposed to become too friendly with the civilians, and she didn’t want to get Jack into trouble by seeming happy to see him. The last thing she wanted was to bring him in to the danger she’d managed to get herself mixed up in.

      Again.

      Outside, the sun was beginning to set. The bells were ringing, and a crowd had formed around the stage. All eyes were fixed on the gallows, which were now complete, and casting spindling shadows in the dying light. Ezra stepped onto the new platform, but he didn’t pull Violet up with him. She stayed back, grateful not to be standing in front of the whole community again.

      One of the three soldiers whispered something to Jack, then headed back into the warehouse with the other, leaving the two of them alone. Violet felt her heart begin to hammer. They hadn’t spoken since their disastrous non-date, where she ignored him all night, disappeared for hours, and got drunk alone. That probably would have been awkward and humiliating enough if she hadn’t accidentally eaten someone at the end of it.

      He broke the silence first, speaking in no more than a whisper. “How are you?”

      She smiled weakly, wishing she’d been wearing anything other than the sparkly dress. “Oh, you know, the usual.”

      “I’m not sure I do.” His voice wasn’t cold, not really, but he didn’t sound like his usual self. They didn’t have much longer to speak. Once everyone arrived, it would be Ezra’s moment, and she was not going to risk being one of the first people on the gallows because she made the mistake of speaking over their psychotic leader.

      “I’m sorry,” she began, the words sounding even weaker out loud than they had in her head. “I’m sorry for what I did. As crappy dates go, I’m pretty sure eating someone on the walk home makes it at least top five.”

      Jack’s face softened, and she continued. “You must hate me.”

      “Hate you?”

      “For what I am. I don’t blame you. I kind of hate me too some of the time. A lot of the time actually. I mean, it used to be bad enough that I always said the wrong thing, and I always talk way too much, but now I’ve got the whole eating people problem and that makes it–”

      “Violet,” he interrupted her gabble. “I don’t hate you. But I do hate that you didn’t trust me enough to tell me. Did you think I would hurt you? Turn you in?”

      “No…I mean, I didn’t know–”

      He continued. “Not only that, but by keeping what you are a secret, you risked my life every time we went on a run. You didn’t tell me that a drop of blood could put my life in danger. Not only mine, but Lex, Ryan, Toby, Joe, and anyone else. We were at risk because you didn’t trust us.”

      “I know. I just–”

      But she didn’t get to finish, because everyone had arrived. The bells stopped ringing, and Ezra began to address the crowd.

      “Friends. As you can see, we’ve made some changes to our courtyard here with our brand-new gallows.” He paused, allowing the crowd a moment to take in the two nooses, swinging slowly in the evening breeze.

      “Now I know it’s a little ‘medieval’, but hey, you gotta do what you gotta do.” He smiled, gesturing to the ropes on his right. “So, who wants to give them a spin?”

      Unsurprisingly there were no volunteers amongst the crowd. Ezra laughed.

      “Don’t worry. We already have a…let’s not say a willing participant, but we’ve got someone to try one of these out anyway.”

      He turned as one of the soldiers who’d been escorting Violet outside reappeared, pushing a man onto the platform. It was the one who had stabbed the other man that morning. His wrists were tied together in front of him, and his ankles were also bound, though far enough apart to allow him to take small steps.

      Ezra’s voice suddenly became very serious. “Aaron here decided that he didn’t like his friend Mark’s company anymore. So, he killed him. That means we’ve got one less member of our community pitching in for us, because he’s dead, and another who thinks he makes the rules.” Ezra narrowed his brows. “But who makes the rules here?”

      “You do.” Every member of the crowd spoke as one, despite it being the first time Ezra had ever asked this question.

      His wolf-teeth flashed in the dying light. “That’s exactly right.” He turned, watching as one of his soldiers pulled Aaron to a noose and tightened it around his neck.

      “Please,” the man begged. “It wasn’t like that. He wasn’t my friend. He hurt my daughter. I had to–” But Ezra wasn’t listening. He reached for the lever to his right and pulled it. The trap door opened, and there was a horrible snapping sound. Violet looked away.

      Ezra addressed the crowd. “Don’t forget this.”
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      When Violet woke in the middle of the night, she realized she was not alone in her room. Though she hadn’t even sat up, she knew she was being watched. She laid still, eyes closed, listening for movement around her.

      There, a creak of floorboards, right beside her bed.

      She opened her eyes and swung her arm. It collided with the soft flesh of someone’s face. Whoever it was stumbled back. She jumped out of bed, grabbing the empty glass water jug and raising it high, planning to bring it down on the intruder if they came any closer.

      “Wait, Violet!”

      “Matt?” She lowered the jug, though only a fraction.

      “Yeah, do you mind not punching me in the face?”

      “Do you mind not scaring the crap out of me?”

      Matt smiled; his face now half illuminated by the moonlight coming through the window. “Sorry.”

      “What are you doing here?” She put the jug down on the nightstand, wrapping her arms around herself self-consciously. Her Victorian style nightdress, courtesy of Ezra, was hardly the thing she wanted to be seen in by anyone, let alone Matt. The last time they had spoken, she had told him in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t interested in a relationship, which in reality couldn’t have been further from the truth. She’d only said it because she was scared of ruining their friendship.

      And of accidentally eating him.

      Matt would be better off with Anna, the one who could love him without running the risk of ripping him apart.

      He took a step closer, slowly, as if half expecting her to lash out again. “I wanted to check you were okay.”

      “How did you get in?”

      “The door wasn’t locked.”

      “Ezra doesn’t lock it,” she muttered. “He knows I’m not going anywhere, there are always soldiers patrolling. How did you get past them?”

      “They were distracted by something.”

      “What?”

      “The fire I started.”

      Her eyes widened. “You started a fire?”

      “Only a small one.”

      “Where?”

      Matt gestured vaguely. “Over there somewhere. It won’t spread. Probably.”

      Violet’s stomach felt like it was filled with lead. “Are you insane? You saw the gallows, right? You see that guy still hanging there?” She pointed at the window. “What do you think Ezra would do to someone who set his town on fire?”

      “I feel like you’re not happy to see me.”

      She couldn’t help letting out a single bleat of laughter at how ridiculously calm he was. “Fine. It’s good to see you. But why did you come?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “About getting out? I got your note. Have you spoken to Joe?”

      He looked momentarily confused. “What? Oh, no, I mean, I’m still trying to put a plan together. But right now, I wanted to talk about us.”

      “Us? You want to talk about our relationship right now?”

      A smile flickered across his lips. “So, there is a relationship?”

      She scowled, slapping his arm. “Will you please take something seriously? Do you not see what’s happening right now? I’m being held captive by our insane leader, whose favorite party trick is to get me to eat people he doesn’t like. But don’t worry, because he’s also exploring different ways to kill off anyone who doesn’t play exactly as he wants them to. Everyone here knows my secret and is terrified of me, and the other day, a man Ezra described as doing ‘experiments’ in his own community asked if he could buy me. The last thing on my mind right now is whether or not you and I should go to second base!” She took a breath, suddenly aware that she hadn’t for her whole tirade.

      Matt held up his hands. “No. Of course not. You’re right.” He paused. “I mean if you only want to kiss again that’s totally cool–” He dodged the pillow she threw at him, laughing. “I’m kidding! Honestly, I just wanted to check you were alright, you’ve been locked away for weeks.”

      “Yeah it’s been a real blast.”

      Matt put the pillow back on the bed, his tone becoming more serious. “This is my fault. If I hadn’t told them what you were, Ezra wouldn’t have locked you up in this place.”

      “I was eating a guy, Matt. If you hadn’t told them what I was, they would’ve killed me. It wasn’t like you had many choices.” She moved to the window. A flickering light was visible in the distance, surely the remains of Matt’s fire. “I don’t blame you; I’m just sick of this place.”

      She felt his hand on her shoulder, and he gently turned her around to face him, pulling her close. She breathed in his familiar, albeit smoky, smell, and allowed herself a moment to feel, instead of over-thinking everything. Slowly, he pulled away.

      She took a step back as he leaned in to kiss her. “Don’t. Not now. I can’t think about us with all this going on.”

      She wasn’t sure if he understood, but he made no attempt to close the gap. “Okay.”

      Though she’d been the one to tell him to stop, she wasn’t sure she liked that he had. For something to do, she turned her attention back to the window. Then, another, rather sour, thought popped into her head.

      “How’s Anna?” She glanced at Matt casually, not altogether happy to see his lips curl slightly.

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about us?”

      She scoffed. “Don’t flatter yourself. It’s not about us. Anna is one of my friends, and I wanted to know how she was doing.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Anna is your friend?”

      “Yes Matt, I have other friends besides you.”

      “Sure, I know.”

      “Anna and I actually became pretty close.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really,” she drawled.

      He quirked an eyebrow. “What’s her last name?”

      “…What?”

      “What’s Anna’s last name?”

      She scowled. “You think I don’t know her last name?”

      “Well let’s see.”

      “It’s…”

      There was a knock at the door.

      Thank God for that.

      Oh crap, no, that’s Ezra’s knock!

      Without saying another word, she grabbed Matt and pushed him to the floor by the bed. “Under,” she hissed, knowing they only had seconds. She hurried to the door as it opened, almost colliding with Ezra.

      “Woah!” He narrowed his gaze suspiciously. “I didn’t expect you to be up.”

      “Well, in that case, it’s incredibly creepy that you let yourself into my room.” Her tone may have been sarcastic, but her heart was racing. She moved to the window in what she hoped was a casual enough way, relieved to find no sign of Matt. “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “I wanted to check in on you.”

      “You often come into my bedroom at night to check that I’m okay? I’m not thrilled with that, Ezra.”

      “Someone set a fire outside,” he began. “Created quite the diversion.”

      “For what?” she asked, innocently.

      “Exactly. I was wondering if it might be one of your little friends coming to rescue you from your tower.”

      “I’m not a princess.”

      “No, I guess not.”

      She held out her hands. “Well, as you can see, I’m all alone.”

      “Looks that way.” He didn’t leave.

      “Is there something else you wanted?” She spoke as though she wasn’t scared of him, though that wasn’t true at all. In fact, the idea that he might find Matt in her room, that she might see him swinging from the gallows next, filled her with a fear that clawed at her insides.

      But she couldn’t let Ezra know that, so she met his gaze, and eventually he shook his head.

      “No. I guess that’s it.” After one more glance around the room he left, closing the door curtly behind him.

      She sat down on the bed, letting out a long breath. “That was too close.”

      Matt crawled out and sat on his knees in front of her. “Do you think he’s going to give you a hard time now?”

      “He makes me eat people. I’m not sure he could make my life much more unpleasant.” She leaned forward, stroking some of the dust out of his dark hair. He smiled.

      “You should go,” she heard herself saying. “They’ll be checking houses tonight. You should be home when they come knocking.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. Besides, Anna will–” He cut himself off abruptly, but it was enough to make every muscle in Violet’s body tense up.

      “Anna? So, you’re still living with her?”

      “It’s not like there’s much of a choice. I don’t have enough points to go anywhere else right now.”

      She shuffled back on the bed, putting some space between them. “Well, you’re right. You better go; you don’t want Anna to worry about you.”

      He got to his feet. “Don’t be like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like that. I can’t afford another place, and I have to be careful with Anna right now. If I upset her too much, she could tell Ezra about Joe.”

      Violet was too mad to listen. She got off the bed and moved to the door. “Quick, you don’t want to keep her waiting.”

      Matt ran his hand through his hair in frustration, then followed. “You know you can be incredibly annoying, right?”

      “Not like Anna I bet.”

      He smiled, kissing her cheek before she could protest. “I’ll come back soon.”

      Panic rose in her stomach. “What? No, don’t come back here.”

      He slipped out, ignoring her angry whispers, and disappeared into the dark hallway. She waited until he was out of sight, then closed the door with a gentle click. There was nothing she could do now. She had no way of knowing whether he would make it home safely, other than waiting to see if his body joined the one swinging below her window. It wasn’t a comforting thought.
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      Two days passed, and Violet assumed Matt had managed to sneak out undetected, because he had not appeared at the gallows. It was at least one thing she could be thankful for, though the idea of him going home to Anna, slipping into bed beside her, perhaps even putting his arm around her to keep her warm in their creaky shack, made Violet’s stomach uncomfortably tight. She knew he was right; he couldn’t afford to live anywhere else, and he had to keep Anna sweet because she knew Joe’s secret.

      But was that really it? Or were there other reasons for Matt to go home to her each night? She was beautiful, intelligent, and unlike Violet, not prone to random acts of cannibalism. Matt and Violet may have shared a kiss on the night of the storm several weeks ago, but even if it had indeed meant something to him, there was no way Anna was going to give up without a fight. Violet didn’t want to think about what manner of methods that beautiful woman might use to keep what was ‘hers’.

      She berated herself for focusing so much on this. She should be thinking more about her own situation. Things weren’t exactly going great, and thanks to the fire, Ezra was even more protective over her. Still no locks on her bedroom door, which she assumed was his way of messing with her, but the patrols outside her room had increased. The chances of another night-time visit from Matt were very slim indeed.

      She was also accompanied by at least four soldiers whenever she left the warehouse with Ezra. This, she assumed, was to stop her attempting to escape, however it had the side effect of suggesting to passersby that she might suddenly attack at any given moment. People she had known ever since coming to Harmony no longer viewed her as a living person.

      Other things were changing in the community, too. The gallows had seen more use than even Violet would’ve expected within their three-day lifespan. Hanging became a one size fits all punishment, and as well as the man who’d been sentenced for murder, six others were hung for theft, fighting and vandalism. Another was killed for ‘attempting to incite violence’. Violet didn’t know exactly what that meant, but the outcome was that people now seemed to be afraid to even be seen talking to each other in public.

      The soldiers were changing too. A few appeared tired, stressed, and anxious, but the rest – far more of them—were stronger, happier, as though they had true purpose. Violet hadn’t seen Jack since their last conversation, but knowing him as she did, she imagined he’d probably fall into the former category. He wasn’t violent, and he didn’t like to see people suffer. He’d hate what their home was turning into.

      That evening, while she lay in bed thinking for the billionth time that perhaps taking that shortcut through the woods on the morning of the zompocalypse might not have been the best idea, there was a knock at her bedroom door. She got to her feet, tugging her nightdress down as she walked. It would probably be Joe; he sometimes came by with a snack, which was really an excuse to talk.

      She opened the door. “What did you set fire to this time?”

      Matt grinned, stepping into the room as she glanced left and right down the hallway. It was clear.

      “No fires, I promise.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I let a biter in instead.” He made his way over to her bed and sat down as though he owned it. “What’s new?”

      Her mouth hung open. “You let a biter in?”

      “Only a small one.”

      “How? Why? What if–” she couldn’t seem to form a coherent sentence.

      “There’s a gap in the fence. A tree fell after the storm, down by the shacks. The people patched it up as best they could. I just …un-patched it.”

      “Why?”

      “You told me not to light any more fires.”

      “I didn’t tell you to let a zombie into our home!”

      “I’m not a total idiot, Violet.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “This plan suggests otherwise.”

      “I smashed its teeth with a rock. It’s not going to bite anyone, I promise. I just made sure the soldiers saw it so they had to go and check for more. It meant I could get up here without being seen.”

      “How are you going to get back out?”

      “There’s a window I can jump down from, on this floor. It leads to a small roof, then I land in this huge bush. I can’t get in that way, but it’s how I got out last time. Don’t worry.”

      Violet sat on the edge of the bed beside him. “You’re very casual for a man who let a zombie into our home.”

      “I also snuck into a zombie’s room in the middle of the night. Clearly I don’t play by the rules.” He pulled a dramatic face.

      “You shouldn’t be here. If Anna finds out–”

      “Right, I forgot, you’re such good friends with Anna.”

      “Her last name is Smith.”

      “Not even close.”

      “Damn.”

      Matt smiled again, taking her hand gently. “Anna and I aren’t together anymore.”

      Violet tried to speak as if her heart wasn’t singing. “You’re not?”

      “I would’ve told you the other night, but you went all weird and ‘Violet’ about it.”

      “Har. Har.”

      “Look, I have to live with her because I can’t afford to move. Plus, it makes her feel safer to have someone close by. And don’t you even start rolling your eyes at me because you know I have to keep her at least a little happy if we want her to keep Joe’s secret.”

      “Fine. You’re right.”

      I hate that he’s right.

      She cleared her throat, now incredibly dry. “But you told her you’re not together anymore?”

      “I told her it wasn’t working, and I wasn’t happy.”

      “Did she cry?”

      “Do you want her to have cried?”

      “I’m only asking.”

      “No. She didn’t cry.” He paused, biting his lip. “She thinks I’m confused about my feelings for you. She’s giving me space, but I don’t know that it’s sunk in yet.”

      Violet raised an eyebrow skeptically. “So, you’re still living together, and she thinks you’re going to work it out. Are you broken up or not?”

      “Well, we’re not having sex anymore.”

      She put her hands over her ears. “I don’t want to know anything about that.”

      “Surely that’s a good thing?”

      She shook her head vigorously, hands still over her ears. “I don’t want to hear anything about you and Anna doing…. I don’t want to even imagine it.”

      He held up his hands. “Okay, okay, I understand.”

      Another knock from the hallway, and Matt was under the bed within seconds. She knew it wasn’t Ezra, because he always let himself straight in, but it could be one of his soldiers. Violet hurried to the door and opened it cautiously.

      “That nightgown makes your knees look like old, squashed potatoes. I never noticed that before.”

      “Thanks, Joe. Come in.” She stepped aside to let him past. He was holding a plate with a peanut butter sandwich on it.

      Matt slid out from under the bed, and a knowing smile played on Joe’s lips. “Was I interrupting something?”

      Matt shook his head. “Just Violet emphatically telling me about how she doesn’t want to hear or talk about sex.”

      Joe sighed. “That’s a shame. What are you doing here?”

      “I came to check on Vi.”

      “Then I’m guessing you’re the one who let the biter in?”

      Matt nodded. “Have they killed it?”

      “Yeah, most of the soldiers are out searching for a gap in the fence. Is that how you got it in?”

      “Yeah.”

      Another knock. Violet and Joe immediately pushed Matt down and under the bed seconds before the door opened. Ezra scanned the room, his gaze settling curiously on Joe.

      “Well, well. What’s going on here?”

      “I wanted a sandwich,” Violet answered, taking the plate from Joe’s hand.

      Ezra didn’t appear to be entirely convinced at this explanation, but he stepped further into the room without too much menace. He glanced at the sandwich. “Peanut butter? For a zombie?”

      “I like peanut butter.”

      “You don’t want something a little meatier?”

      “I’m a vegetarian.”

      He paused then laughed raucously. “A vegetarian zombie! That’s hysterical.”

      She scowled. “Yes, I’m sure it is. Can I help you with something?”

      “There’s been another incident.”

      “Another fire?” she asked, watching Joe remake her bed out of the corner of her eye, knowing it was an excuse for him to stay and listen.

      “No. A drooler got in.”

      She tried to sound suitably shocked. “How?”

      “Way I see it, we’ve got two options. One, there’s a gap in the fence somewhere, pretty unlikely seeing as how this is our first drooler in months, but not totally out of the question. Or there’s option two.”

      He said nothing else, and eventually Violet said tiredly, “I get the feeling you’re waiting for me to ask what option two is?”

      “That you’ve been merrily infecting my people.”

      She snorted. “What? That’s crazy, I’ve been in here all night, and before that I was with you, with your guys aiming their guns at my head. When would I have time to infect anyone?”

      Ezra raised an eyebrow victoriously. “So, you can infect people.”

      There was no sense hiding it. “You know what I am. But it only happens when I turn, and I haven’t in days.”

      He thought for a moment. “When you infect people, do they become mutants?”

      “I don’t think so.” In truth, she’d never really considered the possibility.

      “Have you ever waited to find out?”

      “No. I’m usually too busy eating them.”

      “Fair enough…Do you think your babies will be little half-zombies too?”

      She hadn’t been expecting that. “I’m not going to have any babies.”

      Ezra pursed his lips, nodding, and turned back to the door. “Well, never say never.” He left the room without waiting for a reply.

      Violet dropped down onto the bed, as Matt crawled out.

      “What did he mean by that?” Joe asked. “Never say never?”

      “I think we all know exactly what he meant,” Violet muttered.

      Matt took a breath. “Okay. We’re getting out of here, and we’re doing it soon.”

      A determined expression settled on Joe’s face. “Matt, where’s the hole in the fence?”
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      The following day was fairly normal, or as normal as things had become in Harmony. There were another two hangings, one for theft, the other for what Ezra called an ‘act of violence’, when the stall holder who had been robbed found the guy who did it and punched him in the face.

      Harmony, once a vibrant community, was now populated by men, women, and children with hollow, frightened expressions. When gathered in the courtyard, they stood straight and rigid, never looking anywhere except at Ezra until the time he left their sight. He’d always been able to hold the attention of a crowd, but this was something new. He’d found a way to create his own zombies.

      Violet was becoming even more restless. She and her friends needed to get out of this place, and soon.

      More than once she’d thought about killing Ezra. In theory it could be done. Sure, he was bigger than her, but all she’d need was a good swipe with a knife. If he started bleeding, she’d turn, and then it wouldn’t matter how much bigger or stronger he was, the zombie-version of herself would easily rip him to pieces. But unfortunately, it wasn’t as simple as that. The only time she got anywhere near a knife was at dinner, when there were always at least four soldiers in the room with her. Even if she managed to cut Ezra before they realized what she was doing, they’d drag her off before she could do any real damage.

      Stealing a knife was no good either. The soldiers were always watching; they’d know if she tried to pocket one. Aside from that, Ezra was armed whenever he came into her room. Though he’d never actually drawn the gun, she’d seen it tucked into a holster on his hip. One flash of a knife and he’d just shoot her. Probably not to kill, she was too valuable, but he could still stop her walking.

      Like it or not, her only chance was to escape without him knowing, which would be easier said than done. Everything had to be planned carefully, if they could hope for any chance of success. And it seemed that ‘carefully’ also meant ‘slowly’.

      The bedroom door creaked open, and Violet glanced over from her seat at the window, where she had been watching the sun set. It was the two women in red, bringing her some dinner.

      “No dining with the boss tonight?” she drawled. She’d had to endure another meal with Ezra the previous evening, where he’d hit her with dozens of questions about her ‘gift’. He had been particularly interested in her ability to infect others, wanting details on everyone she’d ever bitten and what had become of them. It was exhausting and not exactly the most cheerful dinner conversation.

      The fair-haired woman shook her head, placing the plate down on the desk while the brunette poured a glass of water. Then they made to leave. Violet, suddenly stuck with a pang of loneliness, called out.

      “Wait, please stay.”

      The women stopped, turning back to face her questioningly. She supposed they were waiting for orders.

      “You don’t need to do anything,” she clarified, sitting at the table. “I’d just like some company. Preferably from those who don’t get their kicks stringing people up by the neck.”

      Neither woman said anything, though they couldn’t even if they wanted to, but they stayed where they were. Violet supposed it was as much as she could hope for, and took a bite of her dinner, fish, and vegetables.

      “I can’t taste it,” she said, gesturing to the food. The brunette immediately stepped closer, as if going to take the plate away. Violet shook her head. “No, I don’t mean there’s something wrong with it. I’m sure it’s delicious. It’s me. I can’t taste anything anymore, except blood.”

      The fair woman shuddered, then lowered her gaze apologetically.

      “Don’t feel bad,” Violet smiled. “It is gross.” She bit her lip. “I should be the one who feels guilty, you’ve been taking care of me since I got here, and I don’t even know your names.”

      The two women darted looks at each other.

      “You’re not supposed to tell me?”

      Shaking heads.

      Violet whispered conspiringly, “Come on, I can keep a secret. I kept my own long enough, and you have no idea how hard it is to hide the fact that you occasionally eat people.”

      A genuine smile from the brunette. She took a couple of steps closer, ignoring the worried glances of her friend. Next to Violet there was a pad of paper and a pen. The woman wrote her name in curling, girlish letters.

      “Valerie,” Violet read aloud. “Nice to meet you.”

      Valerie held out the pen to her friend. The fair woman approached slowly, pausing with one hand half-raised. Valerie pointed to the doorway, then to her own mouth, and shrugged.

      What more can he do to us?

      Violet knew that’s what she meant, and it made her heart heavy. Reluctantly the other woman took the notepad, hastily writing her name.

      “Dawn,” Violet read. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Something as simple as writing their own names had a different effect on each of the women. Valerie seemed somehow stronger, as though she’d run the gauntlet. Dawn, on the other hand, appeared to have shrunk, and kept glancing nervously at the closed door. Violet suddenly felt furious. Ezra had done this to them. He’d taken two ordinary women and made them terrified to even share their identities.

      “Why did he do it?” she asked.

      Valerie’s confidence seemed to wither, and her eyes flicked to the floor.

      “Please,” Violet pressed, suddenly desperate to know. Valerie took a breath, then reached out for the notepad. But Dawn grabbed it first, and flung it across the room. She marched to the door, wrenched it open, and left. Valerie slowly turned and followed.

      Violet pushed her plate away. Whatever those women had done, it had clearly cost more than their tongues.
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      When Violet woke up the next evening, she could see someone standing by her window. As she sat up, squinting in the darkness, she tried to figure out who it was. It was almost impossible, the moonlight was limited, and her guest had their back to the bed.

      Is it Matt?

      No, whoever it was stood around six inches shorter than Matt. They were broader too. It wasn’t Joe, nor was it Ezra.

      “Hello?” she said into the darkness.

      “Hello.”

      The voice, low and gravelly, sent shivers down her spine. It was not one she recognized. The man made no attempt to turn around or come any closer. Violet sat up a bit straighter. She wanted to get out of bed, but she was afraid the movement might cause the man to come closer and set something into motion that she wouldn’t be able to stop. So, she stayed where she was, despite the pounding in her chest and the desperate desire to run from the room as fast as she could.

      Taking a breath, she cleared her throat. “Okay, I’m getting a kind of uncomfortable vibe from you. What do you want?”

      The man turned around, but she still couldn’t see his face. “Hello, Violet.”

      “Hello…again.”

      More silence.

      Well let’s just pretend this isn’t incredibly frightening.

      “Why are you here?” she ventured.

      He came closer, cloaked in darkness. “I’ve seen you.”

      “That makes one of us.” She tried to keep her voice light, though it cracked as she spoke. Her mouth felt like sand, but she was too scared to even reach for her glass of water. She felt like a fly, watching helplessly as a spider crawled slowly across the web toward her.

      “I’ve seen you with Ezra. And before, with Jack.”

      “I’m a scavenger; you’ve probably seen me all over the place.”

      “Not anymore. Now you’re Ezra’s pet.”

      “What do you want?” Her hands felt damp as they balled into fists against the bedsheets. She wished she had more than a pillow as a weapon.

      The man stepped closer again, and finally she was able to make out some of his features. He had pale skin, close cut brown hair, and a nose which hooked at the bottom. His eyes were unfocused, as if he was drunk. She didn’t know his name, but vaguely recognized him as one of Ezra’s soldiers.

      He was getting too close. Violet shuffled across the bed, climbing out of the other side. The solid floor beneath her feet provided mild comfort, though she was all too aware that she was unarmed.

      “Ezra won’t want you in here,” she began. “No one is meant to be in this room without his permission.”

      “Is that so?” He sounded like he couldn’t care less what Ezra thought, something else which made her uncomfortable. Everyone in Harmony knew Ezra was in charge, and if this guy wasn’t afraid of their leader, he was either crazy or considered himself to be more dangerous. Or both.

      The man climbed straight over the bed, in an action so unexpected that Violet was caught off guard. She spun on her heels and stumbled towards the bedroom door, but he was faster, cutting her off as she reached for the handle. He shoved her aside roughly, and she struggled to maintain her balance.

      Her mind was racing as she scanned the room desperately for an escape route.

      The door to her bathroom was closed, but if she could reach it and get inside before he caught her, she could lock herself in. Slowly, keeping her eyes on him, she began to back up. The man slowly wandered across the room. He removed a knife from the back of his pants and tapped it three times against one of the wooden posters of her bed. His face was set when he spoke next.

      “You know me?”

      She shook her head, continuing to take tiny footsteps back.

      “You killed my brother.”

      “I did?” She stopped walking.

      He scowled. “What, you kill so many people you don’t remember him? Well let me tell you, his name was Jonathan, and you murdered him.”

      Violet remembered. He was the first person she’d been forced to kill.

      “No…no, Ezra cut him. I had no choice, I couldn’t–”

      But the man wasn’t listening. “You ripped him apart like an animal. You think he deserved that?”

      “No, of course not. I didn’t want to do it.” She took another step. Just a few more and she’d be at the door.

      He sneered. “Sure, I bet you felt real bad when you ate him.”

      She was almost there, only one more step. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not me you should be apologizing to.” He gave a small, icy smile. “You’re like a little mouse, all shaking and wide eyed.”

      Her back hit the wood of the door, and she reached for the handle. It wouldn’t turn. She tried again, less subtle now. Nothing. The stranger reached his free hand into his pocket, pulling out a key. It was the one for her bathroom. He tossed it over his shoulder, where it skidded along the floor and under her bed. Slowly, almost lazily, he put the knife down on the table by the window, then glanced over at her once more.

      “You used your hands to kill my brother. Maybe I should do the same to you.”

      “Please,” her voice caught in her throat. “Please don’t do this.”

      “You managed to kill him on your own. Maybe you’ll kill me too? Though you’ve not got Ezra here to give me a paper cut first.”

      “Help!” Violet yelled as loudly as she could, though for some reason her voice sounded hoarse and far away. The man paused, cupping his hand to his ear. “Huh, doesn’t sound like anyone’s coming. I wonder why that is.” He sniggered. “Maybe because I provided a little distraction.”

      As if on cue Violet heard gunfire from below her window.

      The soldiers are outside. There’s no one here to help me.

      “Come on then, monster,” the man said, only a foot from her now. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      At that moment, something inside Violet snapped. If she was going to fight for her life, she wasn’t going to do it with fear coursing through her veins. She met his gaze, then made to kick him between the legs.

      But he was ready, and before her foot even made contact his fist struck the side of her face, knocking her back. She lost her footing, stumbling onto the floor. She held her blazing cheek, tasting blood in her mouth. The man came closer, expression fixed.

      “Now that’s more like it,” he grinned. Then he kicked her in the stomach.

      Get up and run for the door!

      You’ll never get there in time.

      The knife on the table–

      He’s too strong; he won’t let you reach it.

      She got onto her knees, but his foot collided with her stomach again, winding her and knocking her back down. He laughed raucously, raining kicks upon her over and over again. He was yelling something, but the pain was too intense for her to even understand the words. Every few seconds he would stop, but when she made to move, he started again.

      Violet attempted to curl up into a ball, but then his hands were on her, pulling her onto her back. His knee was on her chest, and he wrapped his fingers around her throat. His pupils were pinpricks. She tried to pry his hands off her neck, but they were like iron. As he squeezed, choking the life from her, she realized this was how she was going to die. Not ripped apart by zombies, not shot for being infected, but strangled to death by someone whose brother she’d killed.

      She didn’t feel angry, because she couldn’t even blame him.

      The room around her began to fade away. She was starting to wonder if this was so bad after all, when the pressure on her neck released. As she opened her eyes – not remembering when she’d closed them – she saw that he was no longer on top of her. She coughed, finally taking a deep lungful of air. Someone was rubbing her arm. She could see two figures struggling in the darkness.

      As her senses returned, she became aware of the sound of feet and raised voices. More people were coming into the room, and the gentle hands on her arm pulled her into a sitting position. It was Valerie. Dawn was there too, and pressed a cool, wet cloth to Violet’s face.

      The noise coming from the other people in the room got louder, and Violet tried to focus on what was happening. Joe was being restrained by two soldiers and the other man by three. The lamp on the table had been turned on, and she could see Ezra yelling at both of them. His words sounded fuzzy, nonsensical, but he was definitely directing most of his anger at Joe. He stepped closer to her friend, pointing to the window, to the gallows outside.

      “No,” Violet slurred, lifting a heavy hand slowly.

      Ezra turned, raising an eyebrow, though his voice softened. “You have something to say, princess?”

      She nodded, though it hurt. “Not him, the other one.”

      Ezra paused, eyes flicking to the second man.

      “He’s the one who hurt you?”

      “Yes.” She spat out the blood pooling in her mouth, and Dawn wiped at her face again.

      Ezra scowled at the stranger, holding out his hands. “Now this is confusing for me, Christopher, because you’re here telling me you walked in on one of my vassals beating young Violet half to death. But Violet herself tells me that’s not the case. This puts you in a dangerous position.” He stepped closer. “You wouldn’t happen to be lying to me, would you?”

      Christopher shook his head, appearing frightened for the first time.

      “Because you know that lying gets you a premier spot on my gallows.” A dark expression settled on Ezra’s face. “And I suppose it was you who stabbed Danny in the back and left him out there for us to find? A nice little distraction there.”

      Christopher’s mouth opened and closed, though he still said nothing.

      Ezra’s voice boomed. “And that would make you the one who started the fire? And the one who let the biter in?”

      Confusion flickered across Christopher’s face. “No…no I didn’t–”

      But Ezra was too angry to listen, and simply waved a hand at two of his men, who dragged Christopher from the room.

      The two holding Joe released him, and Ezra spoke again, his voice gentler. “Seems like you did us a great favor. We can’t let anything happen to our dear, sweet, Violet.” He gestured for Joe to leave, which he did, albeit reluctantly. The soldiers followed.

      Ezra held out his hands to help Violet up. “Get her into bed,” he instructed Valerie and Dawn. “I’ll get the doctor to come and check her over.” He turned to leave, switching off the lamp as he made his way to the open bedroom door.

      Violet called after him. “He did it because of us. Because of what I did to his brother. What you made me do.”

      Ezra paused, only for a second, then left the room, leaving the three women alone in the dark.
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      “Hey, you know what would be super awesome? If Violet wasn’t still a prisoner in a place where she keeps getting forced to kill people and got beaten to a pulp a week ago.”

      Matt scowled at Joe’s words, and his friend held up his hands. “Okay, okay, you’re not happy about it either. That’s good. That’s all I needed to know.”

      “Of course I’m not happy about it,” Matt replied through gritted teeth. “I want nothing more than to break into that place and kill every last one of Ezra’s men. Then I want to find Ezra, make him pay for what he’s done, free Violet, and get the hell out of here.”

      “Great. So, when are we doing that?”

      They were sitting outside Matt’s shack, the one he had moved into after the storm destroyed his old one. The sky was overcast, and there was a chill in the air. Most people had gone inside, anticipating the rain, but he and Joe stayed put. For some reason, being out there made Matt feel like he was closer to Violet, closer to coming up with a plan.

      He quirked his head to the right where the gap in the fence was. Through luck, or sheer incompetence, Ezra’s soldiers had somehow not discovered the weakness. It was their best chance of escaping Harmony without being caught. He had temporarily covered it for now with some wooden panels, and it was mostly hidden from view behind a large bush.

      “We know how to get out,” he began. “But we have other problems to solve before we get to that part.”

      “Like what?”

      “Firstly, how do we get to Violet?”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “Haven’t you broken into her bedroom like five times?”

      “Twice.”

      “Surely you can do whatever you did before?”

      Matt shook his head. “It’s not that simple. I tried a week ago, after you told me what happened in her room. The guards on the front and back doors aren’t going anywhere together. If there’s a distraction, only one leaves. I’ve set fires, let in another biter; I even paid a group of kids to start screaming like they were being attacked all over town. Nothing works; they always keep someone at the post. It’s impossible to sneak past.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “That’s only the first problem. You said Violet’s room is locked now. Who has the key?”

      “The women who take care of her, and Ezra. They wouldn’t give me one.”

      “So, we need to get that. Then there’s Toby.”

      “What about him?”

      “Well, obviously we want him to come with us?”

      “Of course.”

      “So, we have to find a way to get to him without alerting Jack. They seem to be spending an awful lot of time together these days.”

      Joe considered this. “Yeah, I noticed that too, but Jack’s a good guy, maybe he’ll help us?”

      “I don’t know him as well as you do. Maybe you’re right, but are you willing to take the chance that one of Ezra’s soldiers is going to abandon his whole life here, risk his neck, for us?”

      Joe opened his mouth, then closed it again.

      Matt continued. “The same goes for Lex. Do you trust her?”

      “I’ve never trusted her, but that doesn’t mean she’d betray us.”

      Matt shook his head. “That’s not good enough. We can’t risk anything screwing this up.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “What about Anna?”

      “What about her?”

      “Is she coming?”

      A wave of guilt washed over Matt. When thinking about rescuing Violet and getting out of Harmony, he’d failed to consider what was going to happen to Anna. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “If I leave her alone–”

      Joe cut him off. “You can’t take care of her forever. She’s safe here, we’re not. Violet’s not. And do you really think she’d go along with any plan to save the girl you want to be with more than her?”

      Matt had to agree with Joe’s summary. Anna would definitely not love any plan that involved Violet. Plus, she had no desire to leave Harmony, despite how much the place had changed. They’d spoken about it at great length, and when it came down to it, she was too scared. He had no choice; he had to leave her behind.

      Joe sighed. “Okay, let’s just say we manage it. We get into the warehouse without being caught, find the key for Violet’s room, get her out without being seen, grab Toby and the dog, and leave Harmony though the gap in the fence, all without a single person raising the alarm…then what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Where do we go? Ezra won’t let Violet escape that easily. They’ll come after us.”

      Matt ran a hand through his hair. “Let’s focus on the impossible plan first, then we’ll worry about our almost certain failure on the outside.”

      “Perfect.”
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      When Matt knocked on the door of Violet’s old apartment two hours later, he knew exactly what he wanted to happen. He wanted Toby to be the only one home. He wanted to explain the plan and get the kid out as quickly as possible. He wanted them to be out of the apartment in less than two minutes and run into no one else on the way. That was what he wanted, but unfortunately, things never seemed to go exactly as planned.

      “Matt?”

      When Anna opened the door, she regarded him with cold confusion. They’d barely spoken since he’d told her it was over, and though he got the feeling she still cared for him, that seemed to make her even angrier.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, crossing her arms across her chest. He could see Toby sitting at the kitchen table behind her, along with Ryan, Jack, and Lex.

      Joe shifted awkwardly at Matt’s side. “Hey, Ryan,” he called over casually. “Good to see you back. Wait…something’s different about you. Did you get your nails done?”

      Ryan snorted. He’d lost one of his hands to Matt’s axe, following a zombie bite. He raised the middle finger on his remaining hand in response to Joe’s comment.

      “What’s it like being one of Ezra’s pets?” Lex called teasingly.

      “It’s awesome; I should’ve become a slave months ago.”

      She snorted, turning back to her cereal.

      “What do you want, Matt?” Anna repeated, standing stiffly in the doorway.

      Suddenly his brain was empty. What the hell was he going to do? It wasn’t like he could say “Oh hi, just here to steal Toby while we make a break for freedom with Ezra’s most prized possession. I’ll call you!”

      He fumbled over his words. “We…uh…. I need to talk to Toby.”

      Toby looked intrigued. “About what?”

      “Oh, about a run. We’re going on a run.”

      “A run?” Jack’s tone was quizzical. “There are no runs tonight. Who authorized this?”

      Joe laughed. “No, no not a run. No…Matt meant we’re going for a run. You know, like jogging.”

      This caught the attention of everyone at the table. Lex raised an eyebrow at Joe. “You don’t jog.”

      “Who says?”

      “I’ve lived with you for nine months. You only run for two reasons, when biters are chasing you, or that time you thought I said there was ice cream in the dining hall.”

      “I go running,” Matt interrupted. “I’m trying to get Joe to start.”

      Toby shrugged. “Nah, I don’t feel like it today. Maybe tomorrow.”

      Matt and Joe exchanged sideways glances.

      “Are you sure?” Matt asked, trying to sound casual. “It’s a beautiful night.”

      “It’s raining,” Anna said, dryly.

      “Only a little.”

      Toby shook his head. “I’m fine, Jack’s going to show me how to clean the crossbow and put it back together.”

      Joe smiled and spoke through gritted teeth. “Come on, mate. One quick run around Harmony. Trust me.”

      Finally, something seemed to click, and realization crossed Toby’s face. It had finally dawned on him that Joe and Matt weren’t really going running.

      “Okay,” he said, getting to his feet, his tone light. “Yeah, maybe it would be fun. Should I bring anything?”

      Matt pretended to consider this. “Maybe take Ben; I’m sure he’d enjoy it.”

      Toby grabbed the dog’s leash and clipped it to his collar. Ben bounded happily to the door.

      “I’ll come too,” Lex said, getting to her feet.

      “No!” Joe and Matt both cried at the same time. Everyone was staring now, clearly confused by their weird behavior, but Joe laughed. “We just mean…it’s guys only. You know, a kind of testosterone fueled man-run. We’ll be talking about guy stuff.”

      Lex looked at them pityingly. “Guy stuff?”

      Joe nodded. “Yeah, you know. Uhh…football.”

      “Cars,” Toby added helpfully.

      “Beer.”

      Lex held up her hands. “Literally none of those things are exclusive to men.”

      Joe floundered. “Yeah, well we’re also going to talk about…you know…”

      “Balls?” Matt suggested.

      Joe wanted to kick him right then, but kept his expression fixed. “Yeah, we’ll talk about balls… because we’re guys, and that’s… what we do…”

      Lex sat back down. “Fine, whatever.” She glanced at Jack and Ryan. “Are you guys going?”

      Jack shook his head. “No, I don’t need to talk about my balls.”

      Joe smiled, relief flooding his face. “Okay then, see you later.” He turned, heading quickly away from the door, followed by Toby and Ben. Matt gave Anna a curt nod, then scuttled after them.
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      “We’re not actually talking about our testicles, are we?” Toby asked as they headed across the courtyard. The rain was fine, though the darkening skies threatened more. They didn’t have long until sundown, when everyone was supposed to be inside.

      “No, we’re not,” Joe clarified. “But absolutely stellar quick-thinking there, Matt, well done.”

      “I panicked.”

      “Next time panic without talking.”

      “So why are we really here?” Toby asked.

      “We’re leaving.”

      “I can see that.”

      “No,” Matt said. “I mean leaving, leaving Harmony.”

      “What about Violet?”

      Joe pointed to the warehouse up ahead. “Where do you think we’re going?” They stopped walking, and he turned to Toby. “We’re not taking you in there, so don’t even ask. There’s a hole in the fence behind Matt’s place. I want you to go with Ben and wait. The bushes are thick, so you should be able to hide without being seen. Once we have Violet, we’ll meet you there.”

      Toby opened his mouth to argue, but Matt cut him off. “There’s not time. If we want to get Violet out, this is how we do it.”

      The boy conceded. “Be careful.” He headed in the direction of the shacks on the other side of town, Ben trotting along cheerfully beside him.

      Joe took a breath. “So that’s the first part done. It only gets easier, right?”

      “Sure. Once we’ve snuck past the soldiers, unlocked Violet’s room, and got her out of the warehouse without being seen, all we need to do is get across Harmony after curfew, through the gap in the fence and out into zombie-populated freedom.”

      “Sometimes ‘Yes’ is fine, too.”

      “Yes.”

      They moved toward the warehouse, stopping at the gallows. The sun had almost set, and there was no one else around besides the two swinging bodies. Joe headed over to a cluster of dense bushes and pulled out the canister of fuel he’d hidden there an hour earlier. Matt’s focus was fixed on the women hanging from the gallows. He recognized one of them. She used to live in the shack next door to him. She traded favors with the soldiers or high point holders for food and other items. He didn’t know her name. Why didn’t he ask when he had the chance? She had two children, and always said ‘Good morning’ when he’d seen her. She’d always smiled.

      Joe began to douse the gallows in fuel. When he was done, Matt struck up a match and threw it down, sending the whole structure up in flames. This was bigger than the fires he had set before. It was bound to get a lot of attention, but it would also put the soldiers on alert. He and Joe had to act fast.

      They jogged around to the side of the warehouse, trying to keep out of sight by sticking tightly to the shadows of the nearby buildings. They could see the two soldiers guarding the side door of the warehouse. Within minutes there were yells from the gallows. Someone had spotted the fire. The men talked to each other for a moment, then one of them left. The other stood stiffly, holding his gun in both hands.

      They know it’s a diversion, Matt thought. We have to move quickly.

      But as he and Joe made to head over to the soldier, to try and draw him away with whatever lame excuse they could come up with, another arrived.

      “Sonofa- it’s Jack,” Joe hissed, as they slipped back into the darkness. Jack was speaking hurriedly with the soldier on the door, who left his post and headed in the direction of the gallows.

      “I can’t tell, did this just get better or worse?” Joe asked.

      Matt shrugged. “We have to keep going.”

      The plan, which Matt had already been anxious about, was feeling less and less like a good idea. Trying to trick Jack would almost certainly be much harder than pulling the wool over the eyes of someone who didn’t know them. But they had no choice, their time was already running out.

      They headed to the warehouse. Jack’s expression was hard to read as he watched them approach.

      “How was your run?” he asked dryly.

      Joe shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, you know…”

      “Yeah I do.” He eyed them coldly. “What’s the next part of your plan? Hit me over the head? Or draw me away with some emergency?”

      Matt tried to sound confident, but his stomach was somersaulting. “You know what we’re doing. Are you going to help us or not?”

      Jack met his gaze, still holding onto the gun. “I could turn you in right now, you understand?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But I’m not. You know what that means?”

      Joe ventured a guess. “That you’re a great guy?”

      “It means you can trust me. I don’t want her to get hurt either, and I know she can’t stay here. I’ll help you.”

      “You’re going to come with us?” Matt asked.

      “No. Someone has to try to look after these people. But I can help you get her out.”
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      They made their way up the warehouse stairs and into Ezra’s place. Though the corridor was lit with a couple of candles, it was still very dark.

      “Oh right, it’s my job to light the rest of the candles out here,” Joe muttered. “I’m terrible at being a slave, it’s a miracle I haven’t been killed already.”

      A couple of soldiers came hurtling past, but because Jack walked ahead, neither of them even gave Matt or Joe a second glance. They were no doubt going to fight the blaze which, based on the flickering light at the windows, was still going strong. Joe pointed to a door on the left.

      “That’s where the vassals sleep. The women who take care of Violet will probably be in there. We can steal the key from them.”

      “Okay,” said Matt. “You’re sure you want to go in alone?”

      “I work here, it will be less suspicious.”

      “Good luck,” said Matt.

      The door creaked open, and Joe peeked inside, then immediately shut it again. He turned to Jack. “Change of plan, I might need you.”

      “Why?”

      “There are three soldiers in there.”

      “Are the vassals with the key inside?”

      “Of course they are.”

      “Great,” Matt muttered sarcastically. “Let’s see if we can talk them around, if not, three of us and three of them, right?”

      “Three of them with guns,” Joe clarified.

      “Let’s just do it,” Jack said, pushing the door open. The room was relatively large and contained six beds. The only light came from a tray of candles on a table next to the door. Sitting on one of the beds were two women in red, and a soldier with a short ginger beard. Two other soldiers, also men, were standing beside them.

      “Hey Jack,” the one on the bed said. “What’s up?”

      “Ezra wants us to bring him the girl,” Jack lied smoothly. “He doesn’t like her being in her room with whatever’s happening outside, he thinks it’s a diversion of some kind. He sent me to bring her to him, but I need the key.”

      “Ezra said that?” one of the other soldiers asked.

      Jack nodded. “I just came from a meeting with him.”

      “I thought he had a key?”

      Matt was so sure that was it all over, but Jack was a confident liar. “I don’t know, maybe he lost it? You can ask him if you want, I’m only doing what he said.”

      That seemed to satisfy the two soldiers who were standing, but the one on the bed narrowed his gaze. “When did Ezra tell you this?”

      “A few minutes ago.”

      “Huh. That’s odd.” He got to his feet, coming closer. “Because he left to visit one of the other communities today. He’s been gone since this morning. It was kept quiet, because he didn’t want people to know he wasn’t here, but I saw him off myself before dawn.” His voice was low. “So, I have to wonder how Ezra gave you that order.”

      Matt’s stomach dropped.

      “Seems to me like he didn’t, and that you’re actually trying to steal the girl, which would be the most stupid thing you could ever do.”

      The other two soldiers raised their guns. Before anyone could move, Matt swung out his hand and knocked over the tray of candles, extinguishing them and plunging the room into darkness. A shot was fired, but no one could see anything. Matt charged in the direction of where one of the men had been, knocking him down, and hitting his head against the ground again and again. The soldier fought back, trying to throw him off, but Matt kept fighting. Eventually the guy stopped moving, his hands releasing their hold on Matt’s arms and dropping to the floor. Matt took a moment to catch his breath.

      Joe was swearing repeatedly from the other side of the room, and then there was the sound of something heavy being knocked over. For a while, Matt had no idea who was fighting who, or who was winning, but eventually the sounds of the struggles around him died down. He could hear other men breathing but couldn’t tell whether or not it was his friends. There was a flicker of light in the corner of his vision, and Joe was illuminated as he relit a candle. He glanced over at Matt, still crouched on the floor, and grinned, despite his bloody lip. Jack was behind him, a little ruffled, but otherwise okay. Joe turned to the two women, both watching in silence.

      “Ladies, could we trouble you for that key now?”
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      Though almost every part of Violet’s body still hurt, after a week she was at last starting to feel human again. She could see more clearly now that the swelling in her face had gone down, and her bruises were turning a charming shade of yellow rather than the purple monstrosities they’d been for the last seven days.

      At that very moment she was using the toilet all by herself like a real champ. Sure, it had taken a while to get across the room, and yes, the act of sitting down had been far more complicated than she remembered it being, but it was still progress.

      She heard the bedroom door open, and instinctively kicked the bathroom door shut, swearing loudly at the pain it caused.

      Remember, move slowly. Slowly means less pain. Quick means feeling like you’re going to die.

      There was a knock at the bathroom door.

      “Hang on,” she called.

      Another knock, more impatient this time. Violet scowled, getting to her feet slowly and pulling the chain. “Can a woman not even pee around here?” She washed her hands. “Can I ask if you’re planning any kind of physical assault? Because right now I’m not exactly in the mood.”

      “Maybe later.”

      Violet knew that voice; it was Joe. She hadn’t seen him in a week, not since he’d saved her from that guy, and she tripped over her own feet in her haste to pull the door open.

      “Joe!”

      He wasn’t alone, and she greeted the other two with surprise. “Matt? Jack?”

      Joe smiled. “Good, you remember our names. That’s a positive start.”

      “Why are you here?” she asked. Over their shoulders, she caught sight of a flickering light outside the window. “Is that a fire?”

      “Yes.”

      “You started that so you could come and check on me?”

      Joe’s tone was sarcastic. “Yes, Violet, we lit the biggest fire ever, then possibly killed some guys, just so we could pop by and say hi.”

      She gaped at them. “You killed people?”

      Matt ran a hand through his hair. “It was really dark and stressful. I don’t exactly know who’s dead and who isn’t…”

      “I’m pretty sure my guy was…” Joe began.

      “We’re leaving,” Jack interrupted.

      Violet’s heart leapt. “Where are we going?”

      “Anywhere that isn’t here.”

      She wasn’t about to argue with that. Together they made their way out of her room and down the hall. It took longer than anticipated, because she was still struggling to walk without groaning in pain. Luckily, they’d not come across any soldiers yet. Somewhere along the way Matt had taken hold of Violet’s hand and guided her as quickly as possible along the dark hallway.

      “Have you seen Ezra?” she whispered.

      Matt shook his head. “He’s not here. Apparently, he went to visit one of the other communities.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Jack said. “The soldiers will be less organized without him.”

      They reached the stairs and descended to the lower floor. At the bottom, Jack went to the open door first, peering out into the dark night. He gestured for the others to come over, then spoke in a low voice.

      “The fire is out, and I can see at least ten soldiers patrolling. They’re all armed.”

      “What should we do?” Violet asked.

      “We have to go for it,” Matt said. “We’ve come this far; we can’t just put you back in your room and pretend this didn’t happen. Besides, we fought with those guys upstairs, they know our faces.”

      “If they’re still alive,” Joe piped up.

      “They’re not dead,” Matt insisted, though Violet didn’t think he sounded too sure.

      “Okay,” Joe said. “How are we going to get out of here without being shot?”

      Matt shrugged. “We’ll be careful.”

      Joe gave him a hard stare. “Be careful? That’s it? That’s our advice? ‘Be careful or die a horrible death?’”

      Matt squeezed Violet’s hand. “Dying for something great is better than living for nothing.”

      Joe sighed. “Awesome, so long as we’re in agreement.”

      “Keep to the shadows,” Jack instructed. “Move as quickly as you can, and if anything happens, split up and head for the fence. Anyone who survives can find each other outside.”

      “Comforting,” Joe muttered.

      “Let’s go.”

      Jack slipped out into the night first, followed by Joe, with Matt and Violet at the back. It was raining heavily, which at least meant less visibility for the soldiers. Violet kept hold of Matt’s hand, and though it hurt, she moved as quickly as possible. They passed the smoking remains of the gallows, where the smell of burning flesh still lingered in the air. Past the building where she and Joe had lived, and on to the shacks.

      We’re doing this!

      We’re going to make it!

      “Jack?”

      They stopped, turning in the direction of the voice. It was a soldier named Jason, one of Jack’s friends. He didn’t have his gun raised, but he was observing them curiously. “What are you doing?”

      Jack kept his tone casual. “Trying to find the ones who started the fire. Aren’t you?”

      Jason gestured to the others with his free hand. “Why are they with you?”

      “They’re useful in a fight, I invited them to help.”

      For a moment it seemed like he believed him, but as Jason’s eyes settled on Violet properly for the first time, his whole stance changed. “Wait…that’s the mutant.”

      “No, it’s not,” Jack answered quickly, too quickly.

      “Yes, it is, I recognize her face. What the hell are you doing with her?” His features darkened. “Are you letting her go?”

      Jack spoke quickly. “Let me explain, you’ve got it all wrong–”

      But Jason wasn’t listening. “Jesus, man, what’s the matter with you? Ezra’s gonna have you on the end of one of those ropes!”

      “Jason, you’ve got to–”

      “Put her back. Do it now, and I’ll pretend I never saw you.”

      Jack shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Hell yes, you can.”

      “You need to let us go. No one has to know…”

      “Shut up! Let me think.”

      Matt squeezed Violet’s hand again, trying to pull her behind him.

      Jason spotted the movement. “What are you doing?” He raised his gun, but when the shot rang out it had come from a different weapon. Jack’s weapon. Blood sprayed out from Jason’s left leg, and he went down.

      “Sorry,” Jack muttered. He motioned for the others to follow him. “Come on, they’ll hear the noise.” He ran for the shacks. Violet, already aware of the tingling feeling spreading through her body as the blood pooled on the floor, hurried after him, pushing Joe along, too. Jason’s screams followed the group as they raced over to the fence. Toby was waiting. He’d removed whatever Matt had been using to hide the gap, allowing them to slip through. Violet was in so much pain from all the running, but she could hear the soldiers yelling. They weren’t far behind.

      She and the others made it outside the fence. It was dark, pouring with rain, and they had one gun.

      “Right,” Joe began. “Now what?”
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      “Are you serious?”

      “It has a wall around the outside, one way in and out, and we haven’t seen a zombie the whole time we’ve been parked here.”

      Joe was incredulous. “It’s a zoo, Matt.”

      Jack flicked on the car’s full beams, illuminating the ticket offices, not far ahead. Past those was a pair of huge iron gates, which were slightly ajar. The sign above the ticket offices read ‘Edgington Zoo’, in bright blue swirling letters, with cartoon animals decorating the edges.

      “It feels too big,” Violet began, biting her lip as she surveyed the enormous parking lot. “What makes you think it’s safe?”

      Matt gestured out of the window. “There are no cars. Clearly it never opened the day the dead started walking, and I doubt very much that it was the kind of place people flocked to when they started running from zombies.”

      “Okay,” Joe said. “But it’s been over a year. That’s plenty of time for a few thousand zombies to wander inside. I can see from here that the gates aren’t shut.”

      “We can close them,” Matt replied.

      Joe shook his head. “We don’t know there aren’t a hundred other ways for the dead to get in. Maybe there are fences down? It might not be secure at all.”

      “Fences being down wouldn’t make a difference,” Jack said. “The zoo is set on an island, the only way to reach it is through the gates and over the bridge.”

      Violet knew what he was getting at. “So, if we find the keys to lock the gates, there’s no way anyone else is getting in?”

      “Not unless they want to swim.”

      Joe still sounded unsure. “But we have no idea what’s already in there.”

      Matt conceded. “It’s a risk, but I’d imagine if the place was claimed by survivors, they would’ve found a way to block the entrance. But it’s open. I don’t think there’s anyone in there. As for the dead, they’re drawn to places with people. If there aren’t any, they’d have no reason to come this far out of town.”

      Violet was beginning to feel like Matt might have a point. “Let’s say you’re right. What do you propose?”

      “We wait until the sun comes up, then we go in. We explore the whole place. If it’s secure, we lock up the gates and settle in until we decide our next move. It could be a safe place to hole up for a few days, and we might even think about staying here long-term.”
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      The hours until sunrise dragged. Violet tried to get some sleep in the back of the car, but it was no use. Joe, Matt, and Jack talked quietly about plans and strategies while Toby slept, and she stared out of the window into the darkness.

      “How are you feeling?” Matt asked quietly from his spot next to her.

      “Tired.”

      “You want to sleep?” he asked. “You can rest your head on me if you want.”

      “No, I’m too wired. Thanks though.” She cleared her throat. “Also, thanks for getting me out of Harmony. I probably should’ve said that earlier.”

      “We were a little busy running.” He smiled. “You don’t need to thank me. We weren’t going to leave you in that place.”

      “What do you think Ezra will do?” Her stomach sank at the thought.

      “Well… I doubt he’s going to be happy.”

      “Probably not.”

      “I guess he’ll send people to try and find you, but don’t worry, we won’t let him take you again. I won’t.” His eyes met hers, and she knew he meant it.

      “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt because of me,” she said quietly

      “I wish you’d said that earlier,” Joe said, eavesdropping. “I could’ve stayed in bed.” He threw her a wink. Violet gave a weak smile, trying to ignore the twisting in her stomach.

      “Don’t worry,” Matt said. “Ezra won’t find us here.”
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      Finally, it was bright enough to get started. The group walked over to the ticket offices in silence. The area didn’t appear to have seen much action. A few trash cans had been knocked over, but that could have been animals searching for food, or the weather. There were no bodies and no blood.

      Jack went into a small nearby building marked ‘Maintenance’, past the locked ticket booths, and reappeared with a large set of keys. “These could be useful,” he murmured.

      He also had a shovel and gestured with it back through the door. “There are a couple more in there if anyone else wants one.”

      With Matt and Joe also armed up with shovels, they headed for the gates, slipping through and up some steps onto the large bridge. It was made of steel and concrete and hung about eight feet above the enormous lake. Violet could see the island where the zoo was located on the other side of the bridge. As they got closer, she strained her eyes for signs of movement, but the trees were too thick, and the island was too big to see it all. She started to get a nervous feeling in the pit of her stomach, the one which usually preceded running for her life.

      “Anyone else hungry?” Joe asked casually, kicking aside a soda can. It rolled under a small gap in the metal railings and into the lake.

      Violet continued to scan the trees ahead, unsure if she just saw something rustling the branches. “What?”

      “I haven’t really eaten for a while. Not since before we broke you out. I’m kind of hungry.”

      “We might find something inside, once we know it’s safe,” Jack said.

      “I suppose I could eat a zebra. You know, if I had to.”

      “Do you think there will be many animals left?” Violet asked.

      Matt thought about this. “We know the lions are out, they seem to be surviving pretty well on the outside. And before we found each other again, I definitely saw some birds flying around that didn’t seem too local. But my guess is that if we find anything still here, it’ll have starved to death a long time ago.”

      “Oh good, we can look forward to that,” Joe muttered.

      Matt was immediately proved wrong, however, when the group reached the other side of the bridge and found two squirrel monkeys fighting over an apple.

      “Okay. There are monkeys,” he rescinded.

      The animals both released their hold on the prize at the sound of his voice and ran for the nearby trees. All was quiet now. Violet and the others stayed frozen in place, each listening for the telltale signs of the dead. But there were no feet on concrete, no movement through the undergrowth, and no screams. Silence, except for the birds in the trees and the distant sounds of more monkeys.

      Though the sun shone, the breeze was cool, and whipped around Violet’s bare legs. She wished she’d had time to change out of her hideous nightgown before they escaped, but it had hardly seemed appropriate to ask the guys to pause their dramatic rescue so she could pop a pair of pants on. She’d at least managed to slip into some shoes.

      Jack held his shovel tightly. “Right, we should–”

      “I swear to God if you say, ‘We should split up’, I’m going to murder you,” Joe interrupted.

      Jack scowled. “I was going to say we should make sure we check every inch of this place. It’s big, and we don’t want to be surprised.”

      “Being eaten by a lion would be surprising…”

      “Come on,” interrupted Violet, moving over to a large mounted map of the zoo. “We can start by following the main path, that should give us a good idea of how big this place is. When we’re done, we can go to anywhere we missed.”

      They headed off to the left, examining the relatively small enclosures on either side of the path. According to the colorful signs, they used to contain different birds and small primates, but all were wide open and empty.

      “I’m glad they’re not here,” Matt murmured. “This place would be a lot more depressing if we were surrounded by cages full of dead animals.”

      “True,” replied Jack, as they approached the large chimpanzee house, also deserted. “Though not knowing where the bigger ones went makes me a tad uneasy.”

      Most of the enclosures were surrounded by low walls, at waist height, which hid a deep dry moat. The animals had resided on raised hills beyond that, putting them at eye level and making it look as though they were almost close enough to touch. So far, every exhibit had been empty.

      The door to the next, marked ‘Wolf Woods’, was wide open, and Joe leaned past Violet to pull it shut.

      “Just in case,” he shrugged.

      Past Wolf Woods was another low stone wall, overlooking the lake surrounding the island. A portion of the lake was separated from the rest by a fence within the water, and it had its own mini island in the middle.

      “What’s that?” Jack asked, pointing to something floating on the surface of the water. The others followed his gaze, and after a minute or so of squinting, Violet realized that whatever it was wasn’t floating on the surface, but was part of something much larger, mostly submerged below.

      “Is that a hippo?” she asked.

      “More than one,” Matt corrected, and she saw now at least six more shapes floating and sinking beneath the surface of the water.

      “I’ve never seen a hippo in real life before,” Toby said, leaning over the wall.

      “Well, don’t get any closer than this,” Joe instructed. “Those things are dangerous. Even compared to biters.”

      “What should we do?” Jack asked.

      “About what?”

      “Well…if we plan to stay here, do we really want these things so close?”

      Matt raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting we kill them?”

      “I’m not killing a hippo,” Violet said, shaking her head.

      “As if we even could.” Joe laughed. “Have you seen the size of them? We have a couple of shovels.”

      “I have a gun,” Jack added, but he hardly sounded confident.

      Matt took a step back from the wall. “No, they were here first. They’re not able to get out of there, and they’ve got no problem with us as long as we leave them alone.”

      Jack nodded. “You’re right. Okay, let’s get moving, we’ve got a lot more places to check.”
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      Though most of the animals had long gone, a few had chosen to stay behind. The butterfly house was still teaming with life, and down in the ‘Safari Plains’, there were at least eight skinny zebras grazing. More than once Violet had seen movement in the trees, more monkeys undoubtedly. A couple of brightly colored parrots had taken flight from the picnic benches outside the large restaurant.

      Thankfully nothing which remained seemed to have any desire to eat them. Though Jack had been unsure about whether or not ‘Croc Pond’ was actually empty and hurriedly closed the enclosure door when they approached.

      The next place to be checked was the large reptile house, which stood in the middle of the park. The sign outside contained pictures of smiling cartoon snakes, lizards, and some rather cheerful spiders. Violet doubted they would be quite so friendly in real life.

      Jack led the group into the building. There were no windows, and the lights had long since stopped working.

      “Well, this is dark and horrifying,” Joe muttered, as they walked along the long corridor. The walls were decorated to mimic the inside of a cave, with different sized windows set into the glass enclosures on either side. Violet had a flashlight at least, which they’d found in one of the keeper stations, and she shone the light slowly around the creepy building. The cages were abandoned, with most of the doors wide open. She tried not to think about what might still be hiding in the darkest corners of the corridor, ready to scuttle across her feet as soon as the flashlight went out.

      “Who do you think freed them all?” Toby asked.

      “It had to be someone who worked here,” Violet replied. “They’d have keys, or at least know where to find them.”

      “They’d also probably know enough about the animals to be able to release them without getting hurt,” Matt added. “Otherwise I would’ve thought we’d have found some chewed up guy around here somewhere.”

      Violet panned the flashlight as they walked, scaring herself on more than one occasion when she mistook a coil of hosepipe for a snake.

      “What’s that?” Toby asked. Up ahead was a door which was slightly ajar, with a little light coming through the crack.

      “Let’s check it out,” Jack said, taking the lead. When he reached the door, he eased it open, gun held out in front of him. He glanced inside the room, then lowered his weapon, motioning to the others over his shoulder. “It’s clear.”

      Violet followed him inside. It was some kind of animal monitoring station, with over half a dozen TV screens above a desk in the corner. All were dark now, but she imagined they once showed the insides of the enclosures. On the other side of the room, under the large window, was a worn couch, covered with blankets. There were several cans of food stacked along the window ledge, and a crumpled photo tacked onto the wall. It showed a smiling man in his thirties, with red hair and tanned skin, with his arm around a beautiful blonde woman. The two of them were standing at the top of a snowy mountain, wearing brightly colored ski gear.

      “Do you think this was who was living here?” Violet asked.

      “Probably,” Matt replied. “No one’s been in here for a while though.” He gestured to the desk, where a multitude of rotting vegetables had been left on a plate. A family of maggots and – to Violet’s horror –a scorpion, were enjoying the feast.

      “What do you think happened to them?” Toby asked, eyes still on the photograph.

      Jack picked up the plate as though the scorpion were no big deal at all and emptied it out the window. “What happens to anyone these days?” He took one last glance around the room. “We’ve been walking around this place all day; we should sleep here tonight.”

      He and Joe went back to the main gates and locked them up, meaning that for the night at least, the zoo was secure. Violet was fairly sure there were no biters wandering around, as their search had been thorough. But the place was big, so it was at least possible there might be one or two hiding out somewhere. She supposed that was why she still couldn’t fully relax, despite the locked gates and being on an island surrounded by deep water.

      The tiny room wasn’t going to be the coziest place to spend the night, but there were enough blankets for each of them, and the canned food was still good. Within half an hour, Toby and Ben were asleep on the couch, and Joe, lying on his back on the floor, wasn’t far behind. Matt was reading one of the books he’d found piled up in the corner, and Jack was repeatedly taking the gun apart and putting it back together at the desk. Violet didn’t know what to do with herself. She was exhausted but couldn’t switch off. Plus, the blanket on the floor wasn’t the most comfortable place to sleep. Not that she was complaining, anything was better than being Ezra’s prisoner again.

      Finally, after another twenty minutes of tossing and turning, and with Joe’s snores negating any chance of sleep, she got up and made for the door.

      “I’m going to go for a walk,” she said quietly.

      Jack looked up from the desk. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “The place is secure.”

      “We think. We can’t be sure yet.”

      “Why don’t I come with you?” Matt suggested, putting down his book.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Jack asked.

      She cocked her head. “Do you think I’ve become less fine in the last three seconds?”

      Matt scowled at Jack. “Why would she want you and not me?”

      Jack shrugged. “I wasn’t saying that.”

      “It sounded exactly like–”

      “Guys,” Violet interrupted, holding up her hands. “I’ll be okay. I’ll stay inside the building. I just want to stretch my legs.”

      Jack shook his head doubtfully. “I don’t think you should go alone. Not until we’re sure this whole place is safe.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      He and Matt threw sideways glances at each other but said nothing. It was enough, however, to set Violet’s teeth on edge. “What?” she asked impatiently, “You don’t think I can look after myself?”

      “It’s not that,” Jack answered quickly.

      “Not exactly,” Matt agreed.

      “It’s just that you’re a bit…” Jack trailed off.

      “‘A bit’ what?” Violet folded her arms across her chest.

      “Don’t be like that.”

      “I’m not like anything,” she glowered. “I’m curious to know what adjective you both agree I am?”

      Neither of them seemed brave enough to say anything for a moment, then Matt spoke gently. “Yell if you need help.”

      She rolled her eyes and left the room, clicking on the flashlight as she stepped out into the dark hallway.

      “You’re just ‘a bit’…” she muttered angrily, stomping along in the dark. “A bit what, hmm? A bit like someone who’s lasted as long as you have? A bit like a person who’s killed more biters than they can keep count of? A bit like a person who survived a zombie bite, and who can rip people apart with her teeth? A bit like a person who doesn’t need any–”

      But her quiet tirade was cut off when the door at the far end of the hallway opened, and a figure stumbled inside. He limped closer, breathing heavily and clutching his right arm to his chest.

      “Run,” he panted.
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      “Why–”

      Six biters answered Violet’s question as they charged through the open door behind the fleeing man.

      “Run,” he repeated, louder this time. She turned tail, racing back toward the room where her friends were.

      “Open the door!” She threw a glance over her shoulder. The guy was managing to keep up, despite his limp, but the biters were close, and he was clearly exhausted. She reached the door as Matt wrenched it open, holding up his shovel. Jack was shoving the pieces of the gun back together at his side.

      “No, in!” Violet instructed. She darted into the room, the man close behind. Matt slammed the door seconds before the biters arrived.

      “There’s no lock,” Jack groaned, as the creatures threw themselves against the other side.

      “Then we’ll block it,” Matt said. Toby and Joe helped him maneuver the couch in front of the door while Jack and Violet held it shut. The man, exhausted, leant against the desk, taking a moment to catch his breath. Then, eyes still on the door, he moved across the room to the windows.

      “This way,” he said, still cradling his right arm to his chest. He swept the cans of food off the window ledge and pulled it open. Without another word he climbed up and out.

      “Who is this guy?” Joe asked Violet.

      “I have no idea.”

      As the banging on the door got louder, the others quickly followed the mysterious stranger out of the window. The moon was draped in clouds, and Violet could barely see a thing. She hurried to flick on her flashlight again.

      “Where now?” Jack asked, as the stranger half walked, half jogged away from them.

      “I guess that way,” Joe murmured.

      They followed the guy to the zoo’s restaurant. It had been locked up tight during their initial exploration, but it was now open. The stranger strode through the large dining area and into the kitchen.

      Blankets and pillows were spread across the floor, as though several people had been living there for a while. There were also several personal items: a couple of backpacks in a pile next to the stove, some photographs tacked up in the corner, and a slightly shabby teddy bear with one eye sitting sadly on the nearest pillow.

      The man moved over to a blue blanket and sat down, leaning his back against the wall.

      “Thanks,” Violet said. “For telling me to run.”

      “I didn’t know anyone else was here.” He reached for a bottle of water, still clutching his arm to his chest. There was no blood, thankfully.

      “We arrived today,” Jack said. “I’m Jack, that’s Violet, Joe, Matt, and Toby.”

      “The dog is called Ben,” Toby added.

      “I’m Harvey,” the stranger said. “You got in through the gates?”

      Jack nodded.

      Harvey’s eyes glazed, momentarily lost in thought. “We were supposed to lock them up, we always locked them up. But…”

      “Things went to hell?” Joe guessed.

      Harvey exhaled, a defeated smile flickering across his face. “I guess so. There used to be twelve of us. I’d been here since the start, just me on my own. I made the supplies last as long as possible, but eventually I had to find more. I met the rest of my group about a month ago when I left to scope out the city. They seemed like good people, so I brought them back here.” He took a swig of his water, as though preparing himself for the next part. “For a while we did okay. They brought food and water with them, a lot of it, but it ran out a few days ago. We had to gather more food.”

      “Where did you go?” Matt asked.

      “There’s a mall not far from here, it had a huge food court, and we thought that would be a good place to start. We went yesterday morning. The dead separated us, but we managed to find each other again and get home. Tommy had cut himself pretty badly, and we were in such a hurry to get him back that we didn’t lock the gates. But it wasn’t a huge deal, no one had come out this far before. I was going to do it this morning. We patched Tommy up and he seemed alright. He wasn’t bitten or anything. We thought we were lucky.”

      Violet had an idea where this story was going. “But someone else was bitten?”

      “Yes, Ellie. She didn’t tell anyone. Stupid. I don’t know what she thought was going to happen. When I woke up before sunrise this morning, she was tearing Tommy apart. She bit some of the others. The rest of us panicked, split up and ran. A couple of hours ago I came back here. It was empty, so I locked myself in. Once it got dark, I started searching for my friends. Five of them were dead, just mangled bodies on the ground. Six of them…well, you saw what they were.”

      “I’m sorry,” Violet whispered.

      “Everything changes so fast.”

      “What happened to your arm?” Toby asked.

      “It’s my shoulder, I think it’s dislocated.”

      “You weren’t bitten?” Jack pressed.

      “No. I know what happens when you get infected, if I’d been bitten, I would’ve ended it. You can check if you want.”

      Violet shook her head. “I believe you,” she glanced at Matt, then continued. “But you should know, I’m infected.”

      He shifted back a little. “You’ve been bitten? When?”

      “Over a year ago.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      She held out her arm so he could see the scar. “I’m not immune,” she continued. “Not completely. I don’t turn if they bite me, but if I smell blood I become like the dead. I lose control, and I’m dangerous. Then, after a while, I go back to being myself again.” She took a breath. “I’ve killed people.”

      Harvey tore his focus from the bite, bringing his eyes up to meet hers. “That’s…why are you telling me this?”

      “I wanted to be honest, I’m sick of keeping it a secret; all it does is cause more trouble.”

      “I’m infected too,” Joe added.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, what?” Jack cut in.

      Joe looked momentarily surprised. “Oh, right, I didn’t tell you. Sorry.”

      “You’re like Violet?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He wasn’t bitten,” Matt clarified. “Well, he was, but he wasn’t immune like she was. We were in a lab where they were trying to make a cure out of Violet’s blood. We used one of the samples, and it stopped Joe turning.”

      “They were making a cure?” Jack asked, clearly trying to process so much new information. “That’s incredible.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up, it wasn’t working out too well,” Violet said.

      “Are they still working on it?”

      “I don’t think so,” Matt began.

      “They’re pretty much all dead,” Joe said cheerfully.

      Jack’s shoulders slumped. Harvey cleared his throat, addressing Violet. “How are you immune?”

      “I have no idea,” she admitted.

      “Are there others like you? Naturally unable to get infected?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never met any.”

      He paused. “So, am I safe with the two of you?”

      “Yes.”

      Joe nodded. “Absolutely. Unless you’re bleeding of course. Then, you know, run.”

      Harvey didn’t exactly appear comforted by that, but didn’t press the issue, not when they still had other concerns. “You’re welcome to stay here, but we might want to deal with the dead ones first. After that, the place should be secure again.”

      “Do you have any weapons?” Jack asked.

      “There are some knives over there,” he pointed to the other side of the kitchen.

      “No guns?”

      “No.”

      Jack bit his lip. “Okay, we can do this, but we need to get the biters into smaller groups, draw them away from the reptile house and kill them without being overwhelmed.”

      “Is this going to be like your awesome plan at the swimming pool?” Joe asked. “Because I seem to remember getting royally screwed with that one when all the zombies decided to chase me and Violet, and you only had to kill one.”

      “I know it’s risky, but Harvey’s too hurt to fight, and Toby’s just a kid. That means it’s the four of us against six of them.”

      “But you have a gun,” Joe interrupted. “We don’t need to split them up, we can get somewhere high  and you can shoot them.”

      Jack’s cheeks flushed. “About that…”

      Joe’s eyes narrowed. “You still have the gun, right?”

      “Sure, I have it.”

      “But?”

      “But I must’ve dropped the firing pin when I was putting the pieces back together. I don’t know where it is.”

      “What does that mean?” Toby asked.

      Matt ran his hand through his hair. “It means no gun.”

      “Great,” Joe muttered sarcastically.

      “We can still do this,” Jack said. “We just need to be smart.” He moved over to the table at the end of the room and grabbed four knives, distributing them amongst himself, Joe, Violet and Matt. “We’ll go back to the reptile house when it’s light and get the droolers to come outside. If we stand far apart, they should split into smaller groups, and they’ll be easier to take out.”

      “An even split means one and a half zombies each,” Joe said in a mock-enthusiastic tone, but Jack ignored him.

      “Once they’re dead, we come back here.”

      Joe piped up. “Where we can talk about how screwed we are when Ezra and his men find us.”

      “Exactly.”
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      At dawn, Violet, Matt, Joe, and Jack headed out of the restaurant. The air was crisp, and the sunrise sent streaks of pink across the sky. Violet held onto her knife tightly, listening for the sounds of any movement. Though they assumed the biters would still be in the reptile house, there was no way to be sure until they got there. The dead had the whole night to wander off.

      “Spread out,” Jack instructed when they arrived outside the cave-like building. “We want them to see all of us; that gives us the best chance that they’ll split up. If none come for you, go to whoever has the most attacking them.”

      Joe rolled his eyes. “Sounds great.”

      “How are we going to get their attention?” Matt asked.

      “Oi!” Joe yelled at the open doors.

      “That works I guess,” Matt said.

      Violet wasn’t smiling, she could already hear the sound of feet. The biters were coming. Seconds later, they lurched hungrily out into the sunlight. All six charged in her direction, ignoring Matt and the others.

      Of course.

      They were coming too fast. She knew by the time she got her knife in one of their heads, the other five would already be chewing on her flesh. Her friends wouldn’t get there in time. Matt was yelling, but she didn’t need to hear the words to know she needed to run.

      She turned, sprinting down the path behind her. They were close, the rasping breaths and hungry screams sounded only inches from her ears. She was going the wrong way for the restaurant, and as her feet pounded against the dew dampened path, she searched desperately for somewhere to hide. She wouldn’t be able to keep up this pace for long, and if she could get somewhere secure, the guys would be able to catch up and help. Or she would at least be able to come up with some kind of plan.

      The butterfly house was up ahead. There weren’t many other options, so she used her last burst of energy to put some space between herself and the biters. Wrenching the door open, she threw herself inside, stumbling past the tropical plants and deep into the sticky heat of the huge greenhouse. Moments later she heard the door open again. The zombies were inside.

      She continued on, ignoring the path and taking herself further into the overgrown garden. She narrowly avoided slipping into a small pond, grasping the side of a prickly tree to steady herself. There was glass on the floor, and she could see a couple of ceiling panels were missing. This had allowed rain to get in and explained the thriving plant life. It remained stiflingly hot inside, however, and was still swarming with insects.

      When she reached the end of the huge room, she squatted down among the bushes, her back against the frosted glass wall. The surface was slick with condensation, and already her nightgown was clinging to her skin. She could hear the biters moving around among the plants. How many had followed her inside? One or two she could deal with. Probably. But not six.

      Several bright blue butterflies took flight beside her, oblivious to the foul creatures stumbling around their tropical paradise. She took a couple of deep breaths, trying to slow her racing heart.

      A rustle, a snap, she looked up. She could see one of the zombies now, only a few feet away. It was a man, and he had his back to her as he sniffed the air enthusiastically. He was scrawny, she could handle him on her own, she was sure of it.

      Do it now. One less to run from.

      As quietly as she could, avoiding the broken glass to her left, she got to her feet, clutching the knife in her sweaty hand. The soil underfoot was soft and damp, muffling her movements. She was inches from the biter when a butterfly, large and orange, fluttered past his nose. The zombie’s eyes tracked the movements of the creature dreamily, and he turned, coming face to face with Violet.

      Oh crap.

      Before he could make a sound, she hurtled forward, forcing him to the ground and immediately plunging her knife into his skull. Dark blood seeped from the edges of the blade. He stopped moving within seconds. She let out a sharp breath, sitting back on her knees and wiping the sweat from her brow. Then she listened, there was definitely at least one more of those things in the building, she could hear it moving through the plants. It couldn’t be far away. She leaned over the corpse and attempted to yank her knife out of his skull. It was jammed in tight. She rested one hand on the ground to give herself some leverage. Another pull, and another. Still stuck.

      It was the tickling sensation crossing her fingers which made her freeze. Her eyes flicked to the hand resting on the soil, where one of the largest spiders she’d ever seen was casually meandering across. It paused halfway, as if aware it had been spotted. Violet may have been half-dead, and she may have killed more zombies than she could count, but she remained terrified of anything with more than four legs. She let out a whimper, shaking her hand wildly and stumbling back. The spider, however, seemed to take this as an indication to hold on tighter, and would not be dislodged. Still flapping her hand around as if it was on fire, Violet scooted away from the corpse on her butt until the ground disappeared from under her, and she slipped into the small pond she had so skillfully avoided earlier on.

      “Great,” she muttered, as the cool water soaked through her nightdress. She lifted her hands out in front of her. They were both free from hitchhiking arachnids at least.

      A scream. Her head snapped to the right. There was a biter a few feet away, and now Violet had no knife. The creature, a woman who had to have been at least ninety when she died but had the boundless energy that came with being undead, hurtled over to the pond. She was only an arm’s reach away when Jack tackled, forcing her onto the wet ground. The creature fought back, skeletal arms thrashing violently, until he slid his blade effortlessly into her eye. He pulled the knife free, shook off the eye that came out with it, and turned to Violet with a smile.

      “So, how’s it going?”

      She looked down at herself, still sitting in the shallow pond. “Awesome, can’t you tell?”

      His grin widened, and he reached out with one hand, helping her out of the water. “Did a drooler push you in there?”

      “No.”

      “But you were running from one?”

      “No.”

      “Then how did you–”

      “There was a spider.”

      “A spider?”

      “Yeah, it was on my hand.”

      “So, you thought if you went in the water–”

      “The water wasn’t part of my plan.”

      He appeared to be working hard not to laugh. “I see.”

      Violet wrung out the bottom of her nightdress. “Ugh, just when I thought this thing couldn’t look worse.”

      “I think it’s nice.”

      “You wear it then.” She glanced around, lowering her voice. “Do you think there are any more in here?”

      “I don’t know. We lost sight of you, so we split up. Maybe the droolers did the same.”

      “Let’s try and find Matt and Joe.” She made to head back to the main doors, but he took her by the arm.

      “Wait.”

      “What?”

      He glanced around, as though planning his words. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “About what?”

      “About…” he flailed a little. “About how I feel about you.”

      What?

      No, he can’t be doing this now.

      “I like you, Violet. A lot. I mean, I really care about you.”

      He is doing this now.

      He paused. “I know there’s something between you and Matt, and I don’t want to get in the way if he’s the guy you want. But I just…I wanted you to know.”

      She was vaguely aware her mouth was hanging open. “I’m not sure now is a good time, Jack.”

      “No time is ever perfect, sometimes you just have to do what feels right.”

      “And now, when we’re running from the dead and I’ve fallen in a pond, that feels right?” She smiled to let him know she wasn’t really angry, trying hard to hide her discomfort at the whole conversation.

      He seemed to relax a fraction. “Everything always feels right when I’m with you.”

      Oof. That’s a good line.

      He straightened up. “I’m not an idiot; I know you don’t feel the same way for me that you feel for him. But I wanted to tell you.”

      She couldn’t help it, she had to ask. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “I guess there’s a tiny part of me that hopes I’m wrong, that maybe you’ll come to the conclusion that Matt isn’t right for you, and I can be your backup.”

      “That’s not a great way to think of yourself.”

      He smiled. “I’m a realist.”

      She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to react to that. She did care for Jack, but as a friend, and nothing more. She didn’t love him, she had barely come to terms with the fact that maybe she was in love with Matt, but she didn’t want to hurt him either.

      “Don’t worry,” Jack added. “I’m not expecting an answer or anything. I only wanted to tell you, so I could stop driving myself crazy.” He glanced around, then motioned for her to follow. “Come on, let’s find the others.”
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      Violet and Jack stepped out of the butterfly house and into the refreshingly cool air. The zoo was quiet, but Violet knew well enough that peaceful surroundings didn’t mean she wouldn’t be running for her life in a matter of seconds.

      “Where do you think Matt and Joe went?” she whispered. Jack shook his head, surveying their surroundings cautiously as they headed back in the direction of the restaurant. Her nightdress left little splashes of water behind, her own trail of breadcrumbs. She just hoped the biters weren’t fans of Hansel and Gretel.

      “There are a maximum of four droolers left,” he murmured as they walked. “That’s manageable, even for the two of us.

      “Two each, great.”

      “Stay close to me. We’ll be fine as long as we don’t run into any spiders.” He smirked, and she punched him lightly on the arm.

      They passed the penguin pool, devoid of all water, and came to the small playground outside the restaurant. Jack pointed with his knife. Violet followed his gaze, surprised to see Joe standing at the top of the spiral slide, watching two biters desperately trying to reach up and grab him. He didn’t look scared, in fact, he appeared to be rather irritated. He glanced over at Violet and Jack.

      “A hand?” he requested.

      They moved over, the biters still too concerned with Joe to even notice their approach. Jack gave Violet his knife, which she quickly jammed into the back of the first zombie’s skull. Jack twisted the neck of the second from behind so forcefully that something snapped, and the creature fell at his feet. Violet’s mouth hung open.

      “You’ve done that before,” she guessed. Jack shrugged casually.

      “Thanks for the help,” Joe said, leaning on the railings of the slide.

      “What happened?” Violet asked.

      “Dropped my knife.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow. “That’s kind of clumsy.”

      “Yes, I realize that,” Joe drawled. “Hang on, you don’t have yours either.”

      “I gave mine to Violet.”

      “Why?”

      “She lost hers.”

      “I didn’t lose it,” she interrupted. “I know exactly where it is.”

      “Where?”

      “In some dead guy.”

      Joe grinned, then slid down to re-join them. “How many left?”

      “Two, at most,” Jack replied.

      “Great. Let’s find Matt.”

      As they headed round to the front doors of the restaurant, Violet could hear the sounds of a struggle. She held her hand across Joe’s chest to stop him in his tracks. “Do you hear that?”

      He listened, then nodded. They quickened their pace. Up ahead one zombie lay dead on the concrete, and Matt was fighting off another. His knife was sticking out of the eye socket of the corpse on the ground, leaving him with no weapon to use against the last biter. Jack charged over, yanked the knife out of the dead body, and slammed it through the ear of the one Matt was wrestling. It stopped struggling immediately, dropping heavily onto the ground.

      “Thanks,” Matt puffed. He wiped his blood-spattered face with his sleeve.

      “No problem.” Jack opened the door to the restaurant. “Let’s go inside, we need to talk about what we’re going to do now.”
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      They set themselves up in the large dining area, sharing the last few cans of food. Toby threw a ball he’d found for Ben while Joe, Jack and Harvey spoke in low voices. Violet wiped Matt’s bloodied face with a damp cloth.

      “Don’t worry,” she murmured. “The blood is from the biters. I’m safe.”

      “I wasn’t worried,” he said. “Thanks, for doing this I mean.”

      “You’re pretty hideous right now, I want to help.”

      He eyed her damp and dirty nightdress. “You know, you’re not so hot either.”

      She laughed, wiping his face a little more roughly.

      “We should’ve known that the plan wouldn’t work,” he sighed.

      “Because they never do?”

      “That, and because you’re pretty much the unluckiest person I’ve ever met. Obviously the zombies were all going to chase you.”

      The sides of her mouth pricked. “That’s true.” She wiped away the last of the blood, hand lingering for a second on the side of his face. He always seemed to see right into her, as if her innermost thoughts were written across her face, so easy for him to read.

      “Something happened?” he asked, right on cue.

      How do you do that?

      She stalled. “Uh, I was chased by six zombies and fell in a pond?”

      “I did wonder why you were wet. But you know what I mean, has something else happened?”

      Violet was torn. She didn’t want to betray Jack’s trust and share what he said, but she hated keeping things from Matt. Plus, she was a terrible liar.

      Once again, Matt the mind-reader swooped in. “Something with Jack?” His expression flickered. “Did the two of you–”

      “No,” she interrupted, louder than she meant to. She lowered her voice, aware that the others had glanced in their direction. “No, nothing like that. Not really.”

      Matt might’ve been about to say something else, but then Jack spoke, addressing everyone in the room. “I think we should talk about Ezra.”

      Violet’s stomach dropped at the mere mention of his name. What would Ezra be doing right now? He’d be furious that she was gone and would’ve probably found out who helped her. Did that mean that Lex, Ryan, and any of her other friends back home were in danger, even though they had nothing to do with it?

      “He’s not going to let Violet go,” Joe said. “She’s too valuable to him.”

      “Exactly,” Jack agreed. “He’s probably already got people looking for her.”

      Matt nodded. “And that means they’re looking for us, too.”

      “If they come here and find the gates locked, will they move on?” Harvey asked.

      Jack sounded doubtful. “I don’t know. There’s a chance I guess, but Ezra would’ve made it very clear what will happen to the soldiers if he doesn’t get results. My guess is that they’re going to be relentless.”

      “And it’s not like we can stay locked up in here forever,” Violet added. “Supplies are pretty much gone for one thing, and for another, we can’t just hide away and let Ezra keep hurting people in Harmony.”

      “You want to launch a rescue?” Jack was unable to keep the scepticism out of his voice. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that would be?”

      She tried not to scowl. “I think I know better than most how dangerous Ezra is. But we can’t leave our friends, and the other innocent people, to suffer. Ezra’s crazy, he doesn’t care about them. How do we know he’s not already punishing Lex and Ryan?”

      “They didn’t help us get you out,” Joe began, tentatively. “He’d have no reason to hurt them.”

      “You can’t be sure of that.”

      Silence around the table, then Matt spoke. “Violet’s right; we need to help the others.”

      “You’ve changed your tune,” Joe said. “Back in Harmony, you were the one telling me we needed to do this on our own.”

      “I know, but that was because the most important thing was getting Violet out safely. Now she’s okay, I can’t justify leaving everyone else behind.”

      Joe’s eyes were focused on his hands, and Violet could see the cogs in his head turning. She knew he hated the idea of the people back home getting hurt, but he was fiercely loyal to her, and clearly terrified that going back would be too dangerous. Eventually he spoke. “Even if we can somehow get in, or get a message to them without being spotted and killed by Ezra’s men, are we even sure they’d want to come with us?”

      “Why wouldn’t they?” asked Toby.

      Violet could answer that. “Because Ezra’s made everyone think I’m a monster. They’re scared of me, and they’re scared of him. Why would they risk putting themselves in danger, to run away with someone who they know could turn into a zombie at any moment?”

      “And eat their eyes,” Joe added. “I always loved that part.”

      “We still have to try,” Matt insisted. “There are good people in Harmony, and we have to at least give them the chance to get out of there.”

      “And come here?” Jack asked.

      “Why not? It’s big enough; it’s secure. It could be exactly the right place to start something new.”

      Violet leaned forward on the table, her mind racing. “So how do we do it? How do we get them out?”

      Matt grinned. “I’m pretty good at starting fires.”

      “We need to make sure the ones who want to escape know about the plan,” Jack said. “But we can’t exactly walk through the gates and try to round people up. We have to get a message to someone we trust on the inside.”

      “What about Lex?” Violet suggested. “I trust her.”

      “So do I. How do we get a message through?”

      “We could watch the gates from one of the nearby buildings,” Joe said. “Then follow her when she goes on a run?”

      Jack shook his head. “If Ezra suspected she helped us in any way, she might’ve been demoted, or…” he didn’t finish his sentence, and for a moment there was silence around the table.

      What if she’s already dead?

      “Send me inside.” Toby’s voice was quiet, and it took Violet a moment to register what he had even said.

      “What?”

      “Send me inside,” he repeated. “I can find Lex and tell her what we want to do.”

      Joe cut him off. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “The soldiers don’t know me,” Toby insisted. “They never pay attention to the kids. I can find Lex and get back out again without anyone even knowing.”

      “It could work,” Jack murmured.

      Violet didn’t feel good about this. “If anyone spots you, if they recognize you as one of our friends…”

      “They won’t.”

      “What if Lex turns him in?” Matt asked. “She’s never struck me as much of a team-player. What if Ezra’s got to her first?”

      Violet shook her head vigorously. “Lex wouldn’t do that. She’s a good person.”

      “And she cares about Toby,” Joe added. He turned to the kid. “Are you sure about this? It’s still dangerous.”

      “I want to help. I want to do it.”

      “When?” Violet asked.

      Jack thought for a moment. “Let’s give ourselves a day, let things simmer down back home and have a chance to catch our breath. We’ll go tomorrow.”
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      Toby had no idea what to expect as they drove toward Harmony. He had acted confident because he wanted to help, but also because a big part of him wanted to see what was happening back there. It didn’t mean he was entirely sure the plan was going to work. The soldiers might not have known his face from any of the other kids, but there were enough regular people who would recognize him as one of Violet’s friends. If any of them decided to inform Ezra’s men, or capture him themselves, there wouldn’t be much he could do to stop them. He was ten, skinny, and not overly skilled in hand to hand combat. He had a knife now, tucked into the back of his pants, but while he’d dispatched a number of biters in his time, the idea of attempting to ‘take down’ a trained soldier was laughable.

      He didn’t voice these fears, and when they parked the car a few blocks from Harmony, and began the walk over, he worked hard to keep his face impassive.

      Joe, Jack, Matt and Violet were with him, but Harvey had stayed behind at the zoo. Partly because of his arm, but mostly, Toby assumed, because he had no alliance to any of them. Based on what he’d heard, going back to Harmony was suicide.

      They reached the gap in the fence. Toby could see it had been hastily covered on the other side by some sheets of plywood, which slid easily aside when Jack moved them.

      “Someone covered this up for us,” Jack noted. “If it had been the soldiers who found it, they would’ve repaired the gap. Whoever did this wanted to hide it, but still be able to use it if they needed to.”

      “Maybe some of the kids,” Toby suggested. “They were always finding ways to sneak outside, to see if they could scavenge anything useful.”

      “Maybe.”

      Violet put her hands on Toby’s shoulders. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      He nodded. “I’ll be okay.”

      “Let’s just get it over with,” Jack said. “We want to be home before dark.”

      Toby pulled up his hood, giving Violet and the others what he hoped was a confident smile. “See you soon.”

      He slipped through the gap in the fence. Jack slid the wooden boards in place behind him.

      Toby paused, crouching behind the large bush, and checked his surroundings for soldiers. He couldn’t see any. Not far away, there were some women using washboards and buckets to clean their clothes while their children made mud pies. A couple of men were playing cards on a table next to one of the shacks, laughing cheerfully. No one was looking his way. Slowly, checking his hood was still up, Toby stepped out from behind the bush and made his way to his old apartment.

      The people he passed gave him no more than a cursory glance. He soon realized, as he got further into the community, that no one lingered in one place, each hurrying to and from different locations. He caught a couple of snippets of conversation as he walked.

      “-says she killed five people when she broke out-”

      “-heard they didn’t help her by choice, she threatened them-”

      “-one of Ezra’s soldiers, hard to believe-”

      “-no, they were friends-”

      “-she seduced him is what I heard-”

      Toby tried not to pay too much attention to what was being said. It was clear no one really knew what had happened. He quickened his pace and, within a few minutes, had arrived at the apartment block. After a brief glance in all directions, he slipped inside and hurried up the stairs.

      When he reached the front door he paused. Should he knock? Walking in unannounced would be bad if there were soldiers inside, they’d figure out who he was. At least if he knocked he could make up an excuse. He could pretend to be looking for work or something; the kids often went door to door offering to do chores for points or food.

      He rapped on the wood quickly. No answer. He tried again. Nothing. He took a breath, then tried the handle. The door opened quietly. It was never locked, there weren’t enough keys for all the inhabitants. He slipped into the quiet kitchen, listening for any sounds of movement. There were none. He knew he should go back outside and keep searching for Lex, but he’d probably not get another chance to gather his personal belongings. Quickly, he darted into his room, grabbing a backpack and shoving in a couple of his most precious items, some books, his own knife, and a couple of small toy soldiers that he’d found months ago and couldn’t quite bear to part with.

      Next, he went to Violet and Joe’s room. He wasn’t really sure what counted as their most treasured belongings, so he had to improvise. He grabbed Violet’s camera and pulled a few of her photos from the wall, guessing which ones she would be most likely to take if she were here herself. Joe had a couple of books that Toby had seen him reading more than once, so he took those, and a few other knickknacks from the desk.

      The front door slammed. Toby’s heart jumped to his throat. He immediately threw himself under Violet’s bed, lying flat on his stomach on the floor. There were two voices in the apartment, getting louder and talking heatedly.

      The bag.

      Toby had left the backpack on the bed. He didn’t know how long he had, but slid out, reached up, and pulled the bag down. It landed heavily, and he yanked it under with him.

      The bedroom door opened, and a man and a woman walked inside. He could only see their feet, and didn’t recognize the man’s voice, but the woman was Nel, the leader of one of the other scavenging groups and a soldier. She sounded irritated, pacing the room impatiently.

      “Well, big surprise, she’s not here.”

      The man sounded like he was gritting his teeth. “I didn’t expect her to be here.”

      Nel stopped pacing. “No? I believe your exact words were ‘Let’s go check out her old apartment, just in case.’ If you didn’t think she was hiding out here, what did the ‘Just in case’ mean?”

      “I didn’t think she’d be hiding here, that would be stupid.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Ezra sent soldiers to check yesterday when he got back, I was one of them. She isn’t in Harmony anymore. The reason I wanted to come here was to look around.”

      “Why?” Nel asked, sounding bored.

      “To see if there are any clues.”

      “Clues for what? She hadn’t been here for weeks.”

      “No, but her friend, the one they say helped break her out, he used to live here too. And the kid.”

      Toby’s stomach lurched; Ezra knew about him. Nel walked over to Violet’s bed and sat on it.

      “Okay then, where do you want to start? Want to dust for prints? Take witness statements? Want to check under the beds for secret maps and plans?”

      No, no, no, no.

      The man groaned. “If you think it’s such a stupid idea, why did you agree to come? I don’t even know why you asked to work with me. Weren’t you living the high life leading your little scavenging team?”

      Nel scoffed. “I go where the points are. You and the rest of the Collectors get more than anyone else, and now you’re finally recruiting. I want in. And I didn’t ask to come with you. You’re meant to be training me, remember? Though to be honest, whatever I could learn from you would fit on the back of a stamp.”

      The man took a step closer. For a moment, Toby wondered if he was going to hit her. But nothing happened, and soon he turned back to the door. “Come on, there’s nothing here.”

      “Thank you,” Nel sighed, getting off the bed. The man left the room, and she was a few steps away from doing the same when she froze. “Wait.”

      “Forget it, we’re leaving.”

      “Get back in here, you idiot,” Nel called, moving back to the bed. Toby put his hands over his mouth, hardly daring to even breathe.

      The man came into the room. “What is it?”

      “Look at this.”

      “What?”

      “The photos on this wall.”

      A pause. “They’re very nice.”

      Nel’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Are they? Are they really, Lawrence?”

      “Okay, what are you getting at, then?”

      “This wall was full of pictures, you can tell from how they’ve been spread out, but there are some missing.”

      “So?”

      “So, don’t you think that’s strange? Was it like this yesterday?”

      Another pause. “I can’t remember.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I wasn’t here to admire the pictures; we were searching for the girl.” He was clearly thinking now. “I don’t think it was like this, I think it was full.”

      “Is anything else missing?”

      Lawrence turned, walking around the room. “Her camera, it was on the desk here, it’s gone too.”

      “Someone’s been in this room.” Nel sounded excited.

      “They could’ve been stolen, I guess.”

      “No way. You know what Ezra does to thieves. Have you seen the extra gallows he’s got people building? No one would be insane enough to risk stealing anything now.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      She took a step toward him. “One of them came back. They came here to get their stuff.”

      “How would they get in? The gates are always guarded.”

      “The same way they got out, I guess.” She moved over to the window. “Who checked the fences?”

      “Emilio, Daniel and me.”

      “How could I have guessed?”

      “What?”

      “Clearly you didn’t check them properly, there’s a weakness somewhere, there has to be.” She paced the room. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to go to Ezra, tell him that one of them has been back in here, today. He needs to have everyone on alert, they might still be in Harmony.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m going to get a team together and we’re going to check every inch of these fences.”

      They left the room, but Toby didn’t remove his hands from his mouth until he heard the front door close again.

      Get out. Get out now.

      He slid back out from under the bed, grabbing the backpack and hurriedly putting it on. After giving Nel and Lawrence a few more seconds to get clear of the building, he headed out of the front door and down the stairs. He had two choices, stay and search for Lex, or leave. He wanted to find her, he knew how important it was, but if Nel and the soldiers were going to be checking the fences properly, there was no way they wouldn’t find the gap. Not only would he be trapped, but Violet and the others would be caught too.

      He had no choice. He needed to leave Harmony, right now.

      He headed back toward the shacks as the bells began to ring. That meant Lawrence had passed on the message to Ezra. He’d be gathering people together, telling them to hunt for Toby and the others, telling them to check every inch of the fences. He broke into a jog, heading in the opposite direction to everyone else.

      “Hey kid, you’re going the wrong way,” an old man said as they almost collided. He placed a hand on Toby’s shoulder. “The bells are ringing, son, you got to go to the courtyard.” He lowered his voice as a soldier passed. “Don’t want to get in trouble, do you?”

      Toby’s mouth felt like the desert, but he tried to act calm. “No, it’s my mom. She’s a heavy sleeper. I need to get home and wake her up; otherwise she won’t hear the bells.”

      The man looked doubtful, but released his grip. “Well, you better hurry.”

      “Toby?”

      A couple of feet away stood Eric, a skinny redhead with a dirty pointed face that always reminded Toby of a rat. “It’s you!” He didn’t try to keep his voice down, in fact, when he next spoke he was actively yelling. “Hey, everyone, Toby’s here! He helped the mutant escape! He’s here, he’s here!”

      The old man locked eyes with Toby as other members of the moving crowd turned to see what the commotion was about. Eric was still yelling.

      “Take him to Ezra! He’s here! He knows where the mutant is!”

      The man put his hand on Toby’s shoulder again, but he wasn’t restraining him, he was pushing him in the direction of the fence. “Run.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice, charging away from Eric’s cries. He didn’t have far to go, but he could hear people yelling at him.

      “Stop!”

      “Kid, wait!”

      “You can’t get out!”

      “Grab him!”

      His heart was pounding, his legs were aching, but he could see the bush now, he was almost there. He took a deep breath, and called to his friends with what little energy he had left. “Open it!”

      The plywood was shoved aside, and Jack’s face appeared. He held out his hand and pulled Toby through the gap. There was no time to catch their breath. They bolted down the street with the others, in the direction of the car. Toby had no idea if they were being chased.

      They piled into the car and Jack slammed on the accelerator. As they screeched away Toby finally chanced a look behind them. There was no one there. He didn’t know if they’d lost them in the pursuit, or if the soldiers never made it past the fence. He told himself it didn’t matter, at least they were free.

      “What happened?” Violet asked.

      “A kid recognized me,” he panted. “Started yelling about who I was.”

      “Did you get to speak to Lex?”

      Toby shook his head. “She wasn’t home, no one was. Well, not at first.” He took a breath, explaining what he had heard from his hiding spot under the bed.

      “We’re going to have to find another way in if we want to rescue anyone,” Jack murmured from the front of the car. “This thing just got a whole lot harder.”
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      The mood in the car for the next half an hour was rather despondent. Violet, like the others, had assumed that though the plan was dangerous, it would at least be successful in passing on the message to Lex. As it was, they’d gained nothing and almost lost a whole lot. There was no way to try again. Even if they somehow found another way inside the fences, which was pretty much impossible, Toby–the least known member of the group– had been recognized and almost caught. None of the others stood a chance. Even Matt, a relative newbie to the community, had become infamous for protecting Violet when she turned in front of a crowd of people.

      The car slowed, and she glanced out of the window. “Why are we stopping?”

      Jack gestured up ahead, where a white Jeep was parked outside a supermarket. “That’s one of Ezra’s vehicles.”

      “We should go the other way,” Joe muttered. “If they see us–”

      But he didn’t get to finish his sentence, because at that moment the doors of the Jeep opened and four people climbed out. Two soldiers, Ryan, and Lex. Everyone in the car ducked down, keeping out of sight.

      “They must be on a run,” Joe whispered.

      “What should we do?” Violet asked.

      Jack turned around to face them from the front seat. “What do you mean? What is there to do? We won’t even get close before the soldiers open fire on us.”

      “We have to speak to her.”

      “I want to see Lex too, Violet,” Jack insisted. “I hate that we left her there. But this is too risky.” He turned back, watching carefully. One of the soldiers said something to Lex, her response, flipping him off, earned her a shove with the butt of his gun. Violet saw Jack’s fingers curl tightly around the steering wheel.

      Lex and Ryan entered the supermarket, but the soldiers remained outside. One lit a cigarette; the other lifted the bonnet of the jeep and began to do something to the engine.

      “This could be our chance,” Violet said. “They’re inside without a guard.”

      Jack put the car into reverse, slowly edging it back around the corner, then cut the engine. “How do we get inside?”

      “There has to be a back door, let’s drive around and find it.”

      They doubled back on themselves, arriving at the supermarket from a different road, and pulled up out the back. Beside the shutters where the delivery trucks used to unload was a small door.

      “That’s our way in,” Violet said.

      Matt followed her gaze. “Assuming it’s unlocked.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      Jack made to get out of the car, but she held up her hand. “Wait, we shouldn’t go in a big group.”

      “Why?”

      “We need at least one person out here watching our backs. It should be you, you’re the soldier. Toby should stay too.”

      Jack didn’t appear thrilled with this plan, but he didn’t argue. “Ten minutes. Then I’m coming in after you.”

      “Deal.”

      Violet, Joe and Matt climbed out of the car and headed to the back of the supermarket. Violet tried the handle, and to her surprise, the door swung open easily.

      “That’s lucky,” she muttered.

      Joe sounded uneasy. “When things go this well at the start, you know it can only get worse.”

      “Great optimism, Joe.”

      They stepped into the warehouse. Violet could hear movement; there was someone back here. She just hoped it was Lex and Ryan and not biters.

      It could be the soldiers. The time it took for Jack to drive around the back was more than enough for them to finish whatever they were doing outside.

      She shook away the thoughts, continuing past the piled-up boxes of food. The noise was coming from the other side of the warehouse, and it sounded like conversation. One of the voices was definitely female. Violet held up a finger to her lips and motioned for the others to follow. There was a small crunch behind her, and she spun around angrily to see Joe had accidentally trodden on a potato chip. Scowling, she listened, and the voices continued. They hadn’t heard the noise. Joe held up his hands apologetically. She turned, mentally cursing him for almost blowing their cover, then tripped over an empty can into a tower of cardboard boxes. It collapsed, sending a barrage of huge, but thankfully light, boxes down on her head.

      Well done, Violet. I’m sure no one heard that.

      Matt pulled her free from the avalanche, while Joe held his own finger to his lips mockingly.

      “What are you guys doing here?”

      Lex was standing a few feet away. Ryan was there too, holding his bachete in his one remaining hand. His mouth was slightly open.

      “Hi, Lex,” Violet began breezily, dusting herself off. “I was hoping to talk to you.”

      “You guys are in so much trouble,” Ryan said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe what you did.”

      “What do they say we did?” Joe asked.

      “You stole from Ezra.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “Well that’s not true.”

      “You got Violet to kill anyone in your way.”

      “Also not true.”

      “You murdered soldiers.”

      “That one might be true, we’re not sure.”

      Ryan didn’t blink, observing the group as though terrified he would be attacked at any moment. He spoke to Lex quietly. “We have to take them back. You heard what Ezra said.”

      “Ryan,” Violet began. “You know us, we’re not dangerous.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I thought I knew you, then I found out you were a mutant. I thought I knew Joe, then I found out he left us to screw over the guy who built our whole community.”

      “They were keeping me prisoner,” Violet interrupted. “Ezra had me in a cage; he forced me to… to kill people. I never wanted to do any of that.”

      Lex’s face, as always, was impossible to read, but Ryan sneered, rolling his eyes for the second time. “Oh sure, I bet someone who eats flesh really hated having it practically served up on a plate right in front of her.”

      “Is Toby okay?” Lex asked.

      Matt nodded. “He’s fine; he’s outside in the car.”

      Ryan rolled his eyes again, and Violet began to wonder if he was searching for a brain back there. “Of course that’s what they say, Lex. You can’t trust them. I bet he’s dead.”

      Joe scowled. “Why the hell would we kill Toby?”

      “All I know is he never would’ve gone if he’d known what you were planning, he was a good kid.”

      “He’s not dead.” Joe was barely containing his anger. “He’s in the car, go out and see for yourself.”

      “You’d like that, get us out into the open, then set that thing loose. How long’s it been since your last meal, Vi? Getting hungry?”

      I knew this guy was stupid, I didn’t realize he was such a jackass.

      Violet was deciding whether to yell, walk away, or perhaps even chew on Ryan’s one remaining hand, when Lex cracked him over the back of his head with the handle of her axe. He fell to the floor, knocked out cold. Joe let out a whistle. “Jeez, a little harder maybe, Lex?”

      “He’s fine.” She stepped over him and pulled Violet in for a hug. “Are you okay?”

      She could only nod, not used to such affection from Lex, and altogether unsure how to proceed. As Lex pulled away, Joe held out his arms for a hug, too. She shoved him.

      “Hey,” he protested, “What did I do?”

      “You left me!”

      He lowered his head. “I’m sorry. Matt and I didn’t know-”

      “What? If I could be trusted? Did you really think I’d try to stop you breaking Violet out?”

      To his credit, Joe kept his eyes down apologetically. “I’m sorry. Really.”

      Her face remained cold for a moment longer, then she relented. “Forget it.”

      “How are things back home?” Violet asked.

      Lex sighed. “Not good. Ezra flipped when he found out you were gone, and he’s acting even crazier than usual. He’s got people building more gallows; no one can earn points anymore except the soldiers, so everyone’s joining up.”

      “I thought Ezra was really picky about who he let in?”

      “He was, but not now.” Lex paused. “I think he’s trying to build an army, and he’s going to use them to track you guys down.”

      “Great,” Joe muttered.

      “We have a plan,” Violet said. “Well…sort of.”

      Lex nodded eagerly. “Tell me.”

      “We want to free the innocent people in Harmony, get them somewhere safe.”

      “Where?”

      “The zoo, that’s where we are now.”

      “How are you going to get them out?”

      “We don’t know yet,” Violet admitted.

      “Great plan so far.”

      Joe shrugged. “We’ll figure it out, but we need your help.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “We need you to spread the word,” Violet began. “We want people to know there’s hope, and they need to be ready. You have to find out who would be willing to leave, without telling them too much.”

      “That sounds simple enough.”

      “Yes, but it’s dangerous. If Ezra or the soldiers get wind of it–”

      Lex cut her off. “Don’t worry about that, I’ll figure it out. When are you going to do it?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’ll be soon.”

      “There are lots of supplies here,” Lex said, glancing around the warehouse. “We’re going to come back in a couple of days. Maybe you could leave me a message when you know more.”

      “Good idea,” Violet agreed.

      “There’s one more thing,” Joe added. “The gap in the fence has probably been found by now, so if you could keep your eyes open for another secret way in and out of Harmony, that doesn’t involve getting mown down by machine guns, that’d be great.”

      Lex raised an eyebrow. “You always give me the easy jobs.” But she smiled. “I’ll think of something.”

      Violet pulled her in for another hug. “Stay safe.”

      “You too. Don’t get eaten by a lion. And Joe?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Your face is weird now without a moustache. You shouldn’t have shaved it.”

      “Thanks.”
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      “So, things didn’t go exactly as planned,” Jack mused as they ate dinner that evening. They’d had enough time to grab some supplies from the warehouse before Ryan came to, allowing them to enjoy a decent meal. The picnic tables inside the restaurant were comfortable enough, and candlelight cast a warm glow around the room.

      “Not exactly,” Matt agreed, “But at least we got to speak to Lex.”

      Violet pushed her food around her plate glumly. “I wish we had more of a plan. It felt like we left her with nothing.”

      Joe shook his head. “That’s not true, we left her with Ryan. Quick question, when did that guy become such a douchebag?”

      “What was she going to tell the soldiers?” Jack asked.

      “The truth,” Violet said. “Or a version of it. That she and Ryan ran into us, but we were armed and knocked him out. Then we ran before she could get anyone to stop us.”

      “And Ryan will go along with it?”

      Violet bit her lip. “I don’t know. But Lex hit him really hard, he might not even remember.”

      “Plus, she can be terrifying,” Joe added. “It’d be safer for him to just agree with whatever she says.”

      Jack took a long drink from his water bottle. “Okay, so we have a couple of days to plan our next move. But before we do that, we need to think about Harvey’s shoulder.”

      Harvey, sitting at the end of the table, grimaced. “I was sort of hoping you’d forgotten about that.”

      “Sorry, but that thing’s not getting any better until we put it back in the socket.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “Painfully,” Joe muttered under his breath.

      “I know how,” Matt said.

      Jack quirked an eyebrow. “You’ve done it before?”

      “Yes.” Matt got to his feet. Harvey stood up too, clutching his arm to his chest.

      “This won’t involve blood, right?” Violet asked.

      “No,” Matt replied. “Not unless I do it really, really wrong.”

      Harvey’s face lost what little colour it had left. “That’s comforting.”

      Matt gestured to an empty table to his right. “Lie down on here.”

      Harvey climbed on top of the table, lying on his back.

      “Put your arm out, like this,” Matt held his own arm at a ninety-degree angle, and Harvey did the same, groaning in pain.

      “Okay,” Matt breathed, his voice calm. “I’m going to hold onto your wrist and pull your arm, then I can put it back into the socket.”

      “Is it going to hurt?” Harvey asked.

      “It’ll feel better afterward.”

      Joe muttered to Violet. “Didn’t exactly answer his question, there.”

      “What happened to the animals?” Matt asked, taking hold of Harvey’s wrist, and obviously trying to keep the guy’s mind occupied.

      “I let them go a week after it started.” Harvey grimaced as Matt slowly pulled at his arm. “I didn’t have the supplies to keep them here, I thought I’d try and give them a chance…”

      There was a clunk, a yelp from Harvey, and Matt gently lowered the arm. Harvey was as white as a sheet, but when he sat up he was smiling, feeling his shoulder with his other hand. “That feels better already.”

      “We’ll need to make you a sling,” Matt said. “I’ll see if I can find some material somewhere.”

      “There’s a gift shop through those doors.” Harvey pointed with his good arm. “Should be some stuff in there.”

      Matt headed in that direction.

      “I’ll go, too,” Violet said. The muddy nightdress was definitely not what she planned to wear when they finally liberated Harmony.
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      The gift shop was huge, full to bursting with stuffed animals, books, toys and games, candy, and a large selection of clothes. Matt found a shirt and began ripping it up to make the sling. Violet moved over to the women’s section. She grabbed a pair of black pants and slipped them on under her nightgown, then began to thumb through the shirt selection. She pulled out a blue one, reading the slogan on the front out loud. “I had a wild time at the zoo.” It was written in leopard-print lettering, with smiling animals capering around the edges.

      “That’s nice,” Matt said.

      “I’d rather have something a bit plainer.” She put it back and reached for a different one, green this time. “I went ape at the zoo.”

      “Also nice.”

      She shifted the hangers along the rail, her brows narrowing. “They’re all puns. Every single one.”

      Matt joined her. “They can’t be.” He rummaged for a minute, then withdrew a pale pink shirt. There was no writing on the front. “This one seems okay.” He turned it around. On the back was a picture of a cartoon lion wearing lipstick. The slogan read, ‘I’d be lion if I said I wasn’t beautiful.’ He kept his face deadpan. “This is definitely the one.”

      Violet sighed with exasperation. “Is it too much to ask to be able to wear something that doesn’t have a pun and that doesn’t make me look like a Victorian beggar?”

      “Your standards are too high.”

      She grabbed the next shirt at random. “I’m wearing this one; I don’t even care what it says.” She turned away, pulling the filthy nightgown over her head and slipping the brown t-shirt on, then turned back to Matt. “Well?”

      He eyed the front, a trace of a smile on his lips. “Yep.”

      “Is it okay?”

      “Yep.”

      “What does it say?”

      “I don’t think it matters.”

      She groaned, pulling at the material to better see the front. It contained a picture of a small fox, with the slogan ‘Can you see all the fox I give?’ She snorted. “I suppose that pretty much sums it up.” She made to take it off, but Matt came over, holding her arms down.

      “It’s the best one, keep it on.”

      “No way.”

      “It’s charming.”

      “It’s hideous.”

      But she was laughing, and for a moment they tussled, her trying to yank the shirt off, him trying to stop her. Then their eyes met, and something changed. Violet felt as though her feet were glued to the floor. Her heart began to race, and her throat was as dry as a desert. Matt was looking at her, really looking, as if he could see right into her. As if she was the only other person in the world. If it had been anyone else she would’ve turned away, or made a joke, but with Matt it was different. It was always different.

      She raised one hand, skating her fingers across the surface of his cheek. He lowered his head to meet hers, and she kissed him. It was no more than a bump of the lips at first, but he responded with his hands on her waist, gently pulling her closer.

      We shouldn’t be doing this.

      But Violet’s plan to keep things uncomplicated with Matt was nothing more than a whisper in the back of her mind. Everything else was living for the moment, for the way his hands felt on her waist and the softness of his lips.

      All too soon they broke apart, and she found herself breathless. Matt smiled in the way that always seemed to make her feel lighter. She wasn’t sure what to say. It had been the first time they’d kissed without being interrupted, and she had no idea what was meant to happen next.

      “Okay, I’ll keep it on,” she murmured.

      Matt laughed, putting his arm around her shoulder and giving her a gentle kiss on the forehead. He moved to the other side of the room, grabbing a shirt from the men’s section and putting it on. He turned, holding out his hands. “What do you think?”

      His was black with a picture of an elephant on it. It said, ‘I find your argument irrelephant.’ Violet snorted, blushed, then gestured to the clothes.

      “These remind me of that hideous shirt I got in Harmony. Do you remember, with the lips on it?”

      Matt grinned at the memory. “Oh yeah, didn’t Anna offer to take it from you?”

      “Right before she got her breasts out.”

      “That’s right.” He paused, as if wanting to say something, but thinking better of it.

      Violet quirked her head to one side. “What?”

      Matt ran a hand through his hair. “I should’ve asked Lex if Anna was okay.”

      Violet felt her skin prickle and turned away before he could see the expression on her face. But Matt knew her well enough without needing to. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?” she asked sharply.

      “Don’t do that, don’t get mad about Anna.”

      “I’m not mad.” Her point might’ve been more believable if she hadn’t immediately slid the hangers across the rail with such force that the entire thing collapsed. She swore under her breath. Matt stepped closer, putting a hand on her shoulder and turning her to face him.

      “I’m worried about Anna. I want her to be safe. That’s it.”

      “I don’t…I’m not-”

      “You know how I feel about you, right?”

      Violet’s silence was her answer. She knew how she wanted him to feel, but she’d learned a long time ago that things rarely went the way she wanted. Biting her lip, she mumbled, “We’ve never really talked about it…”

      Matt put his hand on her cheek with a smile. “I’ve tried to tell you, tried to show you, but it’s impossible because you’re just so…so…Violet about it.”

      “What does that mean?” She moved back and crossed her arms across her chest, hoping it might hide the fact that her heart was hammering at about a million beats a minute.

      He held up his hands in exasperation, but he didn’t really sound mad. “It means I could write the words ‘I love you, Violet’ in damn skywriting, and you’d still find a way to miss it.” He smiled again, taking a tentative step closer. “I’m sorry things got complicated with Anna, but you must know I don’t feel anything for her like I do for you. I don’t want her to get hurt back in Harmony. Just like I don’t want anyone to hurt Lex, or even Ryan.” He paused. “Actually, the jury’s still out with him.” Violet made to turn her head, but Matt used his hand to gently keep it where it was.

      “I don’t know how I can make it any clearer that I’m crazy about you. I kind of thought rescuing you from a psychopath and, you know, actually saying the words right now might be enough to do it.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

      “You don’t have to be.”

      “I guess I get angry whenever you mention Anna because there’s still a big part of me that thinks you’d be better off with her than with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she won’t accidentally kill you.” She forced her eyes to meet his. “I don’t know what I’d do if I hurt you, if I lost you again. You’d be so much safer far away from me.”

      “Yeah, I probably would.” He pulled her in, kissing her once more. She was about to give in, allow herself to stop thinking about anything at all, when he froze, then pulled back suddenly.

      “I know how to save the people in Harmony.” He took her hand, leading her quickly back toward the restaurant.
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      Violet wasn’t sure which part of their kiss had inspired Matt to come up with his ‘Let’s crash a bus full of zombies through Harmony’s wall’ plan, but she couldn’t help but wonder if she needed to work on her technique.

      Everyone around the table was quiet, while Matt explained the idea. When he was done, Joe was the first to break the silence.

      “You want to get a bus full of biters and smash through the wall, and you can see no problems with this plan?”

      “I can see a ton of problems with the plan,” Matt corrected. “But that doesn’t mean it won’t work.”

      Harvey, now sporting a sling made from a shirt, put his free hand down on the table. “Let’s start at the beginning. Where do we get the bus?”

      “There’s a depot in town,” Jack answered. “We’ve been there before.”

      “Harmony’s walls are really strong,” Violet said. “Could we be sure a bus would even break through?”

      Matt nodded. “We’d reinforce it.”

      “With what?”

      “I know a place,” Harvey offered. “There’s loads of scrap metal, we could use that.”

      Jack was chewing on his lower lip thoughtfully. “So, we reinforce the bus, then we fill it with biters?”

      “Yes,” Matt replied.

      “From where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Joe sighed. “Let’s be honest, it’s not like there’s a shortage. I’m sure we could find some. I think our bigger concern is how to stop them, you know, ripping us to bits and eating us before we get to Harmony?”

      “We could build a partition in the bus,” suggested Jack, sounding more and more enthusiastic about the plan. “Keep us safe at the front, and the biters at the back.”

      “Exactly,” Matt said. “Then we drive to Harmony, crash through the south side and open the bus’s back doors, which you can do from the front. The biters will cause a distraction, keeping the soldiers busy. While they’re fighting, Lex gets our people to the gates and out.”

      “How do we get away?” Violet asked. “Whoever is on the bus is going to need to make it past biters, as well as armed soldiers.”

      Matt paused. “I think only one of us needs to be on there, which will make it easier to slip out while the soldiers are fighting. If we can find anything to reduce visibility, like smoke grenades, that would make it easier. Then the driver can get out through the hole they just made in the fence. Everyone else can be at the gates to help get people out. We could use a second bus to transport them back here.”

      There was silence around the table, while each member of the group considered the plan.

      Finally, Jack spoke. “This could work.”
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      The next morning, Matt, Joe and Violet headed back to the supermarket. They’d written down the very rough details of their very rough plan on the back of a zoo map and needed to leave it somewhere Lex would be able to find it. If she had managed to avoid retribution for what she did to Ryan, she would get the message when she came to the store the following day.

      The place was empty. That was good, because so far Violet and the others still only had knives for protection. Jack, Harvey, and Toby were spending the day searching for better weapons on the other side of town where Harvey was sure there were a couple of places yet to be looted.

      “How did you know how to fix Harvey’s arm?” Joe asked Matt, shoving supplies into his backpack as they walked. “You said you’d done it before?”

      “For my mom.”

      “She didn’t go to the emergency room?”

      Matt shook his head, adding a couple of cans to his bag. “Not that time.”

      “She dislocated her shoulder more than once?”

      “No, but she’d already been to the ER that month for broken ribs. Then again the month before, for breaking her arm.”

      “Clumsy, was she?” Joe asked, but his tone was grave.

      “After my dad walked out, my mom started seeing this guy…” A hard expression settled on Matt’s face. “She said she fell down the stairs the first time. The time after that, she said someone on a bike had hit her. I knew she was lying, but she wouldn’t leave him, no matter how hard I tried to convince her. She was too scared to be alone. When she dislocated her shoulder, she didn’t go to the hospital because she didn’t want him to get into trouble. She found out how to fix it on the internet, and I did it for her on the dining room table.”

      Violet’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. She felt so ashamed that she’d never asked Matt about his mom. After all the conversations they had, he knew everything about her, yet here was this huge part of his life she’d been completely oblivious about.

      “What happened to the guy?” Joe asked, quietly enough that Matt could’ve pretended not to hear if he wanted.

      “The next time he tried to hurt her I was there. I got between them. He didn’t like that. I managed to get a couple of punches in, but he pretty much pummelled me. I don’t remember much, just my mom screaming at him to stop. She called the cops that time. They didn’t need much evidence; I was still unconscious when they got there. She gave a statement and told them about what he’d done to me, and what he’d done to her. They took him away. I think he went to jail, but she never wanted to talk about it.”

      “Probably dead now,” Joe said, almost cheerfully. “That’s one thing we can thank the biters for.”

      Violet wasn’t convinced. Bad guys always seemed to outlast the good ones. She reached out, taking Matt’s hand in her own and giving it a squeeze. He raised it to his lips, kissing it gently.

      “You guys are so complicated,” Joe muttered. Violet had almost forgotten he was there. She glanced in his direction, where he watched them with a smile. “I thought you were ‘just friends’?”

      “It’s…” She struggled for the right words.

      “Complicated,” Joe finished for her. “That’s what I said.” But his grin widened, and he headed over to the pile of boxes she had demolished the last time they were there without waiting for any further explanation.

      “I’m going to find a place to leave the note for Lex. You two… try not to get any more confused while I’m gone, there are only so many times I can convince myself I understand either of you.”
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      After a relatively comfortable night in the zoo, they were on to the next part of their plan, finding the busses. Joe, Harvey and Toby went to collect materials to reinforce the vehicles, while Jack, Matt and Violet headed to the depot.

      Violet was nervous. Today, Lex would find their note, providing she was still allowed to go on supply runs. She wasn’t sure how her friend would rate their plan, it was reckless, dangerous, and overly dramatic.

      Come to think of it, she’ll probably love it.

      Jack drove to the depot in silence, and there was strange tension in the car that Violet couldn’t quite put her finger on. It was as if the guys were mad at each other, but that made no sense. Sure, both of them had declared their feelings for her pretty recently, but neither knew that the other one had done so.

      Or did they? More than once she saw strange sideways looks pass between the pair, as though trying to stealthily get a read on the other. After a while, Violet could bear the tension no longer, she would have to try and break the silence.

      “Shall we play a game?”

      “What?” Jack kept his eyes on the road ahead.

      “A game.”

      “Like a car game?” Matt asked from the passenger seat.

      “Well I didn’t mean hide and seek.”

      He grinned back at her. “Which one?”

      She hadn’t got that far yet. “I spy?”

      Jack shrugged. “If you want.”

      Matt glanced around. “Hmm, I don’t know what to choose to start with, ‘C for corpse in the road, B for burned out building, M for that mutilated guy hanging from the streetlight.”

      Violet followed his gaze, where a man with his insides half ripped out was indeed hanging by his neck. She was pretty sure the biters didn’t do that.

      “Okay, this game might be too depressing,” she relented. But she wasn’t about to give up, not when the awkward silence threatened to engulf them once more. “How about this, what’s the most unusual zombie you’ve ever encountered?”

      Matt leaned closer curiously. “What counts as unusual?”

      “I was once chased by a zombie in bright yellow speedos. I’ve never found a guy in ridiculous swimming trunks so scary.”

      “I don’t know, you should always be afraid of speedos.” He thought for a moment. “A few months ago I was checking out this abandoned movie theatre, and there was a zombie dressed as a zombie.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “He had his skin painted green, ripped clothes, fake stitches all over his face. I’m pretty sure he was dressed up for that movie that came out a few days before everything went down. But it was pretty bizarre to encounter a guy who looked like an extra from the cheapest horror movie in history.”

      “Did you run?”

      “So fast I hit my face on the doorframe.”

      Violet laughed, turning her attention to Jack. “What about you?”

      At first she wasn’t sure he was going to play; his eyes were still fixed ahead. Then he said, “Has to be the clown. Lex and I ran into this drooler in a full-on clown costume, red nose, bright blue wig, painted mouth, everything.”

      Violet exhaled. “As if clowns weren’t scary enough anyway.”

      Matt smiled “Man, you must’ve run so fast-”

      “I don’t run unless I have to. I killed it.”

      The jovial air that had settled on the car was immediately dispelled, and the awkward silence returned.

      Great, I’m so glad this is back.

      But now Jack seemed eager to chat. “That’s what you do then, Matt? You usually run away from the droolers?”

      “If I can.”

      “Huh.” He said nothing more.

      Matt stiffened. “Sometimes it’s better to run. Why risk getting hurt if you can get away?”

      “I don’t know, I guess I think that one less drooler is worth the risk.”

      “It’s not always as easy as that.”

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      Matt’s brows knitted together. “So, you’re saying you never run away?”

      “I take each situation as it comes. If I can dispatch the zombie, I do it. If there are too many, or if I think the people I’m protecting might get hurt, then we run.”

      “You know what we should play?” Violet interrupted. “The name game.”

      But they weren’t listening. Matt held out his hands. “I’ve killed plenty of biters in my time. I do it when I need to.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “Or twenty questions?” Violet persisted. “That’s fun too.”

      Jack gave a small smirk. “I just think, Matt, that I’ve seen you running more than I’ve seen you do anything else. I’m surprised you haven’t worn out those sneakers already.”

      “I don’t need to brag about biter kills to prove how much of a man I am,” Matt said sarcastically. “I’m still alive, like you. Neither of us is better than the other.”

      Violet tried speaking louder. “Kerplunk? We could-”

      Jack’s tone was flat. “I’m not saying I’m better than you.”

      “That’s what it sounds like.”

      “Then you’ve misunderstood. I’m just saying that sometimes you have to take risks to keep other people safe.”

      “You think I can’t keep her safe?”

      Uh oh. Now they were in dangerous territory.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Jack replied airily.

      “Let’s forget it,” Violet cut in.

      Matt leaned back. “That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it? That I can’t keep Violet safe? Because that’s what you’ve been doing this whole time?”

      Jack shrugged.  “She certainly wasn’t in a cage before you arrived.”

      “Come on, that’s not fair,” Violet interrupted.

      Matt seethed. “You think her getting caught by Ezra was my fault? You think I could’ve stopped it?”

      “I think it could’ve been handled differently.”

      Silence fell over the car again, but this time it was hot and angry. Violet wanted to say something, anything, to change the atmosphere, but she was also a little scared of what might happen if she said the wrong thing.

      “We’re here,” Jack growled, as they pulled up outside the depot. He didn’t wait for the others to respond, getting out of the car immediately and stomping over to the main doors. Violet looked at Matt. “I don’t-”

      But he shook his head. “Let’s get this done and get out of here.” He got out too, leaving her alone in the car wondering whether an awkward silence would’ve been so bad after all.
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      There was no sign of any biters inside the depot, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. There was also a chance, however slim, that Ezra could have stationed a couple of his soldiers to guard the place, and Violet felt incredibly on edge as they made their way through the rows of shadowy vehicles. Jack’s quest for weapons yesterday had not gone well. He’d found a machete, which he now carried, but not much else. Once again, she and Matt were left with only their knives for protection.

      “Do you think there’s anyone here?” Matt whispered. Before she had a chance to reply, Jack hit his machete against the side of the nearest bus. The clang echoed through the building. Once it had died down there was silence again.

      “Empty,” he muttered, heading in the direction of the office where the keys were kept.

      “Was that necessary?” Matt asked, following behind.

      “You asked, and I found the answer. Sometimes you just have to do something.” Jack went into the offices without waiting for a reply.

      Matt turned, mumbling under his breath. “-want to see me do something? Oh, I’ll do something.”

      Before Violet could attempt to calm him down, Jack reappeared, jangling a set of keys. He nodded to the nearest two busses. “These are ours.”

      “Wait.” Matt froze, blocking his path.

      “What?”

      “Listen.”

      Footsteps, running. Then a scream. It belonged to a living person, and they were close.

      “Did you close the door after we came in?” Matt whispered. But Violet didn’t need to answer, because the pounding of multiple feet, demonstrated that she had indeed, not closed the door. Jack motioned to the nearest bus, climbing inside quickly. Matt and Violet did the same, pulling the lever to close the doors as the first biters rounded the corner. They were chasing a woman.

      “Switch those off,” Jack hissed, turning off his own flashlight. They killed theirs too. Violet watched the woman through the window. She must’ve been in her late twenties. Her hair was tangled and matted, her clothes torn. There were bite marks on her arms and neck, and she could barely run. Violet knew the biters would keep chasing her until she fell, and then they’d feed until she turned.

      Within seconds it happened. Whether it was exhaustion, the infection, or pure clumsiness, the woman slammed down onto the concrete floor. For a moment it looked like she might attempt to get up, but the biters were too close, and descended on her until all Violet could see was a mass of feeding zombies. The woman wasn’t screaming anymore.

      “Should we do something?” she asked quietly.

      “Like what?” Jack replied. “We can’t put her out of her misery, we don’t have a gun. There have to be at least fifteen droolers out there.”

      “We should be more worried about ourselves,” Matt said.

      “What do you mean?” Violet asked, turning to him. “We’re safe in here, they haven’t seen us.”

      “But they’re not going anywhere. Once they’re done feeding, they’ll stay put until something draws them away.”

      “We’ve got the keys to the bus,” Jack said. “We’ll just go.” He headed to the driver’s seat and tried several keys in the ignition until one fit, then eyed the controls. Violet doubted very much that he’d ever driven one of these things before, and it was almost certainly more complicated than a car. He took a breath, turning the key.

      Nothing.

      Of course. Because things going according to plan would be far too easy.

      Jack tried again and again. Still no response, the battery was dead or there was no fuel. Either way, the bus was going nowhere.

      “Well that’s just great,” he muttered, slamming his hands down on the wheel. Unfortunately, the one part of the vehicle that was still working perfectly was the horn. It rang out loud and clear through the huge depot. Violet’s head swivelled slowly to her left, heart sinking. The sound of the horn drew the biters away from their meal, and within seconds, rotting hands pounded against the glass windows.

      “So, the horn works,” Matt muttered. Jack swore, head in his hands.

      “What should we do?” Violet asked, as Jack got to his feet and began to pace. He said nothing, but Matt headed over to the driver’s seat.

      “This window should open enough for us to get out, we can run.”

      Violet followed his gaze. “You think we could get away?”

      “They’re all on that side; they’re not smart enough to work out where we’re going. It gives us a head start. We can get back to the main doors before they even know what’s happened.”

      It sounded like a good strategy, but for some reason Jack seemed angry. “You want to run away?”

      “I’d prefer it to getting eaten, yeah.”

      “And then what?” He moved closer to Matt. “We came here for a bus; we can’t go back home without one. Your whole damn plan depends on it.”

      “My plan,” Matt snapped, “depends on us not being dead. This place is full of biters; we can’t start casually checking the other busses until we find one that works.”

      “So, you want to give up and run away?”

      “What do you suggest?” Matt asked, raising his voice for the first time.

      Jack opened his mouth as if to say something else, but instead turned away. “Do what you want, but I’m going to try one more. I’ve got the keys anyway. I’m going for that one.” He pointed to the bus next to the driver’s window.

      Violet approached him tentatively. “It’s too risky. If it doesn’t work and the biters see us, we might not be able to get out again.”

      He ignored her, moving over to the window and forcing it open. He climbed out, dropping down onto the concrete floor. Matt ran his hand through his hair.

      “What should we do?” Violet asked.

      “You know what we have to do.” He climbed out next, waiting for her outside. She landed as gracefully as usual, stumbling and almost losing her footing. Jack had already got onto the second bus. She and Matt followed, pulling the door closed behind them.

      “You didn’t have to come,” Jack muttered as he sat down in the driver’s seat. He slid a key into the ignition and turned it. There was a choke and a splutter, but the engine rumbled to life. He whooped, drumming his hands on the wheel. “You see that? I knew it!”

      “That’s great,” Matt said, eyes on the door. “Now can we get the hell out of here?”

      The biters followed the sound, quickly descending on the bus. They slammed their hands against the sides, screaming and salivating. Jack edged the vehicle forward, turning the wheel vigorously. There was a horrible metallic scraping sound as the bus dragged along the side of another. This did, however, have the upshot of crushing a few biters in the process. But there were others to take their place, and more and more seemed to appear from nowhere, drawn by the noise. Jack drove around the other parked busses, toward the huge doors at the back of the depot.

      “They didn’t lock these back up last time, did they?” Violet asked.

      “Hope not,” Jack replied, accelerating. They smashed through the doors easily and began the journey back to the zoo.
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      Ah, awkward silence. Glad to see you again.

      They’d been driving for a while, and no one had said a word. Jack’s grin had slipped, and he once again focused determinedly on the road ahead. Matt stood beside him, his own expression equally hard. Violet knew trying to break the silence was a risk, one which had not worked out well last time, but the tension was unbearable. She had to say something.

      “Well, I guess this was a successful day then?”

      “Looks like it,” Matt agreed. Jack snorted.

      “What?” Matt asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Oh, here we go.

      Matt straightened up. “No, you clearly have something to say, so say it.”

      “I just think we’re lucky. If you had got your way, we’d be heading home with no bus and no idea how to rescue the people in Harmony.”

      Matt scowled. “It wasn’t about me getting my way. I didn’t want to risk our lives unnecessarily.”

      “I’d say getting this thing was pretty necessary.”

      “We had no idea it was going to work. And if it hadn’t, what then? We might not have been able to get out of this one and we’d be trapped there now.”

      “Sometimes you have to step up and make the tough decisions.”

      Matt’s face grew darker. “Do you have a problem with me?”

      Jack exhaled, a sound that almost sounded like a laugh. “What makes you think that?”

      “The fact that you’ve been at me since this morning? The fact that you’re finding every reason you can think of to pick apart the things I say? The fact that you’re treating me like a tourist, when you have no idea the things I’ve had to do to survive out here?”

      “Oh, and you think I-”

      “Enough!” Violet slammed her hands on the seat in front of her. “Stop the bus, right now!”

      Whether it was her tone, her expression, or something else, Jack actually did as she asked, slowing the bus to a stop.

      “Get out,” she instructed, opening the doors. “Both of you, outside, now.”

      “Violet I don’t think-”

      “We’re not going to-”

      “Now!”

      Sullenly, Jack and Matt trudged outside. She stayed in the doorway, furious, vaguely aware that her face was burning, but past the point of caring.

      “You two have been driving me crazy all day,” she said, pointing to them accusingly. “You need to cut it out right now.”

      “We’re not-”

      “It was him who-”

      “I don’t care,” she interrupted, feeling like a mother who’d come to the end of her rope with her badly behaved kids. “Jack, you’re being a jerk and talking to Matt like he’s some kind of coward. You know he’s not, and you’re only saying it to get a rise out of him. It’s ridiculous.” She turned to Matt, who had a flicker of a smile on his lips at the sight of Jack being yelled at. “And you, you need to let it go. You’re not stupid, Matt. You know why he’s acting like this and you have to appreciate what he’s feeling.”

      The guys shifted uncomfortably from side to side, like little boys. Violet felt herself calming, but still had enough anger to waggle a finger as she finished her tirade. “Now we’re going back to the zoo, and we’re going to plan our next move. If either of you think you can’t stand to share this bus with the other for the rest of this journey, then you can walk back. I won’t put up with this for another second.” She narrowed her gaze. “Got it?”

      “Sorry Vi.”

      “Sorry.”

      She took a breath. “Okay. Are you ready to behave like grown-ups?”

      “I am if he is-”

      “As long as he doesn’t-”

      She raised her finger once more. “Is that what I want to hear?”

      Silence and shaking heads.

      She put her hands on her hips. “Good, then get back on the bus. Quickly.”

      “Why quickly?” Matt asked.

      She motioned over his shoulder. “Because there are five biters running in this direction.”
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      Violet’s discipline seemed to do the trick. The last ten minutes of the journey had been in silence, but it didn’t feel as heavy as before. She allowed herself to feel a little victorious. The guys had stopped trying to out-man each other, for now at least. They seemed cheerful enough. In fact, Matt was smiling in his seat across the aisle.

      “What?” she asked, suspiciously.

      “Nothing. Just…you.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “What about me?”

      “Don’t take it the wrong way-”

      “Always a great start to a conversation.”

      His eyes crinkled as his smile widened. “No, it’s… you’re kind of funny when you get mad.”

      Funny? She kept her expression fixed.

      “It’s not a bad thing. It’s cute. Your face goes all red, and you talk really fast. You move around so quick, kind of like a…” he dug around for the word.

      “Like a hamster,” Jack chimed in from the driver’s seat.

      “Yes, exactly!”

      Violet scowled, crossing her arms across her chest defensively. ‘Hamster’ had hardly been what she was aiming for. “Oh, well, I can’t imagine how I could take that the wrong way.”

      “It’s not an insult,” Matt continued.

      “You’re saying you can’t take me seriously when I’m angry because I remind you of a small, furry animal.”

      “A cute one,” he repeated.

      Jack, outstandingly, appeared to be on Matt’s side. “I’ve always thought that. It’s like, you want to listen, because she’s clearly upset or annoyed, but you can’t help but picture a hamster running around from one side of the cage to the other.” He glanced over to Matt. “Have you noticed the thing she does with her fingers too?”

      “The tapping? Oh yeah.”

      Violet, whose fingers had at that very moment been tapping against her arms irritably, froze. She clenched her jaw. “Well, good to see you two agreeing on something at least.”

      “Don’t take it personally,” Jack said airily. “We all have our ticks. It’s endearing.”

      “I’m sure.”

      The rest of the journey continued in silence. Though Violet was happy that Matt and Jack were finally getting along, she couldn’t help but wish they’d found something less personal to bond over.
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      The next morning, Joe, Matt, and Violet went for a drive, while Jack and the others got to work reinforcing the bus. There was a lot to do, and they still hadn’t even decided on a rescue date.

      There were plans to return to the supermarket the following day to check if Lex had got the note. Violet hoped her response would give everyone a clearer idea of how quickly they needed to get started.

      This morning’s drive was less of a casual road trip and more of a search for a wandering horde of zombies. The irony wasn’t lost on Violet that they had spent the last year doing everything in their power to avoid large groups of the undead. Now, they were actively searching for them. They’d been driving around for almost an hour, though had yet to find a group of zombies in any real number.

      “This is typical,” Joe muttered from the driver’s seat. “How often have we accidentally come across a herd of biters at the most inconvenient time? But now that we need them, the buggers are nowhere to be seen.”

      “I suppose we could pick them up one at a time when the bus is ready,” Violet suggested, but Matt shook his head.

      “No, it’ll be too hard to get them on board without the others getting out. Plus, if one of us is going to be the bait, then it makes sense to only have to do it once.”

      “Can’t wait to find out who volunteers for that job,” Joe said, turning the car down the next street. “Hello,” he murmured, slowing outside a large building. “This is a bit more like it.”

      It was a bank, with stone walls and heavy looking wooden doors. Scrawled across them in black paint were the words ‘Don’t open, overrun.’

      Matt opened his door, and Joe raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to check it out.”

      “I’m not sure I can fit more than two or three zombies in this station wagon, and that’s with Violet sitting on someone’s lap.”

      Matt grinned. “We’re not getting them now, but we need to know for sure that they’re still in there. Otherwise we could come back with the bus and find the place empty.” He grabbed his crowbar – courtesy of the last weapons run – and got out of the car, heading over to the stone steps of the building.

      Joe’s eyes flicked to the mirror, addressing Violet. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “About investigating a building that’s probably crawling with zombies?”

      “Yeah, weird, huh?”

      Grabbing their own crowbars, they followed Matt to the bank. The doors were secured with a thick chain, which he rattled gently. The fact that it was still in place was a good sign, it made it more likely that the biters were trapped inside.

      “We could probably cut through this with the right tools,” he murmured, more to himself than anyone else.

      Joe moved to the nearest window, barred on the outside. He peered in, squinting slightly. “It’s too dark, I can’t see anything.”

      “Let’s check around the back,” Matt suggested, leading the way. It took a while, because the alleyway leading to the back of the bank was filled with garbage bags. The guys helped Violet climb over the piles without falling and smashing her face on the ground below. After what seemed like an eternity - and with none of them smelling a great deal better after several garbage bags split open under their weight - they arrived at the back door. It was wide open.

      Joe groaned. “This is less positive.”

      “Let’s check it out anyway, just to be sure,” Matt said, making his way inside first. The building was dark, and the dust coating the floor was undisturbed. They walked through the employee lounge, in the direction of the front of the bank. Violet couldn’t hear any movement up ahead, but that didn’t mean the zombies weren’t there. When left without prey, the biters often slowed right down, sometimes standing still for days at a time.

      Up ahead was a grey door, slightly ajar, with dried blood on the handle. Matt lowered his crowbar with a groan as he stepped into the room.

      “Damn.”

      The place was certainly full of biters. Unfortunately, they were in pieces, and definitely not getting up any time soon. Each had a gunshot wound to the head, and had been cut into bits with what Violet assumed was a chainsaw. Arms, legs, and other body parts littered the floor, and almost every surface had at least a thin spattering of blood. She ran her fingers across the countertop nearest to her. “It’s dry.”

      Matt surveyed the room. “I guess another group thought something in here was worth going up against all these biters for.”

      “Typical,” Violet sighed.

      Joe kicked away a dismembered arm. “It’s almost like they didn’t know that we’d come here looking for a horde of zombies to take home.”

      Matt nodded. “Some people are so selfish.” He took one final glance around. “Come on, there’s nothing for us here.”
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      A couple of hours, and still no zombie horde later, the mood in the car was becoming despondent.

      “I mean, there are still zombies out there, right?” Joe asked, drumming his fingers on the wheel impatiently. “Because I’m starting to wonder if this whole thing ended, and we just never got the memo.”

      “They’re definitely still out there,” Violet insisted. “We were almost killed by them yesterday.” She and the guys had already gone back to the depot, but there were no biters inside. But at least it meant the group could come back for another bus in a few days.

      “We need to think of a place people would go to feel safe,” Matt began. “Those are always the ones that end up getting overrun.”

      “A church?” Violet suggested.

      “Possible. Are there many around here?”

      “Yeah,” Joe replied. “But I don’t think we’ll find any biters there. Ezra had us raiding the places for communion wine and anything else worth stealing. His soldiers came with us and killed any biters we found.”

      “When was this?” Violet asked. She had no memory of that whatsoever.

      “Not long after we arrived.”

      “Oh.”

      “You didn’t go too?” Matt asked.

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I wasn’t ready.”

      Joe cleared his throat. “It wasn’t long after you…you know…died.”

      “I didn’t do much for the first few weeks,” Violet said, her voice low.

      “I’m sorry.” Matt reached back, squeezing her hand.

      “Guys, please don’t forget I’m still in the car,” Joe said.

      Matt smiled, squeezing her hand once more and then let go. “I was meaning to ask; how did you join up with Ezra anyway?”

      “We were in a house,” Joe began. “Not our cottage. After what happened at the warehouse we couldn’t go back home. We drove for hours and found some place in the middle of nowhere. We stayed there for a while.”

      Violet shuddered. She couldn’t remember much from back then. She had been living in a state of semi-consciousness, feeling more like a zombie than she ever had before or since.

      Joe continued. “After about a week, Jack and Lex and a couple of others arrived. They’d come to see if the house had supplies, they didn’t know we were there. They invited us to Harmony, and we said yes. It wasn’t like we’d been doing so great on our own anyway, and they said their community was safe.” He snorted, then his eyes widened. “I know where we need to go.”

      “What?”

      “For the biters, I know where we’ll find them.”

      “Where?”

      “Where’s everyone’s favourite place to run during the zompocalypse?”
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      The local hospital wasn’t far away, and they arrived within thirty minutes. Violet looked up at the large white building, not so different from the one she had come to with her old group. The place where Zack and Tom had been killed.

      “What makes you think they’ll be enough of them in here?” Matt asked Joe, as they climbed out of the car.

      “Ezra’s scouts told us it was overrun, too many biters for even his soldiers to handle. They didn’t think it was worth the risk, so they sealed the dead inside and left.” Joe pointed with his axe to the main doors, which had been secured with large planks of wood.

      “Let’s take a peek,” Matt suggested, moving closer. The wooden planks were nailed haphazardly across the doors, probably carried out while the dead were piling up against the other side. Violet walked to the nearest window, leaning close to the glass to try and see inside. It was dark, but there was definite movement.

      “I think there are some in there,” she said to the others. A hand slammed against the glass, causing her to jump back in shock. She heard the familiar rasping breaths of a biter as it continued to hammer on the window.

      “I think this is the place.”
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      They began the drive home in good spirits. They’d found the biters they needed, and no one had needed to run for their lives. Today was a good day.

      Violet was thinking about how far Jack and the others would have got on with the reinforcements to the bus, when Joe slowed the car.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He motioned to a store on their right, where the sign above the door said ‘Barney’s Hunting Supplies’. “Do you think it’s worth a look?”

      “I doubt there’s anything left,” Matt said.

      “Could be worth a shot,” Violet said thoughtfully. “Sometimes stuff gets missed.”

      They parked and made their way inside. Matt was right, the place had been cleared out. There were a couple of knives on the floor, which Violet stuffed into her bag, but all the guns were long gone. She was about to suggest they went home, when Joe pointed to a door at the other side of the room. “Shall we try in there?”

      “Couldn’t hurt,” Matt replied. Joe walked over and swung the door open.

      Okay, it could definitely hurt.

      A group of more than five biters screamed with excitement when the door opened, and though Joe tried to slam it shut, he wasn’t strong enough.

      “Run!” Releasing his hold, he charged to the exit, where Violet and Matt were already making their getaway. Zombies were coming out of the nearby buildings too, and they blocked the path to the car.

      “This way!” Matt headed to the left and over to a row of houses. They burst through the door of the first one they reached. Joe tried to close it behind them, but the wood had warped.

      “Sonofa-”

      “Keep going,” Matt ordered, opening the next door he found. It led to a staircase. Violet could hear the biters, they were close. She and the others hurried up the stairs and into a bedroom. The door had come off the hinges and was leaning against the wall. Matt tried to wrench open the window by the bed, but it wouldn’t budge. There were noises from downstairs, the biters were inside.

      “Matt,” Violet’s voice was little more than a whisper.

      Joe motioned to the closet. “In here.”

      They clambered in, and he yanked the doors shut as the stairs began to creak. Violet held her breath.

      There was a biter in the room now; she could see it thought the narrow gap between the closet doors. Then a second, third, fourth. Five biters in the room. They moved around quickly, salivating, and making high pitched sounds as they searched. They sniffed at the air, but Violet knew from experience that their sense of smell wasn’t much better than any other human. They could smell fresh blood, but were unlikely to sniff out the three warm bodies hiding in the closet.

      Still, it didn’t make the experience any less terrifying. Even if the zombies didn’t find them, what would happen next? Would the creatures leave? Search somewhere else? Or would they stay, becoming dormant until the next time they were stimulated enough to move?

      She and her friends couldn’t wait out the dead. Not trapped in a closet with no food or water.
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      Time passed. Violet had no idea how long. At least an hour, and probably more. The sun was lower in the sky, and the biters in the room had lost their excitement, each standing still, occasionally letting out a yip or moan.

      She was incredibly uncomfortable. The closet was not huge, and she was sharing it with two fully grown men. Her butt had gone numb a long time ago, and she kept getting pins and needles in her feet.

      Joe spoke, his voice barely audible. “You know, I’m really not enjoying this element of the zombie apocalypse.”

      Violet’s eyes darted back to the slit in the doors, but the biters hadn’t heard him. She braved a whisper. “What should we do?”

      “We can’t stay here,” Matt murmured. “There are only five out there. It’s doable.”

      “It’s not great,” Joe retorted.

      “Do you think there are any more in the house?” Violet asked.

      Matt paused. “I don’t know. But we either take a chance, or we sit here until someone else draws them away. We have no idea how long that could take.”

      “Plus, I need to pee,” Joe added. “Let’s just get it over with.”

      “On three?”

      “One…”

      “Two…”

      “Three!”

      They burst through the doors, each heading for a different biter. Violet had a young woman, not much older than herself. She hit her around the face with the crowbar, knocking her back. This gave a couple of seconds to spin around and stab the other end of her weapon through the head of a man only inches from sinking his teeth into her arm. He fell heavily to the floor. Joe was removing his weapon from the neck of a muscular man in overalls, and Matt was fighting off the two others, a man and a woman in office-attire. Violet’s first zombie reached out a rotting hand, one side of her face significantly lower than the other. She received a crowbar to the eye socket and went down without any more fight. The stairs creaked again, and three more biters charged into the room, screaming hungrily. Two launched themselves at Joe, the other at Matt, who had only just finished with the first two he had been fighting. Violet knew he could handle one more on his own, and hurried to help Joe, who swung his crowbar heavily down into the head of a biter who looked remarkably like Einstein. The second zombie sunk its teeth into Joe’s arm; he cried out angrily and elbowed it in the face. Violet brought her weapon down on the foul creature’s head, spattering herself with blood. The zombie fell to the floor, but continued to hiss, so she hit it again and again, sending more blood into the air until finally the thing stopped moving.

      She took a breath, checking out the room. The other biters were down too. Joe and Matt panted, exhausted and bloody, though not quite as coated as she was.

      “I bet that looked pretty cool,” Joe panted.

      “Probably,” Matt agreed. “Let’s not do it again for a while.”

      “Absolutely.”

      Violet hurriedly pulled a shirt from her bag, tearing off a strip and wrapping it around the bite on Joe’s arm. It wasn’t deep, thankfully.

      The stairs creaked. She and the others raised their weapons defensively. But it wasn’t a biter this time, it was a living woman. She had dark brown hair, cropped short, and was wearing police body armour. Her mouth opened in surprise, though only for a second.

      “I was sure you’d be dead.” She took in the bodies on the floor. “Good job.”

      Joe gave the others a sideways glance, before muttering, “Thanks.”

      “We should go,” she said. “Before more come. This block is crawling with them. Follow me.” She left the room without another word. Violet, Matt and Joe did as they were told, keeping close to the stranger as she led them out of the house, along the road, and into another building.

      “We should get back to our car,” Matt said, as the woman locked the door behind them.

      “You came for guns, right?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Violet answered.

      “I have some. You can take a couple.” She moved on down the hallway, toward a set of stairs. “Careful,” she instructed, pointing to the floor at the base of the steps. Three foot-long metal poles, sharpened at the top and coated in dried blood, had been attached to the floorboards, ready to impale anyone who made the mistake of losing their footing when climbing up or down.

      “What are those for?” Joe asked.

      “If one of the dead ever gets to the top of the staircase, it makes it a little more enjoyable to push them back down.” She eyed the three of them as she headed up. “Try not to trip.”

      Matt and Joe both glanced at Violet nervously.

      “Maybe we should walk behind you,” Matt began. Violet ignored him, following the woman up to the next floor. They were taken into a large room, full to bursting with guns, knives, machetes, and countless other weapons. There was even what appeared to be a rocket launcher in the corner.

      Joe whistled appreciatively. “Someone’s been busy.”

      “As soon as things went to hell I raided every single weapon store I could find. Figured they’d be more valuable than food or water, because people would give me those things for guns anyway.”

      “Is that what you want from us?” Violet asked. “To trade?”

      The woman shook her head. “No, you can take some. You don’t need to trade for them.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “What’s a favour between friends?” She smiled for the first time, her whole face softening. “It’s good to see you, Violet.”

      Oh no.

      I have no idea who this woman is.

      Fear, comparable to what she’d felt when faced with a room full of biters, settled over Violet’s stomach. She had no memory of this woman, no idea of what her name was, and now she was faced with her worst nightmare: social awkwardness.

      Matt smiled. “Violet, you know her? That’s great.”

      Just be honest. Tell her you don’t remember her. It’s no big deal really.

      But she didn’t do that. Instead Violet stretched a grin across her face. “Yeah, isn’t that great?” She beamed at the woman. “It’s so good to see you! How are you doing?”

      “Pretty good, considering.”

      “Are you on your own?” Matt asked.

      She nodded. “For the last three months or so. I was with Holly and Jake, but, well you know how it goes these days.”

      “Sure,” Violet agreed. She had no idea whether she was supposed to know who Holly and Jake were.

      “Can I use your bathroom?” Joe asked.

      “First door on your left,” the woman pointed out of the room. “Watch for tripwires.”

      Slightly apprehensive, Joe headed out.

      The stranger was still smiling. “I can’t believe it’s been so long.”

      “Me neither,” Violet replied, desperately wracking her brains for any memory of this person. Her face, her voice, anything that could give a clue as to who she was.

      “You haven’t changed a bit.”

      Violet took a wild guess. “Neither have you.”

      The woman raised an eyebrow. “Well, other than my hair?”

      Violet’s skin felt hot. “Oh yeah, of course, your hair. I mean besides the hair.”

      “And the weight loss?”

      “Yes. And that.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed.

      Stay vague. Don’t say anything specific, just collect the guns and get away.

      Unfortunately, Matt chose that moment to ask possibly the worst question. “So, how did you guys meet?”

      “That’s kind of a long story,” the woman said. “Right, Vi?”

      Violet worked hard to avoid letting her absolute terror show on her face and forced a smile. “Oh yeah, a long, long story.”

      Matt waited. “Are you going to tell me about it?”

      Oh, I’m going to make you pay for being interested in my life.

      The woman said nothing, so Violet waved one hand. “You don’t want to hear the whole story.”

      “Sure I do.”

      So much suffering, Matt, you wait.

      “Tell him, Violet.” The woman’s eyebrows narrowed. Violet opened her mouth a couple of times, but had no idea where to start. She bit her lip, watching as a look of horror slowly settled on Matt’s face.

      Now you get it!

      “You don’t remember me,” the stranger finally said, her tone icy cold.

      “What? Sure I do.”

      “Okay, what’s my name?” She crossed her arms across her chest.

      “It’s…” Violet flailed for a memory, however fleeting, but there was nothing. Eventually she sighed. “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t believe this.”

      “What is it?” Joe re-entered the room, wiping his hands on his shirt.

      The woman jerked her head toward Violet aggressively. “She doesn’t remember me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Violet repeated.

      “I can’t believe it,” the woman shook her head.

      “I know, it’s terrible, but…you know…a lot has happened over the past year…”

      “I remembered your name.”

      Joe bit his lip, clearly trying to stifle a laugh. “That’s pretty terrible, Vi.”

      The woman nodded. “Thank you, Joe.”

      Joe’s eyes widened. “Oh damn, you know me too? I’m sorry, I have no idea who you are either.”

      Her face flushed red, lips pinched. The silence that followed was so horrifically awkward that Violet prayed for a horde of zombies to burst through the doors.

      Finally, the woman spoke again, though this time through gritted teeth. “Take the guns you want and go.”

      “You’ll still let us have some?” Violet asked in disbelief.

      “I said so, didn’t I? If you remember one thing about me, it must be that I always keep my word.”

      Blank faces from both Violet and Joe. The woman’s lips became even thinner. “Just hurry up and get out.”

      They each chose a gun and some ammo, collecting them silently.

      “Why don’t you come with us?” Violet asked. “We’re living at the zoo. It’s safe. We could start over?”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve been doing fine on my own.” The woman walked out of the room, still muttering under her breath as Violet and the others trailed behind. She locked the door after them, slipping the key into her pocket with a scowl. “Unbelievable…inconsiderate…complete disregard for-” she turned back to face them, addressing Violet with an accusatory finger. “You should pay more attention to the world around you. You know, it would do you well to-”

      But Violet never heard the end of the sentence, because as the woman made to go down the stairs she lost her footing and stumbled. Before anyone could react, she fell, and Violet covered her mouth as her old friend – perhaps – was impaled on the spikes, killing her instantly.

      After a few seconds of silence, Joe spoke in a low voice. “That’s really unlucky.”

      Matt shook his head. “Horrible.”

      A frown crossed Joe’s face. “I can’t believe we still have no idea who she was.”

      Violet rubbed her arms. “I feel terrible.”

      “Me too,” he agreed. “But I’m also kind of relieved. I accidentally clogged up her toilet and didn’t know how to tell her.”

      “Nice, Joe, great.”

      Slowly they headed downstairs, past the lifeless corpse of the woman. Matt paused.

      “What?” Violet asked.

      “She has more weapons.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “You want to steal her guns?”

      “It’s not like she needs them.”

      Violet’s eyes flicked to the bloody corpse impaled on the spikes in front of them. “I’m not getting that key.”

      “Me neither,” Joe muttered.

      Matt, decidedly greener, took a step towards the body. He held his breath, then reached out with one hand, just inches from her pocket, when the window by the front door smashed. There had to be at least ten biters outside, and though the window wasn’t huge, it was enough for them to climb through.

      “Run!” Joe pulled Matt’s arm. Violet turned tail, heading for the back of the house.

      Three guns would have to do. For now.
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      Back at the zoo, they were met at the gates by Toby.

      “What’s going on?” Violet asked, as Ben hopped excitedly around her legs.

      “We have a visitor.”
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      “Lex!”

      Violet launched herself into her friend, who was standing by the doors of the restaurant, and enveloped her in a tight squeeze. Lex winced, and Violet pulled back, seeing her properly for the first time. She had bruises on her face and arms, and her bottom lip had recently been split.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Upset a couple of Ezra’s soldiers, don’t worry, it looks worse than it feels.”

      “I’d hope so,” Joe said. “Because it looks awful.”

      Lex grinned. “I don’t have long.” She sat down at one of the picnic benches inside. The others joined her, except for Harvey, who was still working on reinforcing the bus.

      “How did you get out?” Jack asked.

      “I bribed one of the soldiers. We’re meant to be on a supply run, so he’s picking up some things while I’m here.”

      “You trust him?” asked Jack.

      “Yeah, he’s one of the good ones. One of the only good ones now you’re gone.”

      “Did you get the note about the plan?” Violet asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      Lex ran her tongue along the surface of her teeth. “I hate to say it…but it’s a terrible idea, and you guys are idiots if you think it’s going to work.”

      Silence around the table. Joe leaned back on the bench. “Right, it doesn’t sound like you hated saying it that much.”

      “It will work,” Matt insisted. “It’s the only thing that will.”

      “There are too many unknowns,” Lex argued, tapping the table with one finger. “You don’t know that the bus will be strong enough to break through the wall, you don’t know the biters will be enough of a distraction…you don’t even know if you’ll survive getting off the bus without being shot. Or eaten.”

      Violet wanted to argue, but her friend had a point. They didn’t know any of those things.

      “You’re right,” she admitted. “But what choice do we have? Unless you can think of anything better?”

      Lex met her gaze, then gave a slow, defeated shake of her head. “I can’t.”

      “Then we go with the plan. Either it works or it doesn’t, but we can’t leave Harmony as it is, and we don’t have time to sit around and wait for inspiration.”

      Lex sighed. “Okay.”

      “Who’s leaving?” Joe asked.

      “Pretty much everyone who lives in the shacks, a couple of people from Nel’s old crew, and some of the stall owners. I asked anyone I trusted, the people who are scared, who don’t like what Ezra’s doing. They all said yes.”

      “Your soldier friend?”

      “Yeah, but none of the others. He won’t tell them, don’t worry.”

      “What about Anna?” Violet asked.

      Lex shrugged. “I don’t know, I didn’t ask. I don’t trust her.”

      “Ask,” Violet insisted. “The women in red too, they took care of me. They’re good people.”

      “The ones who work for Ezra? How am I supposed to get close to them?”

      “They come out to go to the markets, right?”

      “I guess.”

      “Talk to them, I know they’ll want to leave.”

      Lex frowned. “I guess I’m going to be busy.” She softened her gaze when she saw Violet’s face. “I’ll get it done, don’t worry. When are we going to do this?”

      “Three days,” Jack answered.

      “What? No, we can’t wait that long.”

      “When were you thinking?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Jack shook his head in disbelief. “No. There’s no way-”

      Lex slammed her hands on the table. “People are dying, Jack! People you left behind. If you can’t do it, then I’ll get them out on my own. I can break into the gun storage. If enough of us are armed we can fight our way out.”

      “That’s suicide,” Jack scowled. “You’ll never even make it to the gates.”

      “We won’t make it for three more days. Ezra’s killing people, our people.” She ran a hand through her hair. “But you’re right; we stand a better chance with your help.” She got to her feet. “I’ll have everyone ready to move at sunset tomorrow. We’ll go on your signal, or we’ll do it on our own.” She strode toward the doors.

      Joe called over to her. “Do we not say goodbye anymore?”

      She didn’t glance back. “I would’ve done, but then you would’ve thought I cared.” The doors slammed shut behind her.

      “Always a pleasure,” Joe drawled, though he was smiling. “I think she fancies me.”

      “No, she likes girls,” Violet said dismissively. She leaned on the table, ignoring the realization dawning on Joe’s face, and addressed Jack. “Can we do it tomorrow?”

      He exhaled loudly. “I don’t know, maybe. Did you find the biters today?”

      “Yes, at the hospital. We’ll need to break them out, but there should be plenty inside.”

      “How’s the bus coming along?” Matt asked.

      “Pretty good,” Toby answered. “If we work all night we should get it done. We still need to get another, though, for rescuing people in.”

      “That means another trip to the depot,” Jack muttered. “It’s too late to go tonight, we’ll do it first thing, and some of us can go for the bus while the others get the biters.” He got to his feet, stretching. “We better get back to work if we want this thing to be done by the morning.”
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      Five hours later, after demonstrating on multiple occasions that she had no skill whatsoever with a hammer, welding torch, or even a tape measure, Violet was relieved of duty. She headed back to the restaurant kitchen where they had been sleeping, grateful to be able to get a few hours rest, but painfully aware that sleep would almost certainly elude her tonight. Ben curled up beside her among the blankets, towels and cushions that formed their beds on the floor. She stroked his fur, finding comfort in the warmth of his skin.

      “You’re staying here tomorrow, buddy,” she whispered. “It’ll be safer that way. And when we come back, we’ll have more people with us. Good people, hopefully. No psychopaths anyway.”

      If we come back.

      “Hey.” Matt stood by the door. He looked exhausted. “If you two are having a moment, I can come back?”

      She patted the spot beside her, and he made his way over.

      “Are you finished?” she asked.

      “Almost. There’s not much left to do, and I’m nearly as bad with a hammer as you are, so Jack let me off early. He’s such a good boss.”

      She held up one finger. “Don’t start that again.”

      He sat with his back against the wall, holding an arm out and wrapping it around her shoulders. Then he planted a kiss on the top of her head. “I’m kidding. He’s a good guy.”

      “Do you actually think so?”

      “Yeah.” He wrinkled his nose playfully. “I mean, he’s not as good as me, but he’s alright.”

      Violet snorted, leaning her head against his shoulder. She felt stiff though, unable to fully relax.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I’m just nervous.”

      “About tomorrow?”

      “No, Matt, I have a ballet recital coming up.”

      He grinned.

      “So much could go wrong,” she said.

      He nodded slowly. “Yeah, it could, but it won’t.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      He paused. “Okay, I can’t promise that everything will go exactly to plan, because let’s face it, it rarely does. But I can promise I’ll look after you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “What if you get cut?”

      “Then I’ll look after you from further away.” He squeezed her gently with the arm wrapped around her, forcing her to relax against him. “Don’t worry.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Who’s in the mood to catch some zombies?” Joe asked with mock enthusiasm the next morning. Violet was pretty sure no one had got more than a couple of hours sleep, especially Jack and Harvey, who had been working on the bus far longer than anyone else. It was, however, finally ready. All the windows had been covered in metal sheeting, except for the windscreen – because they still needed to be able to drive – which had been reinforced with wire mesh. A battering ram had been created at the front of the bus using a combination of metal pipes and sheeting, and barbed wire ran along the top of the vehicle.

      Joe had the unenviable task of luring the zombies onto the bus. He was the most logical choice. Like Violet, he could survive being bitten, but unlike Violet, he stood a chance of getting the dead inside without tripping over his own feet and becoming food. The plan was for Joe to lead the biters onto the bus through the back door, and then he would head straight for the front. Jack and Harvey had built a divide between this small section and the rest of the vehicle using large scraps of metal, with a gap on the bottom big enough for a person to fit through. Joe could – in theory – slide under and block the gap with the metal sheeting which had been positioned on the other side. He’d have to be quick, but should be able to make it.

      Once Joe was safely on board, he could use the lever by the steering wheel to close the back doors to the bus, trapping the zombies inside, and then begin the journey to Harmony. Once there, he could deploy the biters in the same way, and then escape through the door in the front.

      “I guess this means I’ll be the one breaking through the wall?” he’d asked, when they first discussed the plan. There had been a pause at the table.

      Jack cleared his throat. “If you don’t want to-”

      Joe shook his head. “No, I’ll do it. But please try to make sure I have some cover.”

      They had that under control too. Violet and Matt would be following the bus in one of the cars, and had a bag full of smoke grenades to toss over the wall. It turned out Joe was a lot craftier than any of them had given him credit for. On their way out of the mysterious woman’s house, he’d spotted the bag and shoved it inside his own.

      “While you’re breaking through the wall-” Jack began, as he walked the group around the bus that morning.

      “Getting killed,” Joe added helpfully.

      “Harvey, Toby, and I will be helping to get the survivors out. We have no idea what to expect. Distraction or not, a group of people suddenly heading for the gates is bound to cause the soldiers to take notice. We have to be prepared for a fight. Once Joe is clear, the three of you head around to us, we may need the reinforcements. By tonight, this whole thing will be over. We only have to get through today first, so let’s get it done.” He picked up his backpack, gun, and machete, then headed for the cars.

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “Was that his inspirational speech?”

      “I guess so,” Violet said, trying to ignore the pounding in her chest. Matt took her hand, squeezing it tightly.

      “Let’s go.”
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      The bus was painfully slow, thanks to the added weight of the reinforcements. Matt and Violet trailed behind in the car, and she watched the lumbering vehicle chug on. It was strange to think that within the next hour the whole thing would be filled with biters. She rubbed the gooseflesh now tingling across her skin.

      “Don’t worry,” Matt said, reading her mind. “It’ll be fine.”

      She nodded, not sure she could trust herself to speak.

      They arrived at the hospital much later than anticipated, simply because the bus took so long to get anywhere. Violet was grateful they had set off early, as it was almost midday already. She and Matt got out of the car, watching as Joe exited the bus through the door at the front.

      “Buddy,” Matt called over to him. “Try to calm down up there, if you drive too fast you might, you know, actually get somewhere.”

      Joe gave a huge fake laugh, then pointed behind him. “Do you have any idea how bloody frustrating that thing is? I tried to crash it three times for something to do.”

      “At least it’s strong,” Violet said.

      “But it’s too heavy. I’m down to half a tank of fuel, and we’ve still got so far to go.”

      Matt sounded concerned. “Do you think you’ll make it?”

      Joe shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe. Let’s get the first horrible part of the plan done. Then we can focus on whether we’re doomed to fail.”

      Matt grabbed an axe from the car, and slipped his handgun into the back of his pants. Joe carried his new shotgun as if he had the first idea how to use it, which Violet doubted. She didn’t have a gun, having given hers to Harvey, so once again was left with just a crowbar.

      As they made their way to the front doors, Matt spoke to Joe in a low voice. “Be ready.”

      “To run for my life so I don’t get ripped to pieces? Yeah, I’m pretty much always ready to do that.”

      Violet stepped to the side, so that the biters wouldn’t see her, as Joe took his place in front of the doors. Matt handed him the axe, he swung it back, then brought it down on the wooden planks barring the door. He was strong, and made short work of the task. Soon they were clear enough to be opened, and after taking one final look at the other two, standing together with their backs against the wall, he pulled them open.

      Violet, prepared for the sound of screams, found herself waiting. She and Matt stepped out to join Joe, peering into the building. Though the inside of the hospital was relatively dark, she could see that there were no biters inside. Joe swore loudly as they walked inside.

      “Where are they?” she asked.

      Matt shook his head wordlessly. Joe swore again, kicking over a plastic chair that made the mistake of being in his way.

      “They were here yesterday,” Violet muttered, scanning the lobby. “This doesn’t make sense.”

      There were numerous bodies, many chewed right down to the bone, but they had clearly been there for a long time. Dried blood flecked the walls, floors and surfaces. There were papers, pills, medical equipment, and limbs littering the floor, but not a single biter.

      “They haven’t been killed,” Matt murmured. “Not like the ones in the bank. They’ve been drawn away.”

      “By what?” Joe asked.

      “I don’t know. But there’s a good chance they’re still in here somewhere. We can find them.”

      Joe’s eyebrows rose. “You want us to merrily traipse around this place searching for a herd of zombies?”

      “It’s that or head back out there on the road and see if we can find another place with a large enough group trapped inside.”

      Violet knew how unlikely that was, and with the bus guzzling fuel, it would be a waste of resources.

      “We need the biters,” she agreed. “Without them we have no distraction, it’ll just be Joe driving into Harmony and getting killed.”

      “And that will only keep them busy for so long,” Matt agreed, a trace of a smile on his lips.

      “Fine,” Joe relented. “But let’s be smart about this. I’d really not like to be eaten before we even get there. I had my heart set on being shot by one of Ezra’s soldiers.”

      They set off down the nearest corridor, to the right of the huge checking in desk. Despite the fact that they were more well-armed than they had been for a while, Violet wasn’t exactly feeling her most confident. As they made their way through the dark, her ears pricked for any sound, and she strained her eyes for signs of movement. Matt illuminated their path with her flashlight, casting eerie shadows on the pale green walls.

      “Shh.” Joe held up one hand. “Do you hear that?”

      Footsteps. But it wasn’t the shuffling, stumbling drags made by the dead when they were idle, nor was it the rapid sound of a chase. This was the sound of people who were alive. Before the group had time to decide what to do, two women and a man rounded the corner ahead of them. The strangers froze, then one of the women raised a handgun with shaking hands.

      “Don’t move,” she stuttered, brown hair falling slightly over one eye. The other, who could’ve been her sister, anxiously watched Violet and the others. The man was gripping his knife so tightly his knuckles had turned white.

      “We’re not here to cause trouble,” Matt began. “We’re looking for…supplies.”

      Best not to mention we’re trying to tempt a horde of zombies onto our party bus.

      The woman with the gun kept it raised. “Us too.”

      “We can’t find anything though,” the man said. “It’s too dark in here. We’re heading to the basement.”

      “Why?” Joe asked.

      “I’m an electrician, or I used to be. This place will have a back-up generator, and it might still have some juice left.”

      “You can turn on the lights?” Violet asked.

      Joe nodded approvingly. “That should make this place at least a third less creepy.”

      The man smiled. “That’s the plan.” His eyes swept across Violet and her group, then he spoke to the woman with the gun. “You can put that down, Sarah; they’re just trying to survive. Like we are.”

      She lowered her weapon. “We’ll turn on the lights; we can each get our supplies, then go back to where we came from. Sound good?”

      “Sounds very good,” Matt agreed. Sarah motioned for her friends to follow her, and they continued through a door at the end of the hall.

      “Let’s keep moving,” Matt said when they were gone. “We don’t know how long it will take to get the power back, if it even works at all. We don’t have time to wait around.”

      Violet had initially hoped that they’d be able to track the herd of biters relatively easily. There were certainly enough of them to leave clues behind, but the whole building was in such a wreck that it was impossible to tell which devastation had been left by a group of passing zombies, and which had come from the initial chaos when the hospital fell. They were surrounded by overturned chairs and gurneys, garbage, blood, bones. She tried not to imagine what the place must’ve been like on that first morning, how it would’ve felt to go to the hospital for help, and find only death and chaos.

      Matt pushed open the door to the next room, which was an operating theatre. There were no windows. The light from the flashlight glinted against the metal instruments on trays and littering the floor. A woman’s corpse lay on an operating table in the middle of the room. She had been ripped open at the stomach, and no longer had a head. Violet saw that most of her organs were gone.

      “Grim,” Joe muttered. “Come in for a tonsillectomy and wake up to find the doctors are eating your insides.”

      “We don’t know she ever woke up,” Violet muttered.

      God, I hope she never woke up.

      “What do you think happened to her head?” Matt asked.

      “Excellent question,” Joe replied. “Maybe the biters took a doggie bag.”

      “Nice,” Violet murmured sarcastically. She turned to leave the room but stumbled in the darkness against a small table of medical instruments, knocking it over with a loud clatter. She froze. After a few moments of terrified silence, it became clear the biters weren’t coming, and the group let out a collective sigh.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, red-faced.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Matt said soothingly.

      “I’m always doing stuff like that, it’s so embarrassing.”

      He smiled, “You wouldn’t be you if it didn’t keep happening.” When her face dropped, he squeezed her hand. “It’s really not that embarrassing.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “We do awkward stuff too.”

      “Like what?”

      Matt floundered. “I…uh…I once congratulated a woman on her pregnancy when she wasn’t pregnant. That was pretty uncomfortable.”

      Violet shook her head. “Still not as bad as the things that happen to me.”

      “I once got ten minutes into a date before I noticed I had toilet paper stuck to the bottom of my shoe.”

      She snorted. “Better, but not embarrassing enough.”

      Matt turned to Joe for support. “You must have something?”

      Joe bit his lip, thinking. “I got all the way through a job interview with a smear of ketchup on my chin. Didn’t realize until after.” He paused. “Actually, it was weird, because I don’t think I even ate ketchup that day.”

      “That’s less embarrassing than it is damming about your personal hygiene.”

      “Good point.” Joe thought again. “Oh yeah, so, you know how everyone’s worst nightmare is for one of their parents to walk in on them while they’re…you know…”

      “What?” Violet asked.

      Joe widened his eyes pointedly. “You know…”

      “What?”

      Matt leaned a little closer. “The stuff guys do when they’re alone.”

      She blushed. “Oh.”

      Joe grinned. “Anyway, the worst thing imaginable is for one of your parents to walk in on you doing that, right?”

      Matt grimaced. “That happened to you?”

      “No. The opposite thing happened to me.”

      “I don’t…oh no.” An expression of absolute horror settled on Matt’s face. “You walked in on one of your parents-”

      “Yeah.”

      “Joe, that’s messed up.”

      “I know.”

      Matt paused. “Which one?”

      “I’m not really sure that matters.”

      Violet snorted. “Okay, you win, that’s worse. I feel better now.”

      “I don’t,” Joe shuddered. “I need to find a way to repress that memory again before I need serious therapy.”
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      As they exited the operating theatre, the ceiling lights flickered several times, then came to life.

      “I guess they figured it out,” Matt said, turning off the flashlight. The hospital wasn’t much more inviting now it was fully lit. The bloodstains on the walls were more clearly defined, the decomposition of the corpses on the floor even more pronounced, and shadows were cast in the corners of the rooms.

      “Is this place even more terrifying with the lights on?” Joe asked.

      They continued searching, and Violet began to lose hope of ever finding the biters they so desperately needed. But on the next floor they had some good luck, though she would not usually consider opening a door and coming face to face with at least thirty zombies ‘good luck’.

      “Run,” Matt yelled, as they turned tail and charged back the way they came. Violet could hear the biters close behind. It was a long way back to the bus, and the plan which had made so much sense a few minutes ago, seemed utterly insane now.

      Who even thought this would work?

      Matt had hold of her hand—probably a smart move—and pulled her through the maze of corridors. Joe was close behind, yelling ‘helpful’ comments each time he glanced over his shoulder.

      “They’re getting closer! Run faster! ...There’s one dressed as a clown, move!”

      His words may not have actually been helpful, but Violet was grateful for them because it at least meant she knew he was still alive.

      When they reached the lobby by the elevators, they found Sarah and her friends rifling through a trolley of medical supplies. Violet waved her free hand rapidly. “Get out!”

      They didn’t wait to find out why, and sprinted to the doorway ahead, but now more biters were coming from that direction. The group was trapped.

      “Elevator,” Joe instructed, firing one shot at the nearest biter and almost falling over at the recoil of his shotgun. Violet could see the elevator doors opening and closing repeatedly, unable to fully shut due to the mangled corpse lying between them. While Matt and Sarah opened fire on the zombies, she and the others wrenched the body out of the way. Once everyone was inside, Joe mashed his hand against the button on the wall, while Matt and Sarah continued to shoot the approaching undead.

      “Come on, close.” Joe’s teeth were gritted, and Violet shut her eyes as the biters continued to swarm to the doors, barely kept back by Matt and Sarah’s shots.

      “I’m out,” Sarah called.

      “Me too,” Matt replied, at the same moment the heavy steel doors finally closed.

      The others whooped in celebration, and Violet allowed herself to breathe, finally opening her eyes. Everyone had made it, everyone was okay.

      “Well that was more cardio than I wanted, today,” the man laughed. The elevator rumbled up to the next floor.

      “I didn’t think we’d make it,” Sarah breathed. “I thought-”

      But she was cut short when they ground to a halt. The lights flickered and then went out.

      The man sighed. “I guess the generator had less juice than we thought.”

      “Are we trapped in here?” the other woman asked, her voice catching.

      “It looks that way.”

      A flashlight flicked on, and Joe illuminated his own face. “So…who wants to tell ghost stories?”
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      The elevator was hot, dark, and cramped. Violet had no idea how long they’d been in there. She could still hear the dead not far below. No one had spoken for a while. Joe was standing by the buttons, periodically pressing one or another as though it might cause the metal box to suddenly spring to life. The man was standing up and leaning against the wall opposite him. Violet, Matt, Sarah, and the other woman were sitting on the floor. The only light was from the flashlight, which was standing up in the middle of the tiny space.

      “Does anyone have any water?” Sarah asked, beads of sweat dotting her forehead. The man reached into his bag and passed her a bottle. She took a swig, then offered it around. Violet hadn’t realized until that moment how dry her mouth was.

      “Are you okay?” Matt asked quietly.

      “Yeah,” then she rescinded. “Well, no. Not really. What are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to follow the plan. We’re going to find the biters, put them on the bus, and then get our people out of Harmony.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “And how are we going to do that from in here?”

      A smile flickered on Matt’s lips. “I didn’t say it would be an easy plan.” He nudged her gently with his shoulder, and she rested her head against him.

      “When we get to Harmony, I’m going to kill Ezra.” She hadn’t meant to say it, she hadn’t even been aware she was thinking it, but now the words were out, she knew she meant them. Matt pulled away slightly, looking at her with an intense expression.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to kill Ezra.”

      He shook his head. “No. You’re going to be throwing grenades with me to provide cover for Joe, and then we’re both going around to the gates to help evacuate the others.”

      “I can’t let him live. He’ll come after me; he’ll never let me go. I’m too valuable.” She hated saying it, as though she were nothing more than one of the paintings Ezra hung on his walls. “And it’s not just me. He views people like property, you know he’d kill you and anyone else he thought was involved in taking what was his.” She lowered her eyes, suddenly very interested in her shoes. “After what he made me…he deserves to die.”

      Neither of them spoke for a moment. She didn’t know if there was anything else to say.

      “Violet-”

      Oh no, when his voice gets all serious like that it never ends well for me.

      “I want him dead too, for what he did to you, and what he’s still doing to everyone else. But that isn’t how this plan goes down.”

      “But-”

      He took her hands, cutting her off. “Our focus has to be on rescuing those people; they’re trapped there, and they’re depending on us. Lex, Anna, those women who took care of you, the ones in the shacks who never did anything wrong and still suffered, the kids… we can’t risk their escape for revenge.”

      Violet opened her mouth, then closed it again.

      “I promise you, Ezra will pay,” Matt insisted, voice low. “But not today, not at the expense of others. Not at the expense of you.”

      Open, close. That seemed to be all she was capable of doing. Matt was right, and she hated it. Defeatedly, she nodded. His whole body seemed to relax, and he kissed her hand lightly.

      He’s right.

      He’s always right.

      So why do I get the feeling I’m going to ignore him?
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      Time passed. Violet was painfully aware that the others would be wondering where they were. Jack, Harvey, and Toby must have collected the other bus by now. They’d be waiting at the rendezvous point. There was no way of contacting them or Lex. There were no options; the plan had to go ahead today. They needed to get out.

      “Matt,” she whispered. “We’re running out of time.”

      He nodded, then glanced over at the man. “What’s your name?”

      “Adam.” He pointed to the women. “That’s Sarah and Hallie.”

      “I’m Matt, this is Violet, and the guy who keeps pretending to run out of oxygen is Joe.”

      Joe held up his hands. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “Is it at all likely the power is going to come back on?” Matt asked.

      Adam shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then we need to find a way out of this box.” Matt scanned the tiny space, his gaze settling on the ceiling. He got to his feet.  “What about up there? If we pushed that panel up, we could climb out of the top.”

      “Then what?” asked Joe.

      “Wrench open the doors to the next level?”

      Adam considered this. “It could work, but that’s pretty high. We could stand on shoulders to get out, but someone’s going to be left behind in here.”

      “We could find some rope or something on the next floor, then pull them up?” Hallie suggested, wiping her forehead with the back of her sleeve.

      “It’s worth a shot,” Adam agreed. He looked up at the roof of the elevator. “That’s the escape hatch?”

      “It’s more for the emergency services to get in, it’s not really meant for people to climb out,” Matt said.

      Hallie quirked an eyebrow. “What’s the difference?”

      Joe answered. “You’re safer in the box than standing on top of it, if it drops.” He scrunched up his face. “Or if it suddenly shoots up.”

      “Who stays behind?” Adam finally asked, once they’d all had time to contemplate that cheerful image.

      Silence. Violet knew that no one wanted to leave a member of their own group. Rationally, it wouldn’t make sense for it to be one of the women, as the person left needed to be strong enough to withstand the others climbing onto their shoulders to get out. Neither she, nor Sarah or Hallie would be strong enough to lift a fully-grown man. That left Joe, Matt and Adam. She surveyed each of them; Joe and Matt were of similar build, though Matt might’ve had a little more muscle. Adam, however, was clearly stronger than the pair put together, with broad shoulders and thick arms. He had to be the heaviest too. She wasn’t the only one who noticed this. As all eyes slowly found Adam, he gave a weak smile.

      “I guess it makes the most sense for it to be me.” He positioned himself under the middle panel of the elevator, locking his fingers together to make a cradle with his hand. “Who’s going first?”

      Matt put one foot in Adam’s hands and climbed onto his shoulders. He pushed on the panel, which opened easily, and slid it to one side. Reaching with both hands he pulled himself up and out.

      “Be careful,” Violet instructed. She lost sight of him for a few seconds then he reappeared at the square hole.

      “We’re not far from the doors up here, we should be able to get them open,” he said.

      Joe passed Matt’s axe up. Hallie climbed onto Adam’s shoulders next, and Matt helped her through the gap. Violet gestured for Sarah to follow, but she shook her head. She was incredibly pale and sweating profusely. Violet hadn’t noticed it before, but something was clearly wrong. She reached out and touched Sarah’s forehand. It was like a furnace.

      “You’ve been bitten?” she whispered.

      Sarah looked at the floor, moving her head up and down slowly.

      “What?” The colour drained from Adam’s face as he crouched down in front of her. “When? How?”

      “In the basement. I found one while you guys were searching for the generator. I killed it, but it got me.” She lifted the bottom left leg of her pants. Her ankle had been hastily bandaged, which explained why neither Violet nor Joe had been able to smell the infection. “The thing was on the floor,” she continued. “Bit me before I even saw it. I’m sorry.”

      Adam cupped her face with his hands. “Don’t be sorry.” He closed his eyes and kissed her forehead, then pressed his own against it. “Do you want me to-?”

      “There are no bullets,” she sighed, drawing back. “Remember? I’m out.” Her gaze landed on Joe’s shotgun, leaning against the wall.

      “It’s no good,” he muttered. “Thing’s jammed, wouldn’t fire when I tried to shoot it again.”

      Sarah gestured to Violet’s crowbar. “What about that?”

      Adam shook his head. “I’m not using that thing.”

      “You can’t be stuck in here with me, if I turn-”

      “We have time. I’ll think of something better.” He glanced at Joe and Violet, then stood up, lacing his fingers together again. “You need to get going.”

      Joe motioned for Violet to go first. She climbed uneasily onto Adam’s shoulders. Matt helped her out, then took the crowbar as Joe passed it up. Hallie was crying quietly. While Matt helped Joe climb out next, Violet looked over to her left. The doors to the next floor were right there, a foot or so above the top of the elevator.

      Now that Joe was up too, he headed over to the doors. He took Violet’s crowbar and jammed it between them.

      “Wait,” Matt said, holding up one hand.

      “We don’t have time to wait,” Hallie snapped, eyes darting back to the hatch.

      “I know, but we need to be careful. The biters are only one floor below us; we can’t be sure they haven’t made their way up to this level. We need to get out quietly.”

      Joe took a breath, wrenching the crowbar to one side to part the doors. Matt moved over to help him pull them apart. It wasn’t too noisy. They both peered out, then Joe gave a thumbs up to the others, before climbing out of the shaft. Matt motioned for Violet and Hallie to do the same, and soon they were all safely in the elevator lobby on the next level.

      “We’ll be as fast as we can,” Matt whispered back to the hatch. They headed along the next hallway, into a large ward. It was empty.

      “Get some sheets,” Matt instructed. “We can tie them together and pull Adam out.”

      “What about Sarah?” Hallie asked. No one answered.

      They all moved to different beds, ripping the sheets off and throwing them into the middle of the room, where Joe began knotting them together to form a rope. Once they had enough, Matt led them back in the direction of the lobby, but when they reached the doorway he held out his arm. Violet listened; she could hear it now, the sounds of a struggle. Distant, but echoing. It was coming from inside the elevator.

      “Adam,” Hallie whispered, forcing herself past Matt. She ran into the lobby, with Violet and the others close behind. The space was no longer empty. The herd of biters from downstairs had come to investigate the noise, and were prowling around the open doors to the elevator shaft. There were at least forty. Matt wrenched Hallie back before they spotted her.

      “Let me go,” she hissed, struggling as he held her against the wall in the corridor.

      Matt shook his head.

      “They’ll kill you,” Violet whispered.

      “My friends are still down there.” Hallie’s eyes filled up. “I know Sarah won’t… but Adam is okay. We can’t leave him.”

      “We’re not,” Matt said. “We just need to be smart about this.” He released his grip on her arms. “We’re getting him out; we’re all getting out of here.”

      Hallie held his gaze for the longest time, then nodded.

      Matt turned to Joe and Violet. “We need those biters on the bus. We have to lead them away, then we can get Adam out.”

      “I think you’re forgetting the overwhelming time pressure,” Joe said. “We can’t all draw the biters out and then come back and hope Adam’s still alive.” He groaned. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we need to split up. Violet and I will take the biters; you and Hallie stay here to help Adam escape.” He motioned to a hospital map on the wall behind them. “There is another set of stairs on the other side of the building. We can head there and get out that way.”

      Matt didn’t sound convinced. “Why don’t we leave the girls here, and you and I draw the biters away?”

      “You want to leave them here alone? And besides, if Adam needs a hand climbing out, they might not be strong enough to do it.” He glanced at Violet and Hallie. “No offence.”

      Matt wasn’t giving in that easily. “Why don’t you stay? I can be the decoy.”

      “As much as I’d love that, I’m the one who knows how to drive the bus. Plus I can’t get infected, that was the whole point of it being me.”

      “Why doesn’t Violet stay here, and Hallie can go with-”

      Hallie shook her head. “I’m staying here until we get Adam.”

      Violet knew Matt wasn’t happy, but he gave in. “Okay, but be careful. And fast.” He glanced at Violet, then back to Joe. “And hold her hand.”

      Violet scowled. “I can run perfectly well without-”

      Joe cut her off by grabbing her hand. “Got it.” He pointed with the crowbar to a room on their left. “You guys go in there. When we’re gone, you can come out and get Adam.”

      Matt stepped closer, planting a quick kiss on Violet’s lips. “Be safe.”

      “I will.”

      “Do I get one of those too?” Joe asked, puckering up. Matt forced a smile, then headed into the room with Hallie. Joe gave Violet’s hand a little tug.

      “Ready?”

      “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      They stepped through the arch, and Joe clanged the crowbar against the side of the doorframe. It got the attention of all biters immediately, and there was a sea of bared teeth, screams, and hungry hisses. Joe turned, pulling Violet along with him, past the closed door where Matt and Hallie were hiding, and on through the hallways.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” she panted as they ran, the sounds of the undead hot on their heels.

      “Nope,” was Joe’s response.

      Great.

      They continued to sprint down the long and winding route, jumping over corpses, overturned gurneys and chairs, and piles of garbage. Joe was fast, and though he held onto her hand tightly, Violet was struggling to keep up. A couple of times she had attempted to free herself from his grasp, trying to slow her pace a fraction, but he wasn’t about to let that happen.

      “Suck it up and run,” he instructed, holding even more tightly. After what felt like an eternity they reached the stairs. Joe took them two or three at a time, and Violet had no idea how she managed to stay upright until they reached the ground floor. Minutes later they reached the huge room by the front doors, and Violet felt relief flood over her as she caught sight of the bus through the windows.

      “You get to the car,” Joe said, letting go of her hand. Throat burning, she picked up her pace, almost at the doors when she heard a thud.

      The biter must’ve come from one of the other rooms. It had Joe pinned on his back. Joe had forced the crowbar between its gnashing jaws and was trying to push the creature off him.

      “Joe!” Violet made to run over to help, despite having no weapon.

      “Go,” he ordered, still working hard to keep the creature at bay. She could hear the sounds of the approaching horde, could see their silhouettes on the wall of the corridor behind him.

      I can’t leave him.

      You can’t fight off forty of them, not even with his help.

      If I leave him he’ll die!

      No, he can handle one. He’s got a crowbar. Keep going; get the others to follow you.

      Violet picked up a plastic chair, waited until she could see the first zombie, then slammed the chair hard against the floor, yelling as she did so.

      That got their attention. The undead swarmed past Joe as if he wasn’t even there, running at full speed in her direction. She prayed they’d keep following as she sprinted to the front door. But four more biters were coming in, and cut off her route, so she darted down a corridor to the left.

      Left, right, left, left, back through the maze. She had no idea if there was another exit this way, only that she was wasting precious time.

      There was an open door up ahead, and she took a chance, heading inside and straight for the window. It was large, big enough to climb through. The biters would fit too, at least two or three at a time. She reached for the handle, exhaling in relief as the window slid easily aside.

      Feet behind her. The dead were coming into the room. Without looking back, Violet climbed – or more accurately, fell – out of the window onto the grass outside. She got up quickly, but there was a sharp pain in her back as dead hands mauled at her from the open window. Their fingers tightened around the fabric of her shirt, gripping her skin. She pulled away with all her might, somehow wrenching herself free, and ran. Her eyes streamed, her breath was hot, and her hands were balled into fists, as if that would somehow make her faster. The bus was up ahead. The back door was open. She would have to do Joe’s job now, and lurched on with the last of her energy, scrambling inside.

      She wasn’t alone. There was a biter waiting, crouched by the gap in the barricade, as though planning to slip underneath. Violet knew the zombies behind her could only be seconds away. She charged to the front of the bus as the biter got to his feet, and shoved him with all her might down onto the seats to her left.

      Noise from behind. She glanced over her shoulder. The rest of the creatures flooded through the back doors. There would only be seconds before their teeth were tearing through her skin like paper. Heart pounding and sweat dripping from every pore, she lowered herself down. It would be tight, but she could fit. Snarls and screams from the biters sounded behind her; they always got excited when they were this close to their meal.

      Not today, she thought determinedly, as she forced herself through the space. Someone grabbed hold of her arms and helped pull her through. She heard the metal sheeting slide across the gap as she tried to catch her breath, hair hanging in a damp curtain over her face. Dead hands pounded against the metal, but it held steady. Her lungs felt as though they were about to burst, and her throat burned, but she’d done it. The biters were on the bus.

      “You’re alive,” she noted.

      “And in near-perfect condition,” Joe replied, holding up his arm. There was a small bite mark near his elbow. He pulled the leaver to the back doors of the bus, securing the biters inside, then helped her to her feet. She was suddenly aware of a stinging sensation in her back, and as Joe gave her a hug, one of his hands came away bloody. He turned her around.

      “It’s a scratch,” he said. “Deep, but you’ll live.”

      “It happened when I climbed out of the window,” she replied, trying to get a glimpse at the wound over her shoulder. “One of them grabbed me.”

      “You know, most of us use doors.”

      “Har har. Anyway, I didn’t have much of a choice, my route got cut off. How did you make it out before me?”

      “Almost all the herd stuck with you, so after I killed the biter who had me pinned, I only had a couple to deal with. When there was only one left I decided to make a break for the bus. I thought the chap chasing me could be added to our little collection.”

      “Yeah it was a really nice surprise to find him out there when I got on.”

      “Sorry about that. I was going to put up a sign that said, ‘Be careful Violet, there’s a zombie in here,’ but I didn’t get around to it.”

      There was a knock on the back doors of the bus.

      “It would appear that Matt’s here,” Joe dropped onto the driver’s seat. Violet saw Matt come around to the front of the vehicle, squinting to try and see inside. Joe pulled the lever to open the door beside them.

      Nothing.

      He tried again. Still nothing, the door was jammed. Matt watched intently, then as realization struck, his shoulders drooped. If the door didn’t work, then Violet had no way out. Not until the biters were deployed.

      “I guess it’s you and me, Vi,” Joe murmured.

      “Seems that way.” Whether she liked it or not, she was going to be on the front lines with Joe when the bus crashed through Harmony’s wall.
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      The bus spluttered to life and slowly dragged itself through the hospital gates. Violet wished she could see whether Matt was following in the car, but the barricade separating her from the biters made that impossible. She assured herself he was okay. She, on the other hand, was in a far more dangerous position. She hadn’t prepared for this; she was supposed to be outside the wall throwing smoke grenades, not facing soldiers and biters on the inside. And with the front door of the bus now jammed, she and Joe would have to slip out under the gap in the barricade and hope the zombies had all departed. If they hadn’t, things would certainly be more exciting than she wanted.

      “Nervous?” Joe asked.

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “I didn’t expect to be doing this.”

      “I know. It was only supposed to be me facing certain death.” He smiled, so she knew he wasn’t serious. “I’m sorry you got roped into it too, but we’ll take care of each other.”

      She believed him. Joe would always do whatever he could to keep her safe, but if she was really honest with herself, it wasn’t simply about the soldiers and the biters. In truth, she was more frightened of the things they couldn’t possibly prepare for. What would they find in Harmony? More innocent people strung up by their necks? Bodies in the streets?

      They drove for a long time, the bus even slower than she remembered, but finally they arrived at the rendezvous point, a mile or so from Harmony. Jack’s car was already there, and he was leaning against it casually as they pulled up. Toby was sitting on the hood, and Harvey was pacing nervously. There was another bus parked not too far away. As Joe cut the engine, she saw Matt’s car pull up beside them. He climbed out, followed by Adam and Hallie. They were bloodied but alive. Matt appeared to be introducing them to the others. After a few handshakes, he took Jack aside, talking hurriedly and pointing once at the bus. Violet guessed he was updating him on the change of plans. Jack’s head flicked in her direction, his expression set, and he nodded. He made his way over to the bus, pointing up to the sun, now much lower in the sky. Violet knew what he meant. It would happen at sunset. She gave him the thumbs up, and he headed back to the car.

      “Do you think Adam and Hallie will help?” Joe asked.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. They were still milling around with the others. Maybe they wanted to come back to the zoo? Maybe they wanted to be part of the new community? They were probably just hoping to steal the cars after everyone else was dead.

      She sat on the floor, unconsciously tapping her fingers at her sides. She could hear the biters behind her. They were moving around, but not screaming or getting too excited. The reinforced windows meant that they were unable to see the living humans outside, so for now at least they were relatively dormant.

      Joe plopped himself down in the driver’s seat again, clicking his tongue absentmindedly. Violet supposed he was thinking about the dangers they were about to face, and the very high chance that they wouldn’t be able to get out safely. She wondered how he was dealing with the fact that they could be dead within the next couple of hours. He was probably just as scared as she was.

      “So, Lex likes girls?”

      Leave it to Joe to surprise her, even at moments like this. “Yeah.”

      “Huh…” he paused, as if considering something.

      “Are you disappointed?”

      He looked slightly mystified. “Disappointed? You think I like Lex?”

      “I guess I kind of assumed you had a soft spot for her?”

      “No, she’s my friend.”

      “Matt’s my friend,” Violet countered.

      Joe snorted. “I’m not even going to try and unravel whatever the hell it is you guys have.” He grinned. “No, I never had a thing for Lex. That’s not how we work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He searched for the words. “You know how you have some friends who are like your family? You really care for them; you’ll do anything for them, that kind of thing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you know those other kinds of friends who you sort of hate? I’m pretty sure I’m one of those to her.”

      She laughed. “Give yourself some credit; I’m sure she likes you deep down.”

      “Really deep.”

      They spent the rest of the wait until sunset in amicable silence. It didn’t take as long as Violet had expected or hoped, and all too soon, Joe was starting the engine once more.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Me neither.”

      Violet took one last look at the others, eyes settling on Matt for the longest. He gave her a slow nod, as if to say, ‘Don’t worry.’ Then the bus choked and spluttered, and Joe began the trip toward Harmony.

      “What do you think they’ll do when they see the bus?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Really?”

      “No, Violet, I think they’ll shoot at it. It’s a reinforced vehicle heading at full speed to their wall; obviously they’re going to shoot at it.”

      “Maybe they won’t see us.” She wasn’t sure even she believed her own words, and kept both hands gripped on the back of his chair, nails digging into the fabric. She had no seatbelt. Even if the reinforcements on the bus stopped bullets from getting through, the journey was not going to be comfortable.

      Matt’s car couldn’t be far behind. He’d wait until they were through the wall and then he’d toss over the grenades. Hopefully. After that he was supposed to go to the front and start helping with the rescue, while she and Joe got out the way they came, whenever their route was clear. But she wasn’t convinced that was how it would go down. More than likely he’d risk coming inside to try and help her get out.

      They rounded the corner and Harmony’s huge walls came into view.

      There are no watchtowers on this side. The soldiers might not-

      But her thought was interrupted by the sounds of bullets pinging against the metal sheeting on the front of the vehicle. Five soldiers, on patrol outside the walls, had opened fire. Another was running, probably heading for the gates to warn the others.

      Joe didn’t slow down, hands gripping the wheel tightly. The bus wasn’t exactly fast, but thanks to the route being relatively downhill, they were still approaching the wall at a good speed.

      Another shot, and the vehicle lurched to the left, Joe worked hard to put them back on course.

      “What was that?” Violet asked.

      “I think they shot out one of the tires,” Joe replied, muscles tensed at the exertion of keeping the wheel steady. His foot was flat on the floor. The bus was making a terrible noise, and there was a nasty smell coming from somewhere, but they picked up speed again. They were close.

      “Hold on!” he yelled, but before Violet could ask what the hell she was supposed to be holding on to, the bus crashed through the wall. She was thrown forward, knocking her head heavily on the windshield. Joe didn’t take his foot off the pedal, and the bus continued to travel several meters before hitting something solid. Everything was spinning, there was smoke coming from the hood of the bus, and she caught sight of Joe pulling the lever to free the biters before she blacked out.
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      “Wake up.”

      Violet’s head felt heavy, her nose was sore, and she could taste blood in her mouth. She was being pulled into a sitting position, and slowly her eyes began to adjust. Joe crouched in front of her, blood on his forehead. She reached out to touch it woozily.

      “It’s fine, I hit the wheel,” he said. “I can’t believe you smacked into the window that hard and all you got was a bloody nose.”

      So that’s where the blood is from.

      She gingerly felt her nose, sore, but probably not broken. “How do I look?”

      “Honestly?”

      “No, definitely not honestly.”

      “Then you look amazing.”

      She smiled, registering for the first time the sounds of chaos around her. There were screams, both living and dead, and gunfire. A lot of gunfire. She could just about see through the window that Matt had thrown his grenades, though most of the smoke seemed to be dissipating.

      “How long was I out?” she mumbled.

      “I don’t know, I passed out too. We need to leave now; the smoke won’t last much longer.” He turned, sliding the panel away from the barricade. Violet hoped all the biters were off the bus, she wasn’t exactly in the best position to fight them off right now. Joe grabbed the crowbar, then slid under the gap, waiting for her on the other side. Once she was through, he helped her to her feet. She felt wobbly, but otherwise okay. Well enough to get the hell off the bus in any case.

      “All clear,” he said, quietly. “Let’s go.” He moved ahead first, reaching the back doors and climbing out. He waited as she gingerly followed. It was much louder out there, the screams were shrill and agonizing, but it was hard to tell which were made by the living and which by the dead.

      A biter appeared through the smoke, charging over with hands outstretched. Joe got to it first, knocking it across the face with his crowbar, and then slamming the end into its eye. He yanked the weapon free of the corpse, then examined it thoughtfully.

      “What is it?” Violet asked.

      “Do you think I need another move?”

      “What?” Her head darted from left to right, desperately trying to see anything through the smoke.

      “I don’t know, I kind of feel like the ol’ crowbar through the eye is getting a little old. Maybe I should try something new?”

      “I’m not sure now is the right time to start mixing up your technique.”

      “True.” He glanced in the direction of the section of wall they had demolished, at least fifty feet behind them. “Okay, I think our way back should be clear, the fighting sounds a bit further in. Let’s get out and find the others at the gates.” He made to head in that direction but stopped when he saw Violet wasn’t moving. “What’s the matter?”

      She took a breath, making up her mind. “I’m not going.”

      “You want to stay here?”

      “I need to find Ezra.”

      “You miss your cage or something?” But she knew he understood. His voice softened as he approached her tentatively. “Don’t do it, Vi. It’s too dangerous.”

      “You should go.” She turned to leave, but he grabbed her arm, forcing her back.

      “He’ll kill you.”

      “I have to do this. Please.” She didn’t know if it was her tone of voice, or something in her eyes, but he released her arm.

      “Okay, then let’s do it.” He headed off in the direction of the warehouse.

      “Wait,” she called, hurrying to catch him up. “You don’t need to come with me; I can do it on my own.”

      “I know.” He didn’t stop, continuing to march away.

      “You should find the others.”

      “Yeah I probably should.”

      “They’re waiting for us right now.”

      “I’d guess so.” He slowed his pace. “If you’re going, so am I, so let’s get it done and go home, deal?”

      She felt a rush of something wash over her. “Deal.”

      “I’m also not going to let you forget how a man with a massive head injury risked his life for your revenge.”

      “It’s not massive-”

      “I could literally die at any moment.”

      “I mean, it’s more of a scratch-”

      But Joe was only half listening, walking with determination through the thinning smoke. Violet couldn’t see any biters close by, or any soldiers, but there was definitely a fight going on further into Harmony. There was gunfire, screaming, and a warm flickering on the horizon.

      “Is something on fire?” Joe asked, keeping close to her.

      “Yeah. Do you think one of our people started it?”

      “I can’t imagine who,” Joe replied sarcastically. “What is it with your boyfriend and fire?”

      “I have no idea.” She wondered if it really had been Matt. Had he done it to cause a distraction? Was he searching for them right now? If he had followed them into Harmony, why hadn’t he checked the bus?

      Several buildings up ahead were ablaze, one of which was the soldiers’ quarters. The warehouse also had smoke escaping from one of the windows.

      “Do you think this spread from the soldier’s quarters?” Joe asked.

      “No, they’re too far apart.”

      They moved closer to the building. Most of the warehouse fire seemed to be confined to the top floor, where several windows had already broken. Flames licked hungrily at the air outside. The door was open and unguarded. Violet paused, glancing in.

      “Are you sure?” Joe asked, eying the upstairs windows. “This place doesn’t exactly look super safe.”

      “I need to do this.” She stood up straighter, trying to trick herself into feeling more confident. “You can still go back.”

      Joe sighed. “No, let’s explore the burning rust-bucket together. What could possibly go wrong?”

      He stepped through the open doors, and she kept close behind. Her hands were sweaty, and she wiped them hastily against her shirt. She was all too aware she had no weapon and would need to borrow Joe’s crowbar when they found Ezra.

      Do you really think it will be that simple? That you’ll be able to kill this guy with a crowbar?

      She shook away the doubts, deciding to cross that particularly hideous bridge when she got to it. As they ascended the steps, the smoke thickened, but there was no sign of the fire yet. The place was deserted. They passed her old room, and she leaned around the door quickly. Empty. She hoped Dawn and Valerie were already out, but Violet decided to check each room anyway. The next three were also empty, but it was getting harder to see. The black smoke was thick and acrid, burning the back of her throat, drying her eyes. Joe coughed violently but didn’t leave her side.

      “That’s Ezra’s bedroom,” he spluttered, pointing to a door at the end of the hall.

      “That one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The one that’s on fire?”

      “Yep.”

      The door was open, and the flames licked around the sides. Violet paused, struggling to catch her breath. The heat from the room, even though it was right at the end of the hall, was immense. Joe took her arm, making to pull her back the way they came. She shook him off.

      “The room is on fire, Violet!”

      “I have to know.”

      He may have muttered something, but with the gunfire and screaming outside, and sounds of the roaring flames up ahead; she couldn’t tell what it was. She took a deep breath. Now or never.

      Choking and spluttering, they continued down the hallway, and stood in the scorching heat of the open door. Violet squinted into the bright light, scanning the room. She imagined it had been impressive once, but what remained was in tatters. The huge four poster bed had collapsed, the sheets ablaze and turning to ashes in front of her. The large window had smashed, and the drapes were burning. The rest of the furniture in the room was either on fire or burned down to a crisp. Ezra wasn’t there. Violet swore loudly.

      Joe tugged at her arm. “Let’s go.”

      She allowed him to lead her away, back through the smoke-filled corridor, down the steps and out into the bracingly fresh air. She took several deep breaths, the back of her throat still sore and burning. Joe was looking around anxiously. There were more buildings on fire now, and the gallows was also ablaze. People seemed to be running in all directions, some injured, and all terrified. No one seemed to know what they were meant to be doing. The screams and gunfire were so loud; it would surely draw more biters into Harmony.

      “Matt?”

      Violet turned at Joe’s words. Matt stood in front of them, a grey coating of smoke and ash on his skin and clothes. His hair was damp with perspiration. “Did you go in there?” he asked, eyes flicking to the warehouse behind them.

      Violet nodded. “I wanted to kill Ezra.” She paused. “Did you go in there?”
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      At the same moment Violet and Joe were speeding to Harmony’s wall, Matt, Toby, Adam, and Hallie had already parked close enough to the gates to get in quickly, but not close enough to be seen by the watching soldiers.

      The plan had changed. Though it had initially been Matt who was going to be throwing the smoke grenades, as soon as he knew Violet would be heading into Harmony without him, he had switched with Jack. It hadn’t taken much convincing; Jack wanted to be more involved in the action and had readily agreed to let Matt take his place.

      As the sounds of gunfire filled the air, Matt saw the soldiers on the watchtower hurry down the steps. He floored the car, racing closer to Harmony, and climbing out without even cutting the engine. A minute passed, no more, and then the gates swung open.

      Lex stood next to a soldier, who had presumably opened the gates for her. Her face was anxious.

      “Took you long enough,” she said.

      Before he could reply there was a loud crash, and the sudden onslaught of gunfire. That was the bus, Violet and Joe were inside. His stomach turned over, but he had to stay focused.

      “Let’s get this done.” Lex turned, gesturing to the people behind her. There were only ten or so.

      “More will come,” she said, reading his mind. “We couldn’t all stand around up here waiting, it would be too suspicious.”

      While she and her soldier friend kept watch, the first few people began to leave. They were kids, dirty and skinny, with wide frightened eyes. Toby and Harvey began to lead them to the bus, taking the hands of the youngest ones. Matt took a breath, then moved past Lex into Harmony.

      She scowled. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be back.”

      “I didn’t ask if you’d be back, I asked where you’re going.”

      “I have to do something.”

      Her eyebrows knitted together. “Oh thanks, I was worried you’d say something vague.” Her expression was hard. “I need you here, whatever it is can’t be more important than getting these people out.”

      Matt didn’t reply; he knew she wasn’t going to stop him. She groaned. “Be quick.”

      He jogged away, heading to the soldiers’ quarters and trying to ignore the gunfire and screaming coming from where the bus had crashed. Around the back of the building was the petrol store. There was a canister on the ground, and he filled one quickly.

      At the sound of a twig snapping behind him, Matt spun around, raising his gun. It wasn’t a soldier; it was one of the men from the shacks. He had an empty canister too and grinned widely. “You read my mind.” He filled his container, then opened the back door of the soldiers’ quarters and slung the thing inside. Grabbing a box of matches from his pocket, he lit one and threw it in too. There was a burst of bright orange light as the building caught fire. The man tossed him the pack of matches, then ran away.

      Soldiers inside the building yelled and screamed, but there was nothing Matt could do. There was another way out, around the front. They could escape if they were fast enough. He didn’t have time to help them.

      He could see the smoke from the grenades, and it took all he had not to run over and search for Violet. Right now, he had a job to do. He tried to reassure himself that Joe would keep her safe.

      He reached the warehouse doors. The fuel had been an impulse choice, and as he stood at the entrance, he knew it wasn’t the right one. If he set the whole place ablaze, he’d have no way to know that Ezra was dead.

      That was why he was there, to kill the man who had imprisoned Violet and been responsible for the deaths of so many people. Matt needed to do it, not just for himself – though knowing the psycho was dead would certainly make him feel better – he needed to do it so Violet wouldn’t have to. There’s no way she’d leave Harmony without knowing Ezra was gone. She would try to kill him herself, and Matt couldn’t allow her to take that risk.

      But the canister of fuel in Matt’s hand wasn’t the right tool. Not only was he unsure whether Ezra was inside the warehouse, he also didn’t know who else might be in there. His best bet was to find the man and shoot him. If he could possibly do that without getting his head caved in, all the better.

      He hurried inside and up the steps, the sounds of the chaos raging behind him. He had no idea if Ezra was home; there was a good chance he was outside fighting the biters. Matt quickly moved from room to room, opening doors but finding no one. Eventually there was only one left, the door at the end of the hall. It creaked open.

      Ezra was lying on the bed. He had earphones in and his eyes closed. He was listening to music. Matt couldn’t believe he had been so lucky. He took a breath, raised his gun, and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened. He tried again, with the same result. He opened the chamber, it was empty. He had been so preoccupied on his journey back from the hospital that he’d forgotten to load it!

      He tucked it back into his jeans, internally calling himself every name under the sun. There was only one option now. He overturned the fuel canister silently and poured petrol all around the doorway. Then he put the container on its side and slid it, still leaking, across the floor and into the room. He stood up straight, and stuck a match, trying to ignore the shaking in his hands.

      He threw the match into the liquid, and flames sprung to life around him. Ezra’s eyes flicked open, widening at the sight of the fire. He sat up straight, the earphones falling out. For a second neither of them spoke, the thick smoke filling the air. Matt felt like his skin was on fire, but for some reason he couldn’t move.

      Ezra’s mouth hung open. “What-”

      “Goodbye, Ezra,” Matt interrupted, walking away. Ezra was yelling, swearing, and shouting from the room, but Matt ignored him, moving down the hallway with purpose. Two women appeared, both in red dresses. They were running towards the sound of Ezra’s cries.

      “Don’t,” Matt instructed, stepping out to block their path. A smile flicked across the face of the dark haired one, small fires dancing in her own eyes.

      “Come with me,” he said. “We’re getting out.”

      They didn’t need to be told twice, and the three of them hurried down the stairs as the smoke began to spread.

      Harmony was in chaos. People ran in all directions, screaming, crying, and yelling. Anger, fear, desperation, rage, he saw those emotions on the faces of those around him. Some seemed to be heading for the gap in the fence, some for the front gates, others just stumbled around in random directions, with no idea what to do or where to go.

      Matt led the women back to the gates, where Lex was waiting. She looked him up and down. “What the-”

      “Are they back?” he interrupted.

      She bit her lip, then shook her head slowly. “No. Not yet.”

      Matt’s head swam as Jack appeared. “Hey.”

      “They’re not back?” Matt repeated.

      “I know. I waited as long as I could, then I checked the bus, but they were gone. What do you want to do?”

      Matt glanced back over his shoulder. “I need to find her.”

      Lex piped up. “No, not again, we should stick together, let me-”

      Jack waved her off. “Let him do this, he’s going to go anyway.” His eyes locked with Matt’s. “Go. We’ll be here.”
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      “He can’t hurt you anymore,” Matt said.

      Violet reached out, stroking his face gently, then took a breath. “He’s not in there.”

      Matt blinked. “What?”

      “We checked the room. He’s not there. He got out somehow.”

      “How?”

      “The window was smashed,” Joe suggested. “I guess he jumped out.”

      Matt shook his head angrily. “But…I thought…”

      Violet cut him off by winding her arms around his neck. “Thank you. For trying.”

      “What do you want to do now?” Matt asked, as they broke apart.

      She didn’t know. Part of her, a big part, wanted to keep searching. She wanted to hunt Ezra down and finish what Matt had started. But Harmony was burning, there were biters everywhere, and people were dying. She and her friends needed to get out.

      “We need to leave,” she said, finally.

      “I’m really glad you said that,” Joe murmured, his eyes focused on something over her shoulder. She turned, following his gaze. There were at least ten biters heading in their direction.

      “Yep,” Matt agreed, grabbing hold of her hand and pulling her away from the warehouse. They ran at full speed to the gates.

      “Matt!”

      Violet’s head snapped toward the yell. She knew that voice, but she had never heard it sound so anguished. Anna was being dragged into a nearby apartment building by a man with a gun. Matt stopped.

      “Anna?”

      The biters were getting closer, and they had seconds to decide: run for the gates or rescue Anna.

      Violet, Matt, and Joe sprinted for the building. They were inside within seconds, and Joe slammed the door as the biters arrived. They pounded against the wood, screaming hungrily. Violet scanned the hallway; it was empty.

      Another scream, Anna’s.

      Matt took Joe’s crowbar, heading down the corridor. Violet followed, praying they wouldn’t find what she was already expecting.
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      The hallway was dark, lit by a single lamp at the far end. Though Anna had stopped screaming, there were whimpers coming from the room up ahead on the left. Matt picked up the pace, reaching the door and flinging it open. Violet hurried to catch up.

      It was a bedroom. Small and cramped. Anna was lying on a bed in the corner, and the man was leaning over her, shimmying his jeans down to his ankles. Her eyes were glazed, a red mark flowering against her pale cheek. Matt launched himself at the man before he even had the chance to turn around, knocking him to the floor. Joe was right behind, joining Matt as he kicked and punched. Violet hurried to the bed where Anna still hadn’t moved.

      “Anna?” she whispered, reaching out to touch the reddened side of her face. Slowly Anna’s eyes focused, as if seeing properly for the first time.

      “Come on,” Violet pulled her gently into a sitting position.

      “I was going to the gates,” Anna murmured dreamily. “Lex said…” she trailed off, her gaze settling on the man on the floor. She clapped a hand to her mouth, tears streaking down her cheeks. Violet pulled her close, stroking her hair gently as she sobbed.

      Matt and Joe finally stopped their assault, both panting. Matt moved over to Anna, reaching out to her shoulder tenderly. He said nothing, but Violet knew more than anyone else how reassuring his touch could be. Joe’s eyes were fixed on the man on the floor, disgust etched onto his face.

      “Is he…” Violet trailed off, not entirely sure she wanted to know the answer.

      “No,” Matt muttered.

      Joe headed to the door, opening it and leaning out into the hall. He quickly ducked back inside, attempting to slam it shut, but three pairs of rotting hands prevented the door from closing completely.

      Of course, zombies.

      Matt jumped to his feet, rushing to help Joe. He glanced back at Violet.

      “Get out of here,” he ordered.

      She ran for the window and tried to open it. It wouldn’t budge.

      “It’s locked!”

      “Keep trying!” Matt yelled.

      She pulled with all her might, but it wouldn’t shift, not even an inch.

      Joe called over. “Any time now, Vi.” More biters seemed to be piling up against the door, and he and Matt were working incredibly hard to keep it closed. More than once a snapping head attempted to fit through the gap, but the guys managed to force it back out.

      Violet groaned in exertion, nails breaking as she attempted to wrench the window open. It was no use. She called to Anna. “Find me something to break it with.”

      Anna got to her feet, stumbling over to the window. She examined it for a moment, then reached for a small catch in the corner. As soon as she flicked it, the window flew open with ease.

      When will you learn?

      Violet helped her climb out first, then turned to call to the others. “It’s open.” She climbed out too, waiting for Matt and Joe outside.

      “Go to the gates,” Matt puffed. “We’ll catch up.”

      “No.”

      She knew he probably wanted to argue, but he must’ve realized there was no point. He looked at Joe. “On three.”

      “One.”

      “Two.”

      “Three,” they said in unison, charging for the window as the door burst open. Joe was out first, then Matt. The group didn’t wait for the biters to follow, running at full speed for the gates. Anna lost her footing, but Joe was beside her and helped her back up. Matt had Violet’s hand, as always, and kept her moving in the right direction. She knew the zombies were close, she could hear them and not just behind them. Within the space of less than half an hour, it appeared that the population of Harmony had dwindled to next to nothing. Violet hoped that most had escaped, but the sheer number of corpses proved that to be untrue. Some littered the ground; others were already on their feet. The sounds of gunfire were becoming much fewer and further apart. She could see a group of five biters feeding on something up ahead. She made to slow down, but Matt kept her moving.

      “We have to keep going,” he said. “We can get around them.”

      They kept on, past the feeding group and in the direction of the gates. Violet had no idea how much longer she would be able to run; she was exhausted. But Matt wasn’t going to let go of her hand, so she had no choice but to keep moving. Joe kept hold of Anna too, who looked as though she had little fight left. More and more biters lurched out from the nearby buildings. Some had the faces of people Violet recognized, and some were strangers.

      Anna stumbled again. Joe pulled her up.

      “I can’t-” she panted.

      “You can,” he insisted. “Don’t make me carry you.”

      She kept going, and finally they were at the gates. There were no biters around, but there were still bodies all over the place. Violet wondered how long it would be before they got up again. Matt didn’t slow, pulling her to the exit.

      “Come on,” he said. “Nearly there.”

      They made it outside. Violet’s heart was hammering, beads of sweat trailed across her dirty skin. There was no sign of the bus or their friends.

      “Which way?” Joe asked, still holding Anna’s hand.

      Before Matt had a chance to answer, there was a roar of an engine. Jack’s car screeched up, and he leaned out of the window.

      “You coming?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sunlight poured through the large glass windows, warming Violet’s face. She sat up, stiff from leaning over the table for so long. She must’ve fallen asleep in the early hours of the morning. Once they got back to the zoo, all the survivors had gone to the restaurant. There had been almost forty of them altogether, dirty, bloody, worse for wear, but alive. She and Joe had excused themselves until everyone was cleaned up, and then rejoined the group as the sun began to rise.

      They all ate and celebrated well into the night. Violet, overwhelmed with tiredness, had put her head down on the table, planning to close her eyes for a minute.

      She wasn’t sure how long it had been, but when she woke up, she was the only one in the restaurant. For one hideous moment she thought it had all been a dream, that they’d never rescued anyone, that people were still suffering in Harmony. But then she saw the leftover food, the cups and plates littering the tables, and knew it had been real. She got to her feet and headed outside. From the position of the sun, it had to be around midday.

      Children were playing in the playground not far away, laughing and calling to each other as they swung on the swings and raced around the slide. Several of them were already wearing zoo t-shirts and carried stuffed lions and zebras. Over to the right, the woman with the glass eye was setting out some tables and filling them with clothes from the gift shop.

      Oh good, I’m glad she’s alive.

      A young couple approached the stall.

      “How do we pay for this?” The man asked, gesturing to the shirt the woman he was with was holding. Her own was badly torn and stained. She was pregnant.

      The old lady shook her head. “No charge, take it.”

      The man had clearly traded with her before, because he gaped in surprise. “Really? Nothing?”

      Another shake. “Please, take it.”

      “Thank you,” the young woman said, reaching out and squeezing her hand.

      I guess some things do change.

      Violet moved on. Jack was addressing a group people sitting on some benches.

      “Our first stop will be food supplies; we need to build up our stores.”

      “What about growing our own?” a man Violet vaguely recognized suggested. “It would be good to be able to be more self-sufficient.”

      “Great plan.”

      “I did the farming at Harmony. I’d like to take that job.”

      Jack nodded. “Sounds good.”

      “I can take a small group back there in a couple of days,” Lex’s soldier friend said. “We can get the animals out and bring them here. We can also grab the stores of seeds and anything else we might need.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Jack began. “But it could be worth it. We’ll put a team together.” He caught Violet’s eye, giving her a quick wink.

      Lex was in the chimpanzee enclosure with Toby and some of the older kids. They all had knives, and she seemed to be teaching them self-defence. Toby was walking amongst the children, showing them how to hold their weapons. They all listened to him with wide, awestruck eyes, taking his advice seriously.

      “Whether it’s a biter or a living person,” Lex said. “You have to act fast. Your enemy either wants to kill you or eat you, and neither of those is fun.”

      Violet saw Joe and Anna sitting on the grass not too far away. She didn’t want to go over, they were deep in conversation, but Anna was smiling at least. Whatever Joe was doing, it appeared to be helping.

      She finally found Matt, sitting on a bench by the hippo enclosure. He smiled as she approached, patting the spot beside him.

      “I didn’t want to wake you,” he said, as she sat down.

      “How long was I asleep?”

      “A few hours.”

      She watched as one of the hippo’s heads popped above the water, ears waggling. She took a breath, what felt like her first in a long time. “I can’t believe we did it.”

      “I know.” He put his arm around her shoulders, and she relaxed against him. He planted a kiss on the top of her head.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      Matt thought for a moment. “We make this place somewhere safe, somewhere we can live, not just survive.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “It won’t be. There are a lot of us; that means a lot of mouths to feed. It means more people to protect.” He paused. “But it also means more people to watch out for each other.”

      “This place can’t become like Harmony,” Violet asserted. “No points. No gallows.”

      “I wish you’d told me that before I spent the last hour weaving nooses.”

      She elbowed him playfully, not moving her head from the spot on his shoulder. He kissed the top of it again. “It won’t be like Harmony, I promise.”

      Neither of them spoke for a while.

      “What about Ezra?” she eventually asked.

      “What about him?”

      “He’ll be coming for me.”

      “We don’t even know if he’s alive,” Matt said. “The fall from the window could’ve killed him, he could’ve run into some biters… there are so many ways that man could have died.”

      Violet knew that made sense, but she shook her head. “No. He’s still out there.”

      “Okay. But even if he is, he has no idea where we are, and he’s almost certainly not got the numbers we have. We’ll be careful, but I think we can stay here. I think we’ll be safe.”
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      He found the boat tied to the dock. Nothing special, barely still floating after the recent storms, but it had oars and hadn’t sunk yet. It would do. He climbed in, rowing out to where the ship was waiting.

      They would see him first. There were people walking the decks at all times. As the sun began to set, and the cool air descended, he knew they were watching. But they hadn’t shot him yet. Did that mean they knew who he was? Probably not, more likely they were curious. They had guns and people, more than enough to handle one lone survivor rowing to their fortress. They were waiting to see what he wanted.

      When he finally reached the smooth side of the cruise ship, flashlights shone down on his face.

      “What do you want?”

      “I need to talk to Simon.”

      Silence. They hadn’t been expecting that. They had probably thought he was some chancer approaching the ship for salvation.

      He supposed that was true.

      A rope ladder was lowered. He climbed up, one foot after the other, groaning in pain as he did so. He was hurt pretty bad, but he had to keep going. It was this, or give up and become nothing more than a meal for the sharks.

      He had promised himself a year ago that he would never be nothing again.

      On the deck of the ship two machine guns were held level with his face, but he didn’t put up his arms. One hand still gripped the wound in his chest.

      “That a bite?” one of the men asked. He didn’t sound concerned, in fact there was almost a lazy tone to his voice.

      “No.”

      “Show us.”

      He raised his shirt, and the two men sucked in their teeth. “That looks painful,” one of them remarked.

      “It is.”

      “How’d you do it?”

      “I fell out of a window, landed on some glass.”

      “Ouch.”

      He was frustrated. These men had no sense of urgency. “I need to see Simon. Now.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll only discuss that with him.”

      Raised eyebrows, but he knew they’d take him. These people were loyal to Simon, it was the only reason they were still alive, and they wouldn’t want to displease him.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” one of them said, motioning for him to follow.

      They led him, one in front, one behind, along the deck and up some stairs to the top level of the ship. Through a door, along a long and elegantly decorated corridor, and finally into a huge state room. Simon was sitting at a table, reading through some papers. He glanced up when the door opened, unable to hide the shocked expression crossing his face.

      “Ezra? You look terrible.”

      “I feel terrible.”

      Simon didn’t get up, his cool eyes fixed on the dirty, bloody man in front of him. “What happened?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I’d have to disagree. Whatever it was, brought you here, uninvited, and bleeding on my floor. I think it does matter.”

      “There was a problem in Harmony.”

      A smirk crossed Simon’s face. “Yes, I guessed that much.”

      “Some of my people were taken, kidnapped, by a group. A dangerous group.”

      Simon’s curiosity was piqued. “Who?”

      “They used to be with me, but they left, and they’re dangerous.”

      “Having trouble keeping your people in check?” He was loving this.

      “Not all of us can throw the troublemakers overboard.”

      “True enough.”

      “They set fire to my home, I had to break a window to get out.”

      Simon finally got to his feet, motioning for the armed men to leave as he approached Ezra. “I’m still not entirely sure why you’re here. Are you looking for protection?”

      Ezra gritted his teeth. “I need somewhere to stay while I come up with a plan, and maybe someone to clean up my wound.” He raised his shirt a little, but Simon didn’t even glance at it.

      “Why should I help you? It seems our trade deals are off the cards, for a while at least.” It sounded like he was under no illusion that Ezra would ever be in the position to trade with him again. “I don’t think you have anything to offer me.”

      “We’re friends.”

      “We were never friends.”

      Ezra smiled at that. “True. Then how about something else? A joint project?”

      Simon crossed his arms, but Ezra knew he was intrigued. “Go on.”

      “I have a proposition for you, something that will finally give you some meaningful results from all those experiments you’ve been doing. I know so far you’ve had diddly success.”

      Simon’s expression changed, eyes glinting. “The girl?”

      “She’s the key.”

      “And you’d just give her to me?”

      “I would be willing to donate her to your cause, providing I get a cut of whatever results you manage to produce, and a couple of other things.”

      Simon was practically salivating. “Where is she?”

      “They took her, the people who destroyed my home.” He paused. “I don’t know where she is right now.”

      Simon sighed, turning and heading back to the table. “Then it doesn’t sound like you have anything to offer.”

      Ezra walked over, leaning with both hands on the polished mahogany surface, stifling a moan as the pain shot through his chest. “You need her, and I can help you find her. When you do, you can do whatever you want with her.”

      Simon met his eye. “You know what my experiments involve-”

      “Yes. But if you help me get my people back, help me make the ones who destroyed my home pay… she’s all yours.”

      Simon considered this, never breaking eye contact, then slowly held out his hand. Ezra grasped it tightly.

      “Deal.”
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      A week had passed since the rescue mission, and things at the zoo were going surprisingly well. So well, that Violet and her friends felt confident enough to leave for a scavenging run.

      Though ‘confident’ might not have been the right word. Truthfully, Violet was terrified at the prospect of leaving so many people in the zoo while she and the others went out for supplies, but it wasn’t like they had much of a choice. With so many mouths to feed, they needed to find a decent store of supplies, and ideally more seeds, animals, and farming equipment. If they wanted to be self-sufficient, they had a lot to do first.

      A couple of days earlier, Jack and Joe had returned to the apartment of the woman whose name Violet still couldn’t remember. Someone had got there first, and most of the weapons were gone, but they’d managed to bring a couple back with them. That meant that a few of the survivors now had guns. Violet, as usual, was still without a firearm.

      Alongside her in the car was Matt, Lex, Joe, and Lex’s soldier friend Bill. Jack had stayed behind to keep watch at the gates, along with Adam and Hallie, who had also joined the community. Anna wasn’t ready to leave yet, and Violet didn’t want Toby to come into the city with them. It was too dangerous.

      Bill gestured up ahead to a large supermarket. “There.”

      “You think there’s stuff still inside?” Matt asked.

      “I don’t know,” Bill admitted. “But Ezra never sent the soldiers this far into the city, so it’s just as likely as anywhere else.” He parked the car, and everyone climbed out. It had started to rain, and Violet pulled her hood up against the cold.

      “Let’s get inside,” she said.

      They made their way to the front of the supermarket, but the doors were locked up tight.

      “This is good,” Matt murmured. “It means it’s less likely to have been looted.”

      “There should be another way in,” Bill said.

      Around the back they found more locked doors. Bill eyed them thoughtfully. “If we can get a rope around these, I can back the car up and pull them off.”

      “Great,” Lex said. “Then we can finally-” she was cut off as a gunshot rang through the air. A spurt of blood burst from her arm, and she stumbled back onto the ground. Joe and Matt both raised their own guns, scanning the buildings above for the shooter.

      “Where?” Matt asked.

      “I can’t see,” Bill answered.

      Matt grabbed Lex by her good arm, pulling her up. She clapped her hand over the wound, but it was already too late. The delicious smell of her blood was filling the air, only marginally diluted by the rain.

      “Get her to the car,” Violet yelled, grabbing the edge of Joe’s shirt and tugging him in the opposite direction. With one final glance at Matt, she pulled Joe into the nearest building.

      It was an abandoned bakery. The windows were smashed, and Violet’s shoes crunched over the broken glass as she shoved Joe inside. She pulled the door shut. Through the window, she watched Matt lead Lex around the corner and out of sight. Bill kept his focus on the top of the buildings, but whoever the shooter was, they didn’t try again, and soon Bill was gone too.

      Violet let out her held breath. “They’re safe.”

      “Awesome for them,” Joe murmured. “Meanwhile we’re hiding out not far from some guy with a gun.”

      “You have a gun too,” Violet said. “Wait, where is it?”

      “Dropped it when Lex started bleeding,” Joe sighed. “Then you pulled me away, and I was too busy trying to get my legs to work to even think about picking it up.”

      Violet bit her lip. She’d have felt a lot safer knowing they had at least one gun between them. Now all they had was her knife and Joe’s crowbar.

      “Okay,” she began. “It’s not too bad.”

      “No,” Joe agreed. “No, we’re just hiding out, unarmed, from a guy with a gun.”

      “We’ve handled worse.”

      Joe’s eyes flicked to the broken windows. “And there are zombies outside.”

      Violet followed his gaze. Around twenty biters were prowling around by the spilled blood where Lex had been shot. She swore under her breath. “It’s alright; they don’t know we’re here.”

      “You’re right.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Totally fine,” Joe agreed.

      There was a snarl. One of the biters had got closer to the window without either of them noticing and was now staring at them. Her torn lips parted to reveal bloodstained teeth.

      “This is less fine,” Joe groaned as the biter screamed and lunged at the jagged remains of the glass, tearing her flesh in her haste to get in. Violet and Joe turned and hopped the counter, running through the door behind it. Joe slammed it shut.

      “What now?” Violet asked, as the biter pounded on the other side of the wood. It sounded like it was no longer alone.

      They were in a small corridor lined with three windows with a set of stairs at one end. Each pane was boarded up, with only a sliver of light coming in through the cracks. Joe grabbed one of the boards and pulled at it.

      “That’s not going anywhere,” he reported. He quirked his head towards the staircase. “I guess the only way is up.” He didn’t sound too eager, and Violet knew why. They still had no idea where the shooter was, only that he was high. There was a chance they’d be walking right up to meet him. But with the zombies still fighting to get into the corridor with them, it wasn’t like they had much of a choice.
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      On the next floor all three doors had been boarded shut, so they continued up and found three unblocked doors, numbered 4, 5, and 6. Violet tried the first, but it was locked, likewise with the second. The third was not only unlocked, but wide open. She wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. Cautiously, she and Joe stepped inside.

      The apartment was small; one room split into a kitchen and living area, with a bed against the far wall, and another door which must’ve led to a bathroom. It looked as though there had been a struggle. The coffee table and contents had been knocked over, and one of the couches was stained with blood. The bookcase was on its side, with books littering the floor around it. On the far wall, over the bed, the window was wide open, with bloodied handprints smearing the bedsheets, wall, and glass.

      Joe moved over to the window and peered out. “It’s a straight drop down,” he noted. “Whoever jumped out must’ve been desperate.”

      “Is their body down there?” Violet asked. Joe shook his head. She raised her eyebrows. “You think they survived the fall?”

      “I doubt it. But from all this blood I’d guess they were bitten, so they probably dragged themselves off when they turned.” He headed to the kitchen, opening various cupboards. “Nothing. Not even a cracker.”

      Violet glanced around the room. “What should we do now? If the window’s a no-go, we need to find another way out.”

      “I guess we could try to find something to pull off the boards on the windows downstair-”

      A loud crash from below interrupted his sentence. The dead had forced their way through. Joe hurried over to the apartment door, attempting to close it. But Violet noticed for the first time that it hung at an angle, and despite Joe’s best efforts, refused to slot into place.

      “Well that’s just fantastic,” he muttered furiously. Violet could hear the biters running up the stairs; they had only a few seconds before the creatures reached the apartment.

      “The bathroom,” she hissed, charging inside. Joe was close behind, and slid across the tiles as the first biter passed the threshold. Violet locked the door behind him hurriedly.

      She held her breath, hand over her mouth. Silence. Somehow the zombie hadn’t noticed them. She caught Joe’s eye, letting out a silent sigh of relief.

      The bathroom was small and cramped, containing a sink, toilet, and bathtub with the shower curtain drawn across. For some reason this gave Violet the creeps, as though someone were hiding behind the plastic, waiting to pounce. Slowly, so as not to make too much noise, she pulled it back.

      “You planning to take a shower?” Joe whispered, then sucked in his breath. “Eesh, maybe wait until we get home?”

      Taking up the entire space of the tub was a half-rotted corpse. Mercifully it had a large kitchen knife through the skull, so wasn’t getting up anytime soon.

      “You think it was a zombie?” Joe asked quietly.

      “I hope so,” Violet muttered.

      “What do we do now?”

      “We could wait here a while? See if the biters leave?”

      Joe’s looked at the corpse in the tub. “Pass.”

      “Then I guess it’s the window.” She moved over to the frosted glass, trying to slide it to one side. “Give me a hand here.”

      Between the pair of them they managed to open it. Violet peered out. It was a straight drop down, with no ledge. But parked below was a huge semi-truck. It was still a good ten feet from the window to the truck, but a better prospect than simply dropping straight to the ground.

      “Worth a shot,” Joe mused. “I’ll go first.” He swung one leg out, put his hands on the frame, then lowered himself down with his arms. Violet watched, chewing her lip.

      When he was as low as he could get, Joe dropped onto the top of the truck. There was a clang as his feet hit the metal, and Violet darted a nervous look back to the bathroom door, but there was still no sound from out there. Joe gave her the thumbs up. Something caught his eye, and he clambered off the truck and down onto the road. For one horrible moment Violet thought he might be going without her, but then she saw him returning, carrying a ladder with him.

      Now you don’t have to risk the fall.

      Violet’s spirits lightened considerably, but before Joe got close enough to place the ladder, biters flooded out of the building next door. Joe paused, obviously torn between climbing back onto the truck or making a break for it.

      “Run,” Violet hissed. “I’ll catch up!”

      He didn’t have much choice. Dropping the ladder with a clatter, Joe charged away from the biters and out of sight, leaving Violet alone.
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      She didn’t know how long she’d been waiting. Perhaps an hour or so. She had assumed that Joe would lose the biters and then come back for her, but for one reason or another that hadn’t happened. She hoped he’d simply gotten lost. At least he couldn’t get infected, that was something.

      He can still get eaten though.

      Great, fantastic positivity there, Vi.

      For now she needed to focus on getting herself out. She had two options, the window or the door. She didn’t relish the idea of dropping down onto the truck. Joe had stumbled, and he was much surer on his feet than she was. She moved over to the door, peering through the tiny keyhole. She could see a small section of the apartment, which seemed to be empty. That didn’t mean it was, however, and the idea of opening the door to be met with a group of ravenous zombies beyond her tiny viewpoint was not a pleasant one.

      Conflicted, she headed back to the window. She already had one leg over the ledge when she saw them. Four biters, aimlessly wandering around a few feet past the truck. They hadn’t seen her yet, but the moment she clattered onto the top of the vehicle, they’d be focused solely on reaching her. They might not be able to climb up the sides, but they had the ability to wait her out. If Joe didn’t come back, she could be stuck on the roof of the truck until she starved to death. Her knife was barely much better than balled up paper against four biters.

      She pulled her leg back inside and walked back over to the door, taking another peek through the keyhole. The apartment appeared to be deserted. She didn’t have much of a choice but to risk it. It was getting steadily darker, and that twinned with the rain meant her visibility was dwindling.

      She took a breath and slowly turned the key. Pressing her ear against the door, she confirmed there was still no sound from the apartment. Her fingers curled on the handle, and she eased the door open gently.

      The room was clear. Still, she clutched her knife tightly in her right hand, scowling as a floorboard creaked under her foot. She froze, but there was no sound of movement, so she kept going.

      She made it out of the apartment and down both flights of stairs without seeing any biters. The door to the bakery was flat on the floor, and she stepped over it. The bakery was also free from the undead, as was the darkening street outside.

      Don’t let your guard down. The guy with the gun could still be close.

      Violet scanned the street for any signs of movement. There was nothing but the rain. She knew she had to leave, but the idea of stepping out into the open had her feet glued to the ground.

      Finally she took her first tentative step out into the rain. Keeping close to the buildings for as long as possible seemed like the safest bet, it gave her more options when it came to escaping the biters and also hid her from the view of potential shooters.

      She passed the front of the bakery, an old-school record store, and a nail salon before she reached a spot where she had to step out into the open. She counted down from five, then ran as fast as she could across the street to a nearby alleyway. The run took no more than ten seconds, but it felt like an eternity. She waited to hear the bang of a gun, to feel hot metal breaking through her skin at any moment. But she was in luck, no one tried to shoot her, and soon she was in the cover of the alley.

      Now she had a dilemma. Should she wait for Joe? Search for him? What about Matt and the others? With Lex injured, the smart choice would’ve been to get in the car and head straight home, but she knew he’d be reluctant to leave her behind.

      Scratch that. He’ll refuse to leave me behind.

      That meant he had to be around somewhere. But she had no idea where to even start. She could spend hours searching for him in the dark, or she could head back to where they had left the car. With any luck he’d know to wait for her there.

      Set on her plan, Violet headed back to the front of the supermarket.

      Within seconds, she heard the sounds of biters. Ducking down behind a dumpster, she searched for the source of the noise. Despite the fact that it was now almost completely dark, she saw them. Six biters were hammering against the door of a nearby house. Violet knew what that meant. There was someone in there. But was it Matt, Joe, or the others? Or was it some unlucky stranger? Walking away meant possibly leaving one of her friends to deal with six of the undead, held back by a door that may or may not keep them out. But if it was someone dangerous, she could be making a huge mistake.

      Then she saw the shoe. Sitting sadly on the driveway of the house with the biters was one of Matt’s sneakers. She didn’t know how he’d managed to lose it, but it significantly upped the odds of him being behind the door. She had to risk it.

      Violet wasn’t fool enough to assume she could take on six zombies alone. But she didn’t have to kill them, she just needed a distraction. She looked around for something, anything that could work.

      There was a brick on the ground a few feet from her. Keeping low she scuttled further into the road and grabbed it, then retreated back to the safety of the dumpster. There was another house, equidistant from her position and the house the biters were trying to get into. If she threw the brick through the window of that one, the biters would go to investigate the sound and she could make a dash for the door.

      She held the brick tightly, stood a little higher, took aim, and launched it at the window of the nearby house.

      Just as Matt opened its front door.

      Oh no.

      His eyes widened as the glass smashed mere inches from where he stood. He turned to the direction from which it came, running to Violet as the biters swarmed after him.

      “What did you do that for?” he yelled.

      “I was trying to help you!”

      “By throwing a brick at me?”

      But Violet wasn’t adept at running and talking. Or simply running, so she didn’t answer. They charged up the path to another house and through the open front door.

      Matt slammed it shut quickly. Not waiting for the zombies to arrive, the two of them moved through the building, out the back and into the rain again. They found another house, and though the door was locked, the window was open, and they climbed inside.

      While Violet wrung out the bottom of her shirt, Matt checked the rooms, returning after a minute or so.

      “It’s empty,” he said. Violet nodded, dropping down onto the couch. She was exhausted.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, you?”

      He paused. “Sure, other than someone throwing a brick at me.”

      “I did it to help.”

      Matt quirked an eyebrow. “You can understand my confusion?”

      “I saw the biters banging on the door to that other house, and then I saw your sneaker, so I assumed you were inside.”

      “I was,” he explained. “But I shut them out before they could follow me and then slipped out the back. I thought I could get away without them ever seeing me.”

      “Then I threw the brick…”

      He smiled. “Yeah, that didn’t exactly help.”

      “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I just wish I hadn’t lost my shoe.” He took off his backpack, and joined her on the couch.

      “How’s Lex?” she asked. “And Bill? Are they alright?”

      “It was a flesh wound; Lex will be fine. To be honest, I’d be more worried about the guy who shot her; she was pretty mad.”

      That definitely sounded like Lex. Matt continued. “I told them to go home, said I’d regroup with you and Joe and meet them there.”

      Her stomach sank. “Have you seen him?”

      Matt shook his head slowly. “No. I thought he was still with you.”

      She put her head in her hands. “We got separated. The last I saw he was being chased by biters. That was hours ago.”

      “He’ll be okay,” Matt insisted.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, the darkness thick around them. Matt got up. “Right, if we’re spending the night here we should at least have some light.” He drew the curtains across the windows, then headed to the fireplace and began preparing it. Whoever had lived in the house had stockpiled a good quantity of wood and newspaper. It didn’t take long before Matt had a small fire burning, enveloping the room in warm light. Violet moved closer.

      “Why don’t you take your clothes off?” Matt asked.

      Violet raised an eyebrow. “I’m not really in the mood right now.”

      He laughed. “I mean to dry them, you’re soaked.”

      He had a point. Violet stripped down to her underwear, arranging her clothes near to the fire. Matt did the same.

      She shifted from side to side, rubbing her arms with her hands.

      “What is it?” Matt asked, adding another piece of wood to the fire.

      “Nothing.”

      “Come on, what is it?”

      “Why does something have to be wrong?”

      “It doesn’t have to be, but I know you, and I can tell.”

      Violet’s lips curled. “Okay fine, I’m a little embarrassed.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m standing here in my underwear.”

      Matt looked confused. “But we’re…” he trailed off. As yet, they’d not had an actual discussion about their relationship without one or both of them yelling or being interrupted by something. Dead air hung uncomfortably between them. Violet sat down on the couch, resting her chin on her knees.

      Matt’s eyes lit up. “Why don’t we play a game? Then you won’t feel so awkward.”

      “What kind of game?”

      “Twister?”

      Violet scowled. “I thought the aim here was to make me feel less weird?”

      He grinned. “I’m kidding. How about a trivia game?”

      “How does it work?”

      “We ask each other questions to find out how well we each know the other person.”

      “Actually, that sounds fun.”

      “Great. Because I’m going to crush you.”

      “Just get started.”

      He joined her on the couch. “Okay. What was the name of my childhood dog?”

      Violet searched her memories for a conversation about childhood pets. “Graham!”

      “Correct. I like dogs with human names. One point to you, your turn.”

      She bit her bottom lip, trying to think of a fact about herself that Matt wouldn’t know. “What’s my favourite candy bar?”

      “That’s a tricky one, since you have no sense of taste.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But,” Matt began triumphantly. “I know that even now you enjoy the occasional Chunko bar. Which is weird because surely even without a sense of taste those things are still godawful?”

      “Yeah, yeah. One point to you. What’s your next question?”

      Eight questions later and Matt had annihilated Violet, winning by four points.

      “Don’t gloat,” she groaned.

      His smile widened as he got to his feet. “Don’t take it personally; I just know everything about you.”

      “That could sound kind of creepy.”

      “I knew you would say that. Know why? Because I knoooow you.” He pulled a face, taking a quick peek out of the window, then drew the curtain back across.

      She kept her face impassive, working hard not to smile. “Oh really? Come on then, wow me with more of your immense Violet knowledge.”

      “You have a weird fear of balloons.”

      “That’s not weird. Those things explode, Matt.”

      “You only eat candies in even numbers.”

      “What kind of psycho doesn’t?”

      “You have a mole on your back that’s the shape of an old potato.”

      Violet scowled. “Why an old potato?”

      “I don’t know, that’s how it looks.”

      “How attractive.”

      There was a knock at the front door, and Violet practically leapt out of her skin.

      The biters are here!

      Sure, Violet, and they’re politely knocking at the door.

      “Do you think that’s Joe?” Matt whispered.

      That makes more sense.

      There was another knock, then another, then the knocking became a constant stream of noise against the door. Whoever was outside, they wanted in. And now.
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      Matt hurried over to the door, taking a glance through the peep hole as the hammering continued. Without a word he wrenched the door open, and a soaking wet Joe hurried inside.

      He bent double, struggling to catch his breath as Matt closed the door. “I thought the knocking would be cute,” he panted. “I didn’t realize it’d take you twenty minutes to open the bloody door.” He had Matt’s sneaker in one hand and tossed it to him casually. “Got your shoe.”

      “Are there biters out there?” Violet asked.

      “There are biters everywhere,” Joe corrected.

      “They were chasing you?” Matt guessed.

      “Not anymore, I managed to give them the slip earlier and hide out in a garage. I was trying to find somewhere warmer to spend the night when I saw your lovely face,” he nodded to Matt, who went to join Violet on the couch. “Though I didn’t expect you to be half naked.” He sucked in his teeth. “Did I interrupt something?”

      “We’re drying our clothes,” Violet explained.

      “Ahh, gotcha. Good plan.” Joe made his way to the fireplace, struggling out of his soaked pants and laying them next to Violet’s. Then he dropped down onto the couch. Violet glanced from him to Matt.

      “This feels a little weirder now,” she commented.

      “Why were you knocking so fast?” Matt asked. “It sounded like the dead were right behind you.”

      “I saw a couple of them at the end of the street. Thought it was best to get out of the way before they spotted me.”

      “Did you?”

      “I think so.”

      Pounding hands on the door proved that Joe was, in fact, wrong. The three of them hurried to pull on their clothes, stumbling into their still damp pants, fumbling with buttons and zippers. Joe trod on Violet’s foot more than once, and Matt lost his balance and almost toppled into the fire. He looked at Joe despairingly. “If you knew there was a chance they’d seen you, why the hell did you take your pants off?”

      “Excuse me for wanting to be part of something.”

      Seconds later they were dressed, out of the back door, and in the rain again. Violet didn’t ask which way they were going, and just did her best to keep up as they charged away from the building.

      The clouds were thick, obscuring the moon, and she could barely see more than a foot in front of her. The downpour made it worse, and she had the horrible feeling she was seconds away from running straight into a building. Matt pulled her to the left, and she felt the ground beneath her feet change from solid concrete to soft mud.

      “We can cut through here,” he said, barely audible above a rumble of thunder. “Watch your step.”

      “Why-” Violet didn’t get to finish her sentence before the ground disappeared, and she found herself sliding down a mud bank. Matt’s grip on her arm was broken, and as she slid further down she felt branches whip across her face, slicing delicate cuts into her skin. She lurched over and landed on all fours in the mud.

      “That’s one way to travel, Vi”, Joe said, a few seconds later. The guys journey down didn’t sound quite as adventurous as her own, and they quickly helped her to her feet.

      “Come on,” Matt instructed, taking hold of her hand and pulling her into the woods.

      They walked in silence for a while, but eventually came to a stop.

      “This is pointless,” Matt murmured. “I can’t see a thing.”

      There was a rustling to their right, a click, and then a thin beam of light lit Joe’s face from beneath. He grinned ghoulishly.

      “Spooky, no?”

      “Did you have that in your bag the whole time?” Violet asked sharply.

      “Seems like it.”

      “We’ve been walking in the dark, why didn’t you get it out sooner?”

      Joe paused. “…I feel like there’s no right answer here.”

      They continued on. Eventually the rain began to lighten and finally stopped altogether. The sky cleared enough to reveal a thin slice of the moon.

      “Are we lost?” Violet asked.

      “Depends what you mean by lost,” Matt said.

      “Do you know where we are?”

      “No…but I know roughly which way we need to go.”

      “And it’s this way?”

      “Possibly.”

      “What’s that?” Joe pointed the beam of his flashlight up ahead, where there was a streak of colour among the trees. As they approached, Violet saw it was a bright purple tent, set in a small clearing. There were a couple of pots and pans littering the ground, though the camp had an air of abandonment.

      The tent was empty of inhabitants, but there were a several sleeping bags inside, along with a couple of cans of food.

      “Where do you think they went?” Violet asked.

      Joe shrugged. “I don’t know, but this place looks like it hasn’t been used for a while.”

      “We should spend the night here,” Matt said.

      “Here?” Something about the camp made Violet feel uneasy. But Matt had made up his mind.

      “It’s dark, we’re all cold, there could very well be biters in the woods. It would be better to sleep here and make a move in the morning. At least then we’ll be able to see where we’re going.”

      “You want to light a fire?” Joe asked.

      Matt shook his head. “No, we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. Let’s just go inside and try to get some sleep.”

      The three of them squashed into the tent which, though small, was at least dry. Matt was in the middle, curled around Violet. She realized she’d been shivering and appreciated the warmth of his body.

      “Joe, what are you doing?” Matt asked.

      Violet glanced over her shoulder. Joe was pressed against Matt, with his arms wrapped around his waist.

      “What?” Joe asked innocently. “It’s cold. Would you rather be the big spoon? Or Violet and I can swap places and you can stay in the middle?”

      “Ideally you’d not be touching me at all.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not an option.”

      “Right.”

      “Goodnight,” Joe yawned.
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      Violet wasn’t sure how long they’d been asleep, or what it was that woke her up. It wasn’t yet morning, but something jolted her awake with a start. She sat upright, turning around to check on the guys.

      They were both gone.

      Her heart dropped into her stomach.

      They’ve left me here.

      She scolded herself immediately. Neither Matt nor Joe would leave her behind, she knew that. But what options did that leave? Had something bad happened to them? That didn’t make sense either, if biters had attacked the tent then, heavy sleeper or not, Violet was pretty sure she would’ve heard something.

      They probably had to pee.

      Ignoring the fact that it was a little weird that they’d gone to do that together, Violet climbed out of the tent. The sky was beginning to lighten, and she could see her way well enough without the flashlight. She glanced left and right, but there was no sign of either of the guys. She wanted to look for them, but didn’t want to risk getting lost. She took a seat on a nearby log, tapping her feet anxiously as the minutes ticked by.

      Then she heard the gunshot.

      Matt.

      Without pausing for a second Violet jumped to her feet and ran in the direction of the sound. Two more shots rang out, one after the other. She kept running, jumping over logs and sliding across the still wet ground.

      Another bang. Violet swerved right, and then she saw them. Four dead biters were spread around a small clearing. There was one still alive, tearing at something on the ground.

      It was Matt. His arms were raised, holding back the zombie as it snapped its jaws millimetres from his skin. Suddenly it lunged closer and Matt cried out in pain.

      No!

      Violet saw red. She didn’t think to grab her knife, she simply launched herself at the biter, wrenching it off Matt with a strength she didn’t even know she had. She shoved it down into the mud, ramming its head against a jagged rock once, then again and again. The biter continued to snap its teeth, and she slammed it even harder against the rock. There was a crack of skull, and the creature stopped fighting. But Violet didn’t. She continued to smash its head again and again, the cool blood spattering onto her face, hands and arms. She smashed and smashed until the head became a mess of bone and flesh. Then she sobbed, heavy, body wracking cries that sent bloody tears down her face as she staggered to her feet.

      “Violet.” Matt’s voice brought her back to reality.

      She stumbled over. “It bit you?”

      He shook his head slowly. “No.”

      “Are you sure?” Her voice was almost manic.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Check!” she ordered.

      “Violet, it didn’t-”

      “Check!” she repeated. “Make sure.”

      Slowly he held out his mud caked arms and examined them. He reached up and felt his neck, then shook his head once more. “I’m okay. I’m fine.”

      Violet let out a strangled sob, dropping to her knees next to Matt and throwing her arms around his neck. “I thought…when I saw…I was so sure…” she couldn’t seem to form a complete sentence.

      Matt nodded. “I know, but I’m alright.” He kissed the top of her forehead. “I’m alright.”

      “I heard you scream.”

      Matt looked embarrassed. “He kneed me.”

      “What?”

      “He got his knee between my legs. It really hurt.”

      Violet stared at him for a minute, then felt laughter in the pit of her stomach. Slowly it rose through her body, and she let out a single nervous giggle.

      “What happened?” she asked, helping him to his feet.

      “I heard a noise outside the tent, so I went to check it out.”

      “Alone?”

      “I know, I know. Anyway I saw the biters. They were too close for me to wake you guys up, but I thought I could lure them away.”

      “There you are!” Joe appeared, the sun rising behind him. “I heard the commotion, but I couldn’t find you. What happened?”

      “The usual,” Matt answered.

      “Where were you?” Violet asked.

      “Nature called.”

      “Didn’t you notice Matt was gone?”

      “It was an urgent call.” He glanced around. “What do you say we get the hell out of here?”
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      Another week passed. Violet couldn’t believe how quickly everyone had settled into their new community. It was almost like being back at Harmony, but better, because no one was afraid. People smiled, they laughed and danced, and they shared supplies and took care of each other.

      Housing had been the top item on the agenda, and over the past week, renovations had begun. Sand, logs, and other such items were removed from the indoor enclosures, and sleeping bags and other things were brought in. A camping supply store had been raided, and those people who weren’t living inside the reptile or primate house had set up tents in different spots around the zoo. No one complained; everyone was simply happy to be safe.

      “There you are.”

      Matt was making his way over. He’d been out on a run all day. His clothes were torn and spattered with blood and dirt. He carried a bag over one shoulder, but put it down to pull her in for a hug.

      Eventually they broke apart, and she regarded him closely.

      “You look awful.”

      “Thanks, I knew you’d say something romantic.”

      Violet smiled. “Sorry. What happened?”

      “Oh, you know…”

      “Zombies?”

      “Yeah.”

      Violet narrowed her gaze. The amount of dried blood he was caked in, the way his clothes were torn, the twigs and leaves in his hair, all suggested that it had been more than a simple run in with a couple of biters.

      “That’s it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Only zombies?” she pressed.

      “Zombies aren’t enough?”

      “How many?”

      Matt shrugged. “I don’t know, three?”

      “Three?”

      “What?”

      “It’s just, you look like you’ve been through hell.”

      “Again, thank you.” Matt closed the gap, putting his hands on her shoulders. “I’m fine, Vi. A few biters cut off our route, so we had to go through the woods. I got caught up in a couple of bushes, which tore up my clothes and half my back. Nothing overly dramatic.”

      “There he is!” Stephen, a tall, skinny man who’d been out on the run too, grinned as he made his way over. He enthusiastically clapped Matt on the back. He nodded at Violet. “Have you told her yet?”

      Matt’s eyes widened. “Stephen, I–”

      “Unbelievable!” Stephen interrupted. “This guy is a machine! Took out three biters before I’d even got my knife out.” He made a stabbing motion with one hand. “Bam! Pow! Crack!”

      Violet smiled. “Wow, impressive.”

      Matt opened his mouth to speak, but Stephen continued. “Oh that was nothing! You should’ve seen him when those guys arrived.”

      “What guys?” Violet asked, arching an eyebrow.

      Matt was shaking his head. “She doesn’t need to hear about–”

      “The ones with the guns,” Stephen continued excitedly. “No idea where they came from, but suddenly they’re standing in front of us, all three of them, waving their guns and telling us to drop our supplies or die! Man, I almost wet my pants, let me tell you.”

      Violet’s eyes flicked to Matt, who was staring at the ground as though something incredibly interesting was written upon it.

      “So do you know what Matt did?” Stephen asked.

      Violet pursed her lips. “Well I would hope he’d give up his supplies to avoid being shot…” She narrowed her gaze, sending laser beams Matt’s way. “Right?”

      “Wrong!” Stephen answered for her, beaming at Matt like a puppy. “He said, and this is the best bit, ‘You want them? You’ll have to take them.’”

      “It wasn’t as dramatic as that,” Matt mumbled.

      “Pfft,” Stephen waved his hand. “It absolutely was.”

      Violet crossed her arms. “So what happened next?”

      “This is the best part! Just as one of the guys is coming over to grab our stuff, more biters arrive. Matt must’ve seen them behind the bushes, because suddenly the two guys in front of us are getting their necks chewed, and when the one closest turns to see what’s happening, Matt slams his knife into his leg and steals his gun! Then we turn and run, right, but you’re not going to believe what happened next!”

      “I’m sure I won’t.”

      “Dogs! And not regular dogs, huge, wolf-like things. At least eight of them. They appear out of nowhere and start chasing us! So we’re running through all these bushes–”

      “Where I tore my clothes,” Matt interrupted, clinging to the only part of his story that was actually true.

      Stephen continued, “Then we slipped down this slope. The wolves didn’t follow, but there were more biters! So Matt throws me the gun and–”

      Violet held up her hand. “Sorry, Stephen. It’s a great story, but I’m not sure I can take much more excitement.” She focused on Matt. “A word?”

      Matt, eyes on the ground, picked up his bag and shuffled over.

      “See you later,” Stephen called cheerfully, heading off in the direction of the cafeteria.

      “Just zombies?” Violet asked when they were out of earshot. “Just zombies?”

      “Well…there were zombies,” Matt mumbled. “With some other stuff as well.”

      Violet shoved him, gently, but enough to make her point. “Was that all true? Did you really say that to those guys with the guns?”

      “I don’t think it was as dramatic as that but–”

      She shoved him again. “Are you stupid? They could’ve killed you!”

      “I could see the biters behind them; they wouldn’t have had enough time to kill us.”

      “It takes less than a second to fire a gun. What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking I couldn’t let them take my bag.”

      “Why? What could possibly be in there that’s so important?”

      He put the bag down at his feet and reached inside. He pulled out a photo album and handed it to her.

      “What–”

      “Don’t ask, open it.”

      Scowling, she did. The album was full of photos of her family. There she was as a little girl on her dad’s shoulders; with her mom baking cookies; on vacation. Memories from her past came flooding back. She hadn’t seen her parents since before the world changed. They’d hugged her goodbye the week before, heading to the airport to visit family in Australia. The only thing that kept her going sometimes was the thought that they were still alive somewhere.

      “How did you get these?” she asked.

      “I went back to your house.”

      “That’s so far away.”

      “That’s why we were gone all day.”

      “I thought you were going for medicine. You said you had a tip…”

      “If you knew where I was really going, you’d want to come too. I didn’t want you to come in case we got there, and the house was overrun, or looted, or burned down. It’s been a long time; things could’ve changed a lot. I didn’t want you to be disappointed. Luckily the place was pretty much exactly how we left it.”

      Violet shook her head, lost for words. “Why?”

      “You say their names in your sleep,” he said. “Your parents. I thought maybe this would help.” He reached back into the bag. “I got some other stuff too, some of your clothes, a couple of books, and this teddy bear was too cute to–”

      She didn’t let him finish, flinging her arms around his neck so tightly that he stumbled back. She buried her face into his bloodied neck, her own tears staining it further.

      “Thank you,” she breathed.
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      “Wake up.”

      Violet practically jumped out of her skin when she found herself eye to eye with Lex.

      “Jeez,” she groaned, as her breathing returned to normal. “Ever try knocking?”

      “Sure, once in a while. Not today.”

      Matt stirred, rolling over. “Lex? What are you doing here?” He and Violet had set up home in what used to be a large snake enclosure. It still needed some work before it could be considered ‘cozy’. For a start, the huge fake tree in the middle of the room gave the impression of sleeping in the middle of a forest. But Violet and Matt had set their sleeping bags up underneath it, and that had been good enough for the time being.

      Lex grinned, getting to her feet. “Morning, I’m here for both of you actually. Bill has an idea about a supply run.”

      “What time is it?” Matt asked sleepily.

      “Five AM.”

      Violet groaned, burying her head in her pillow. “Come back when it’s actually morning.”

      “Afraid I can’t do that. This is time sensitive, and we need to go now.”

      Violet muttered angrily under her breath but unzipped her sleeping bag. Lex headed to the door.

      “Get dressed; I’ll see you in five minutes.”

      Ten minutes later – Violet allowed herself at least one minor victory – she and Matt shuffled into the restaurant. Lex was waiting, as well as Anna, Jack, Joe, and Bill. Joe was slumped over the table with his head on his arms. Jack was yawning into a cup of coffee. Bill didn’t look tired, but he was hardly a vision of cheerfulness either. Anna was as beautiful as always.

      “Okay,” Lex began as Matt and Violet sat down heavily. “Let’s get started.”

      Joe didn’t raise his head, so she gave him a rough shove. He snorted awake.

      “Oh great,” he groaned. “I thought it was a nightmare.”

      “Anyway,” Lex said impatiently. “Bill had an idea about medicine.”

      Bill nodded. “There’s a private clinic, not far from here. It should still have supplies.”

      “What makes you think it’s not been looted?” Violet asked, stifling a yawn.

      “It’s out of the way, really out of the way. You’d have to have been there to know where it is, and I doubt many of the people out there scavenging for supplies these days are the kind who would’ve paid thousands of bucks to get their noses fixed.”

      “Lex said it’s time sensitive,” Matt said. “Why?”

      Bill bit his lip. “Because Ezra knew about it. He was going to send the scavengers there before things went to hell back home. If he’s alive-”

      “If,” Joe interrupted. “That’s a big if.”

      Bill continued. “If he is, he could be planning to go there. We don’t want that.”

      “I guess him patching himself up isn’t ideal,” Matt agreed, but Bill shook his head.

      “No, it’s not about what he uses on himself; it’s about what he takes. If he gets enough supplies to bring to one of the other communities, then we’re in trouble.”

      “I don’t understand,” Violet said.

      “With Harmony gone, Ezra has nothing to trade. That means he’s useless to Simon or any of the others. But if he had something to trade, something as valuable as medical supplies, then they might consider him worth helping.”

      A cold silence settled over the table. Matt eventually spoke. “How many people could Ezra call on?”

      Bill paused. “I don’t know. I never heard much about the other groups, but even twenty armed men could do some damage to us. We need those supplies.”
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      “Bill was right, this place is hard to find.”

      Matt had been driving with Violet and Joe for the past hour. Bill was in the car up ahead with Lex.

      “Do you think Ezra has been here yet?” Violet asked, her stomach churning.

      “I doubt it,” Joe said from the back. “It’s a long way to go. As far as we’re aware he doesn’t have a car, plus he’s probably injured from his fall.”

      “I agree,” Matt said. “Still, let’s get in and out as quickly as possible. I don’t like leaving home for too long.”

      “At least Jack is back there,” Joe said. “I feel better knowing he’s keeping watch.”

      Violet did too. Bill had tried hard to convince Jack to come, he thought they might need the extra support, but eventually conceded that they needed to leave someone behind to be in charge.

      Joe pointed. “I think we’re here.”

      There was a small, pale blue building up ahead. As they approached, Violet saw a sign which read ‘Heath and Jenner Private Hospital’.

      “Let’s get this done,” Matt said, cutting the ignition. He, Joe, and Violet got out of the car, and followed Bill and Lex into the building. It was dark, and quiet as a grave.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Joe muttered. “But shall we split up? We could find the stuff quicker that way.”

      “Good idea,” Bill said. “I’ll take Lex and Violet.”

      Matt shook his head. “Violet stays with me.”

      “I can keep her safe, don’t worry.”

      “I’m not,” Matt said, taking her hand. “Because she stays with me.” He didn’t say it aggressively, but with enough forcefulness that Bill backed off.

      “Fine. Let’s meet back here when we’ve gathered as much as we can.” He and Lex headed down a corridor to the left, while Violet, Joe and Matt went right. For a while they worked in silence, bagging up boxes of pills and bandages.

      After a few minutes Joe spoke. “That was weird.”

      “What was?” Violet asked.

      “The way Bill was acting. Why was he so desperate for you to go with him?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe he thinks I’m cool?”

      Joe frowned. “No. That’s not it.”

      Violet vaguely wondered whether she should be insulted by that, when Matt piped up. “Yeah, it was strange, the way he insisted.”

      Joe nodded. “Like the way he was so desperate for Jack to come along today. What was that all about?”

      “I don’t know.” Matt considered this. “It was like he wanted to get him out of the zoo…but why would he…” He trailed off, then charged out of the room without another word. Joe and Violet gave each other a confused look, before hurrying after him.

      “Lex!” Matt was yelling now, leaning into each room he passed.

      “In here,” came Lex’s voice from the other end of the hallway. She was standing over Bill, who appeared to be unconscious.

      “What happened?” Violet asked.

      “He tried to knock me out.”

      Joe raised his eyebrows. “Guess it didn’t work too well.”

      “No.”

      Matt pulled some of the bandages out of his bag. “Quick, help me tie his hands and feet, before he wakes up.” He and Lex got to work, while Violet and Joe stood dumb in the doorway.

      “What’s going on?” Violet asked.

      “He works for Ezra,” Lex replied.

      “Yeah, he was a soldier,” Joe said.

      Lex shook her head. “No, he’s still working for him. That’s why he wanted Jack with us, and that’s why he wanted Violet away from you two. My guess is he planned to bring us back to Ezra.”

      Violet’s mind was reeling, but Joe sounded skeptical. “Okay, I get that he’s been acting weird, but what makes you think it’s got anything to do with Ezra? Him trying to hurt you could just be because you’re, you know, annoying.”

      Lex scowled, reaching inside Bill’s bag. She pulled out a walkie-talkie. “Oh yeah. And how do you explain him having this? It made a noise just before he tried to knock me out.”

      “It’s how I talk to Ezra.” Bill spoke suddenly, surprising Violet. He was tied securely, bound at the wrists and ankles, but didn’t seem at all concerned about this.

      “I trusted you,” Lex said, voice dripping with fury.

      “And it was a bad choice,” Bill replied.

      “Why did you bring us here?” Matt asked.

      “I needed to get you away from the zoo.”

      “Why?” But Violet already knew.

      Bill grinned. “To give Ezra and his people enough time to take it.”

      “What people?” Joe snorted. “He’s alone.”

      “Ezra is never alone. You know how he is; he can get others on his side with one snap of his fingers.”

      “Clearly,” Joe muttered, walking over to the window.

      Matt knelt in front of Bill, his voice calm as always. “So, you brought us here to get us out of the way? Or to hurt us?”

      Bill shrugged. “The main thing was to get you out of the zoo. I didn’t need to hurt you, hitting Lex was simply a bonus. I only needed to keep–” Before he got a chance to say anything else Lex strode over and kicked him squarely in the stomach.

      “Lex,” Matt said, stepping into her path before she could do it again. She gave Bill a final scowl, then held up her hands.

      “I’m done.”

      Matt turned back to Bill. “What were you going to say?”

      He smiled. “I only needed to keep you busy.”

      “Until when?”

      Violet heard the sound of car doors slamming outside. Bill’s grin widened. “Until they came to take you.”

      Joe moved away from the window. “There’s at least ten of them, we need to go. Now.”

      “What about him?” Lex asked, nodding to Bill.

      “Leave him,” Matt answered. “Come on.”

      They hurried out of the room with Lex and Joe, towards the back of the building. They were only a couple of feet from the door when the silhouette of a man appeared on the frosted glass. Stumbling to a halt, Matt tugged Violet’s hand, leading her back down the hall in the direction of the front door. But it was already opening, and two men were walking inside. Both had greying beards and were wearing motorcycle jackets. They caught sight of Violet and her friends.

      “There!” one of them called.

      Matt yanked her into the room on their right.

      “There’s no lock, Matt,” Joe said, holding the door shut. Matt joined him, leaning against it.

      “Little pigs, little pigs, let us in,” came a voice from outside, as the handle rattled up and down. The hairs on Violet’s arms stood on end. The door shook violently, and the guys fought to keep it shut. Lex was pacing the room.

      “There’s nothing in here to block it with,” she said, sounding scared for the first time since Violet had known her.

      “Don’t make us huff and puff,” laughed one of the men outside, as they continued to try and break their way inside.

      Matt pointed to the window. “Go, get out that way.”

      Lex wrenched it open, but Violet stayed where she was, shaking her head. “No.”

      “Violet, get out.”

      “Not without both of you.”

      Matt’s voice was stern. “They either take four of us or two of us. If you escape, you can find a way to help everyone.”

      Violet shook her head again, but Lex took her arm. “He’s right. Come on.”

      “No, I can’t.”

      But Lex was strong, and she pulled Violet across the room to the window. She took a glance back over her shoulder, where Matt and Joe were working harder than ever to keep the men out.

      “You’ll be okay,” Matt said, holding her gaze.

      She took a breath, then climbed outside. Lex was close behind, and they ran for the cover of the trees, around ten yards from the building. They ducked out of sight as the front door opened. Three men came out, eyes scanning their surroundings.

      “We should go,” Lex said.

      “Not until I’ve seen the guys.”

      She slowly peeked back around the side of the tree again. Less than a minute later Matt and Joe were led from the house. The bearded men followed, pointing guns lazily at the back of their heads. The guys were pushed into the back of a dirty green truck.

      What the hell do we do now?

      Matt and Joe were the ones who made the plans, not her. She should’ve swapped places with one of them. They’d know what to do now; they wouldn’t be panicking like she was.

      There was a thud, and Violet turned to see Lex lying face down on the ground. Behind her stood a man with a machine gun.

      “Hello there,” he said, showing his crooked teeth. Before Violet could even get to her feet, the man raised the butt of the gun, there was a searing pain in her face, and everything went black.
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      “Violet. Violet, wake up.”

      The pain in her head was sharp, and it throbbed relentlessly. The floor was vibrating. Violet slowly opened her eyes. There was very little light, but she could see enough to know she was in the back of a truck, and she wasn’t alone. Matt, Joe, and Lex were with her. Lex had a large bruise on her face, but she was conscious, at least.

      Matt helped Violet into a sitting position. “Are you alright?”

      She nodded, though it hurt. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, I’m just glad you’re alive.”

      Joe exhaled. “When they threw the pair of you in here, we thought you were dead. Lex woke up before I could finish celebrating the fact that she was gone, but you’ve been out cold for a long time.”

      “Do you know how long we’ve been driving?”

      Matt shook his head. “Long enough to be close to home.”

      “What do you think we’ll find?”

      He didn’t answer.

      The truck slowed, and Violet’s heart began to hammer. Matt’s hand found hers in the dark. The back doors of the truck opened, and three men stood in the rectangle of light, each pointing a machine gun at the passengers.

      “You only get one chance to play nice,” one of the bearded men said. “Don’t blow it.” He motioned for them to get out.

      They were back inside the zoo. The truck had parked next to the penguin enclosure. Violet could see the large pool, empty of all but a few puddles of water. Above the pool, standing on the island, was Ezra.

      “Welcome home,” he said coldly.

      He held out his hand, gesturing for them to be brought inside. Violet and the others were taken through the door and led slowly across the island towards him. She saw now, that the other residents of the zoo were gathered behind where she had just been standing. The people were on their knees, watched over by more soldiers, including Nel. Everyone had their eyes locked on Ezra. Violet scanned the crowd desperately for Jack, Anna, and Toby, but they weren’t there.

      Now she was closer to Ezra, she could see the damage the window had done. His face was covered in cuts, some small, some large. A particularly nasty one ran down his forehead and continued beneath his eye. How he’d not lost it was a miracle.

      “Not quite so pretty now, huh?” he asked with a chilling grin. She said nothing.

      He didn’t appear to have expected a response, because he simply turned away, addressing the people in front of the enclosure.

      “Isn’t it lovely to be back together again?” No one spoke, so he asked again with aggression. “Isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” murmured the crowd.

      Ezra pursed his lips. “Now, I’ve been trying to wrap my head around what happened back home for the past few weeks, but I’m finding it kind of confusing. Maybe some of you can help me out by explaining what the hell you’re all doing here?” His voice was calm, which somehow made him even more intimidating. No one spoke, most avoided his gaze altogether.

      Ezra began to pace the small island. “See, here’s what I know. I know I created a safe home for all of you. I know I gave you ways for you to earn your keep and feed your families. I know I provided warm beds, and soldiers to keep you safe–”

      “To murder us!”

      Ezra froze, scanning the crowd for the person who had spoken. Violet’s heart sank. It was Stephen. He got to his feet, and she could see even from this distance that he was trying hard not to appear afraid.

      “You want to say that again?” Ezra asked.

      Stephen held his head higher. “Your soldiers weren’t there to keep us safe. They beat us, stole from us, or dragged us to the gallows under your orders.”

      Ezra took a single breath, as if thinking this over. “You know, Stanley, is it?”

      “Stephen.”

      “Stephen. Well, Stephen, thank you so much for speaking up.” Ezra gestured to the soldier nearest Stephen, who grabbed him roughly by the arm and dragged him through the crowd, into the enclosure, and over to the island. Ezra never broke eye contact.

      “Stephen,” Ezra began, his tone almost friendly. “Are you telling me, that you and all those other fine folks weren’t kidnapped?” His gaze momentarily panned the crowd. “I was under the impression that my people were taken, because – as I previously mentioned – no one in their right minds would walk away from the safety and security of Harmony. Not without at least showing a little goddamn gratitude!”

      Stephen, to his credit, stood strong. His eyes were fixed on Ezra, who turned to him once more. “Is that what you’re telling me? That you all decided to destroy our home, to come here?”

      “I don’t speak for the others,” Stephen said. “All I know is that I wanted to be somewhere safe.”

      Ezra grinned, then punched him in the face, forcing him off balance and into the empty pool. He landed heavily, now five feet or so below everyone else. Ezra began pacing again as Stephen got to his feet.

      “It seems to me that we might have one too many people getting strange ideas about our home. Now, unfortunately, I can’t exactly bring you back, seeing as how it’s a smoldering pile of ash. What I can do is bring Harmony here! With some new rules…And maybe a more controlled population.” He paused. “I’ve had a terrific idea. A way for me to truly find the stand-out members of our new community. But, I’m gonna need a volunteer.” He acted as though he were thinking, but Violet got the distinct impression he had this whole thing planned. Right on cue he turned to the left, where one of his soldiers appeared, pulling along with him a bruised and beaten Anna.

      Violet heard Matt’s sharp intake of breath and squeezed his hand tighter. Anna’s hair was loose and tangled. Her face covered in dried blood, along with the top of her shirt. She could barely stand.

      Ezra spoke loudly. “Why don’t we try the lovely young lady who tried so hard to kill me when I arrived? Hmm?” He lifted a strand of her hair, dropping it with a smirk, before turning back to the crowd. “Here’s the game, I toss the girl into the pit with Stephen, and they fight it out. Whoever wins, gets to stay in our new little slice of heaven. Whoever loses…doesn’t.”

      Joe pushed to the front of Violet’s group. “Leave her alone. She can barely stand up.”

      Ezra raised an eyebrow, then cocked his head. “Okay then. You.”

      Before Violet could realize what was happening, one of the soldiers had shoved Joe into the pool. He landed better than Stephen and stared up at Ezra determinedly.

      “Now what?” he asked. “You can’t make us fight.”

      Ezra sneered. “You fight, or you both die.”

      Neither Joe nor Stephen made any attempt to move. Ezra rolled his eyes, pulled out a handgun, and waved it back and forth between the pair of them. “Eeny, meeny, miny…moe.”

      He shot Stephen in the leg.

      “There, I’ve made it even easier for you.”

      He gestured to one of the bearded men behind Violet. “Hold her.”

      The man grasped Violet’s arms as everything started to blur. But she wasn’t worried about herself. She watched as Joe clapped a hand over his mouth and began to back away from Stephen, now bleeding uncontrollably from the leg. Joe started to stumble as he moved, and his footsteps became smaller. Violet saw the realization settle on Ezra’s face at the same moment all traces of humanity left Joe’s.

      Ezra whooped with glee as Joe charged across the pool and threw himself on Stephen. Violet, only slightly more in control of herself thanks to being further away, watched helplessly as Joe ripped him apart. She prayed it would be quick.

      Soon the screams stopped, and the thing that lived inside Joe feasted on the flesh.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Ezra said, when he’d finally finished laughing. “There are two of them!” His attention turned to Violet, who was barely holding herself together. “You’ve been keeping a big secret from me, but I’m not even angry, I’m so damn happy!” He gazed down at Joe almost lovingly, as her friend ripped apart what was left of Stephen, then he spoke to a couple of his men. “Wait until he turns back, then bring him to me.” He waved a hand over the crowd. “Get them in one of the cages.” He pointed to Violet and the others. “Take those ones somewhere else…Put them with their friend.”
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      Violet, Matt, Lex, and Anna were taken to the chimpanzee enclosure, shoved inside, and locked in. Violet could see through the glass wall that the sun was starting to set.

      A pair of hands rested on her arms. She turned, burying her face in Matt’s chest.

      “What are we going to do?” she whispered.

      “I…I don’t know.”

      Lex stomped up and down the length of the enclosure, her fingers twitching at her sides. “What is that psycho going to do with Joe?”

      “He won’t hurt him.” The voice came from the corner of the room. It was Jack. He was in an even worse state than Anna, but at least his blood was dry. Violet hurried over, kneeling down beside him.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I walked into a door.”

      “They attacked us,” Anna said. She sat down on the floor next to the window. “When Ezra and his people smashed through the gates I was already there. I had told Jack to take a break; I said I’d keep watch for a while. When Ezra got out of the car I wasn’t thinking straight, I grabbed a gun and aimed it at him. But it wouldn’t fire. He set his men on me.” She glanced over at Jack, her face softening. “Jack arrived and tried to help.”

      Jack shrugged as if it was nothing, then winced in pain.

      “He’s going to kill us, isn’t he?” Anna murmured.

      “Not Violet,” Jack said. “She’s too valuable.”

      “Lucky me,” Violet muttered.

      “The rest of us aren’t worth anything,” Anna said. “He won’t let us live.”

      Lex continued to pace. “He’ll make us suffer first, put on a show for everyone.”

      “Lex,” Matt said quietly, as a tear slid out of the corner of Anna’s eye.

      Lex stopped pacing, glancing over at Anna. She walked over, knelt down next to her, and touched her arm gently. “That’s what he’ll want to do. But we’re not gonna let him. We’re getting out of here.”

      “How?” Anna asked quietly.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Lex continued. “Did any of you see Toby out there?”

      Violet shook her head. So did Matt.

      “Neither did I. I didn’t see Kyle either, or Emma, or any of the kids.”

      Matt took a step closer. “Where do you think they are?”

      “I don’t know. But the first thing I taught them in our training was that if they saw danger they should run or hide.” Her eyes flicked to the glass. “I think they’re out there somewhere, and I think they’re our best shot at getting out of here.”
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      Violet and the others spent a restless night on the floor of the chimpanzee enclosure, curled up in the dry straw. She didn’t sleep, and she doubted very much that anyone else did either. She finally gave up trying as the sun began to rise and walked slowly to the huge window, hoping to get an idea of what might be happening today. There were no signs of movement outside.

      “Can’t sleep?” Matt spoke quietly, but still she started at the sound of his voice.

      “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      She turned away from the window as he approached her.

      “Matt, I’m really scared.”

      “He won’t hurt you.”

      “Not about me. About you, all of you. What if Ezra–”

      He pulled her in for a hug, cutting her off mid-sentence. “We’re going to get out. Toby will be planning something.”

      “He’s only ten…we can’t expect him to handle this.”

      “You know how smart he is. I trust him.”

      She leaned her face against his shoulder, trying with all her might to believe him.

      Matt kissed the top of her head. “I was really hoping that getting you out of Harmony would be the hardest part. I assumed that once that was done, and everyone was settled in here and safe, we could finally talk properly about us.” He smiled. “But I should’ve realized that nothing’s ever easy when it comes to you.”

      She fought the smile crossing her own lips. “Yeah, I arranged this whole thing with Ezra to try and avoid having the relationship talk with you.”

      “I knew it.” He leaned in, kissing her once on the lips. “I love you.”

      Her knotted stomach untangled, just for a second. “I–”

      The door of the enclosure opened. Matt immediately stood in front of Violet. Anna, Lex, and Jack all got to their feet on the other side of the room.

      “There he is,” said a voice Violet didn’t recognize. Matt was suddenly pulled away from her. He fought, but two men dragged him to the door, while a third aimed a gun at the rest of the group.

      “Where are you taking him?” Violet asked.

      The man with the gun didn’t answer. Four more armed men entered the enclosure. “Let’s go,” said the first, pointing to the door.
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      By the time Violet and the others got outside, Matt was gone. She had no idea where he’d been taken and felt sick at the thought.

      Matt tried to kill Ezra. How will Matt be punished for that?

      They were taken back to the penguin pool. Once again, the crowd had been gathered out front on their knees, and Ezra was standing with two of his men on the island. Matt wasn’t there.

      As they were brought around the side of the enclosure and over to Ezra, Violet scanned the crowd for any sign of the kids, but none of them were there. She caught the eye of the old woman who ran the clothing stall, who gave her a brief, but knowing, wink.

      “Welcome back,” Ezra said to the crowd. “I hope you all slept well and had plenty of time to reflect on everything we talked about yesterday.”

      Violet looked down into the pool. No one had attempted to clean up Stephen’s remains, though someone had put a bullet through his head.

      “Today,” Ezra continued. “We try something new.” He clicked his fingers, and two men appeared, pulling Joe back into the enclosure. He hadn’t been allowed to clean himself up and had dried blood staining his face, hands, and clothes. The men shoved him into the pool, and he didn’t land as well this time, falling onto his knees. Violet watched as his eyes settled on Stephen’s corpse, sadness drawing over his face.

      Ezra grinned widely. “As much fun as the mutants are, I think we can all see that they’re a little hard to control.” He gestured to the corpse. “Poor ol’ Steve never stood a chance. So, I’ve decided that having two of them is just too dangerous.”

      Violet felt hands on her back, and before she had a chance to argue, she was pushed into the pool, landing heavily on her ankle. Joe hurried over, helping her to her feet. She threw her arms around him.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered.

      “I didn’t mean to…I couldn’t…”

      “I know.”

      “How sweet,” Ezra drawled. “Anyway, having two mutants might be too much to handle. So, we’re only going to keep the strongest. And how do you think we’re gonna figure out which one’s the strongest?”

      No one in the crowd spoke, so Ezra sighed dramatically. “Where’s the audience participation? I feel like I’m talking to myself up here.” He raised his voice, booming out the next part. “We’re gonna make them fight!”

      Joe shook his head. “I won’t.”

      “Me neither,” Violet agreed.

      Ezra didn’t sound surprised. “Of course you won’t. You’re friends after all.” His face darkened. “But how about when I tell you that unless one of you kills the other, my guys will shoot you both?” At that moment four of his men moved to the edge of the pool, each aiming a gun down into it. Ezra continued. “If you don’t start fighting within the next minute, I’ll order them to fire. Tick tock.” He made to walk away, then acted as though he was remembering something. “Oh, right. Maybe I’ll make it a bit easier for you, seeing as how you’re such good friends, and all.” He tossed his handgun down into the pool. “Nice and quick, no need to eat anyone.”

      For what felt like an eternity, but could only have been a few seconds, Violet and Joe stared at each other. Neither made a motion to grab the gun. Violet’s heart was hammering. She couldn’t kill Joe, and he wouldn’t kill her, so they would both be dead in less than a minute.

      She would never get to tell Matt that she loved him.

      “Clock’s ticking,” Ezra said impatiently. “One or both? Seems real simple to me.”

      Joe took a breath. “I guess it is.” He picked up the gun, and for a split second, Violet wondered if he was actually going to kill her. But then the moment passed, and the true realization of what he was planning dawned on her.

      “Joe…don’t,” she said, slowly.

      He held the gun in both of his hands, observing it curiously. “You know, this would be a lot simpler if we weren’t friends.”

      “Don’t do this,” she begged.

      He raised the gun, holding it against the side of his head. There wasn’t a sound from the crowd, the soldiers, or Ezra. Violet forgot there was anyone else around other than the two of them.

      “We should’ve stuck to the plan,” Joe mused.

      Violet felt a bloody tear slide down her cheek. “You’re deaf, and I don’t speak English?”

      “Exactly.” He took a deep breath. “Love you, Vi. There’s no one else I’d choose to die with twice.” He closed his eyes and pulled the trigger.
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      “Boom!” Ezra roared.

      Violet opened her eyes to find Joe still standing in front of her, regarding the gun with a confused expression. He opened the chamber.

      It’s not loaded.

      She flung herself at him, and he dropped the weapon, bringing his arms slowly up and around her.

      “Don’t you ever do anything like that again,” she sobbed.

      Ezra was laughing from above, and as they drew apart, he finally composed himself. “Obviously it wasn’t loaded! What, do you really think I’d give up one of my mutants?” He laughed again. “I just wanted to see what you would do, and you did not disappoint. For a minute I really thought you’d try to shoot her!” His voice changed. “But I guess Violet’s more enticing than I realized.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice so only they could hear.

      “I wonder what would happen if I put lover-boy in the pit and remembered to load the gun.”

      She felt hot anger boiling inside her. “Where is he? Where’s Matt?”

      But Ezra didn’t answer, straightening up and addressing the crowd. “Friends, we’ve got a busy few days ahead of us. Tomorrow, we start to make this place our own, and anyone who has a problem with that will find themselves rooming with dear old Steve.” He pointed to the mangled corpse on the floor. “I think we’re gonna like it here.”

      Violet and Joe were not taken to the chimpanzee house. They were led to the opposite side of the zoo and left in the indoor section of the lion enclosure, locked behind heavy metal bars in a room with a single narrow window high on the wall. There was no way out.

      As his men walked away, Ezra stepped closer to the cage. “I’m real glad you’ve got a friend in here with you, Violet. I’d hate for you to get lonely. Plus, it’s helpful for me.”

      “Why?” she asked, coldly.

      He grinned. “Because when you go, I’ll still have a mutant left.”

      Her stomach dropped. “When I go?”

      “How do you think I got so many people to help me? Simon lent me his men in exchange for you. At first, I wasn’t going to let him have you. Between you and me, he does some weird stuff over there.” He lowered his voice dramatically. “I won’t go into too much detail, but it seems like he’s been trying to create someone with your abilities for months, but he’s been doing it the old-fashioned way, which really isn’t working out.” He shuddered. “Anyway, I was going to have you kill his men one by one until the rest aligned themselves with me, but now I’m thinking I’ll let him have you. It’s good to have allies, and I’ve still got my own mutant right here!” He winked at Joe, then said to Violet, “So don’t get too comfortable. You’re out of here at sunrise.”
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      From the dwindling light coming through the narrow window, Violet knew the sun was setting. She and Joe had barely spoken since Ezra left. She was hungry and exhausted, but more than anything, she was terrified. She had no idea where Matt was, what was happening to her other friends, or what would happen to Joe when she left. And the thought of being taken to Simon’s community, where he would do God knows what to her, also made her stomach feel as though it was filled with lead.

      “Are you okay?” Joe asked, tentatively.

      “I’m not great.”

      “Sorry, stupid question.”

      She paced in front of the bars. “What are we going to do?”

      “We always think of something.”

      She shook her head. “This time is different…I’m so scared.”

      “I know. But it’ll be alright. I won’t let them take you away. Matt won’t let them take you away.”

      “We don’t even know where he is.”

      “We didn’t know where he was for nine months, and he turned up alive.” Joe paused. “We’ve just got to hope he’s a little faster this time. And maybe not shacked up with some other girl.”

      Violet let out a nervous giggle. Joe continued. “We’ll fix this.”

      “How?”

      “Toby.”

      She waved her hands. “Toby and the other kids are missing. We have no idea if they even–”

      Joe shook his head. “No, Toby’s right there.”

      She turned, Toby stood at the door to the building, a huge smile on his face. He hurried over to their cage. “Hi,” he said breathlessly. “Sorry it took me so long, we didn’t know where they’d taken you, and we had to wait until sundown.” He pulled out a key from his pocket and began to unlock the cage.

      “How did you–”

      Toby spoke at one hundred miles an hour. “When they crashed through the gates, Anna sent a message on the walkie-talkie to warn everyone. The lady with the glass eye was teaching the kids karate, and she got the message. She told us to run and hide, so we did. We split up, because it would be easier to hide in smaller groups, and we agreed to meet back by the hippo lake at sunset. Then we went into wolf woods because none of the soldiers had gone in there, and we started to plan. We kept watch on Ezra at all times, as well as you guys. We saw what happened this morning.” He paused, smiling at Joe. “That was really cool.”

      “Thanks.”

      Toby continued. “Anyway, Kyle heard Ezra saying to one of the soldiers that someone called Simon was coming tomorrow to pick up Violet, so we knew we had to do it tonight.”

      “Do what?” Violet asked.

      “Get you out, of course! Kyle managed to knock out one of the soldiers so we could get this key. It was so cool! He used this rope and tied it up between two fence posts to trip the guy over, right? Then…” he caught himself. “Sorry, that part doesn’t matter. What matters is that we have a plan! It’s dangerous, and it might not work, but it’s the best we could come up with. If we do it right, Ezra and his men will be dead, we can scare Simon and his people away forever, and we will be safe.” He finally stopped for air, smiling at the pair of them.

      “I only have one question,” Joe said.

      “What’s that?”

      “The old woman with the glass eye knows karate?”
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      “This feels like a really bad idea,” Violet whispered, as she, Toby and Joe made their way out of the lion enclosure. The sun had set, and the sky was inky black.

      “It is,” Joe agreed. “But it’s the only plan we have, and it’s not like we’ve got the time to come up with another one.”

      “It will work,” Toby said determinedly.

      “Tell me the part about Ezra’s soldiers again,” Joe said.

      “They’ve been sleeping in the reptile house. There are only eight of them.”

      “Only,” Joe muttered.

      Toby continued. “Last night, six slept while two kept watch over Ezra’s room. He’s got the gift shop. While us kids draw the soldiers away, you two can slip in and kill Ezra.” He handed Violet a knife, serrated and long.

      “No gun?” she asked, glumly.

      Toby shook his head. “They took our weapons away when they arrived.”

      “How do you know he won’t shoot us?”

      “Because he won’t be able to,” Toby answered simply. “He has a gun under his pillow, we saw it through the window. We couldn’t take it, because he’d know something was going on, but Kyle snuck in earlier and took the bullets out. He won’t know until he tries to fire it.”

      “How are you going to draw the soldiers away?” Joe asked, as they approached the restaurant. “They could kill you.”

      “Don’t worry, we can run fast.”

      There was a rustle from a nearby bush, and three kids – a girl and two boys – climbed out.

      “Are you ready?” the girl asked.

      Toby nodded. He turned to Joe and Violet. “Keep out of sight so we can draw them away.”

      They did as Toby asked, slipping behind the bush, while he and the others moved closer to the door of the restaurant. Violet’s stomach was filled with butterflies. Letting four children attempt to distract two armed men was an awful idea. But it was too late to do anything now; she could already hear the sound of feet.

      The kids darted out of the building, split into pairs, and sped away. The soldiers appeared, and Violet held her breath.

      “There could be more out there. You wake up the other guys, I’ll go after them,” one said quickly, as he chased Toby and Kyle.

      They’re getting the other soldiers!

      Joe gave her hand a squeeze. “Say hi to Ezra from me,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      He darted out from behind the bush, chasing after the soldier going for reinforcements. He disappeared into the darkness, and now Violet was alone. Bracing herself, she got to her feet and headed inside. The gift shop was up ahead, and it was all she could do to try and stop the shaking in her hands as she reached for the handle.

      You can do this. You can do this.

      She took a deep breath, then opened the door.
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      Ezra was sleeping on a make-shift bed in the corner of the room. It was dark, and she could barely see him through the sliver of moonlight coming through the window. She clutched the knife tightly, praying that for once she could keep quiet, not trip over anything, and actually do something right the first time.

      She edged closer, only a couple of feet away. As yet she’d not made a sound.

      “Hello, Violet.”

      She licked her dry lips, then stood a little taller, barely even surprised that he knew she was there.

      “Hello, Ezra.”

      “I’m guessing it was friends of yours who drew away my men?”

      “That’s right.”

      “The same ones who took the bullets out of my gun?”

      “Yes.”

      He smiled, sitting up. “Very good. I actually thought I had you locked up tight this time. My mistake for not posting guards.”

      “It’s not one you’ll make again.”

      His smile widened. “I like this confidence. It suits you. Maybe I won’t give you to Simon after all.”

      “You won’t give me to anyone. I’m here to kill you.”

      “I doubt that. You don’t like killing.”

      “For you it’s worth it.” She took a step closer, trying to make sure the knife in her hands didn’t shake. “Where’s Matt?”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play dumb, you know who he is.”

      Ezra took a long time to answer, and she knew it was his way of exerting power over her once more. Finally, he spoke. “Oh, you mean your lover-boy?”

      “Where is he, Ezra?”

      “That’s right, I remember now. He was the one who tried to burn me alive. Oh, don’t you worry; I’ve got something rather special planned for him.”

      She took another step closer, face flushing with anger. “Don’t make me ask you again.”

      Ezra got to his feet, holding up his hands. “He’s back there.” He quirked his head to a door on his left. “Go get him.”

      Something didn’t feel right. It was too easy. “You get him,” she insisted, holding the knife a bit higher.

      “Fine. Then you’ll have to let me walk.”

      She motioned with the knife. “Go.”

      “Yes ma’am.” He headed over to the door, knocking on it once. “Someone here to see you, Matt.”

      He opened the door, reached into the darkness, and pulled.

      Matt, bound and gagged, stumbled out and down onto his knees. His eyes met Violet’s desperately as everything softened. An all too familiar smell filled the air.

      “No,” she whispered.
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      Matt was bleeding. Multiple cuts on his arms, face and neck still trickled with blood. He tried to speak, but the gag in his mouth ensured nothing made sense. Violet felt the knife slip through her fingers. She no longer had control of her hands. The sweet smell of his blood filled the air, and nothing about her body was in her control.

      Ezra grinned. “I don’t know why, but I figured Matt could be a nice little insurance policy for me. So I kept him close, and freshened up his wounds every half hour, in case you decided to stop by.”

      His words made less and less sense as Violet’s heavy legs carried her closer. She wanted to stop, but she was nothing more than a passenger in her own body.

      Don’t. Not Matt. Stop walking, Violet!

      Matt’s green eyes found hers. He was afraid, but there was something else there. It was forgiveness. He was forgiving her for what she was about to do.

      Ezra moved to the side. He didn’t leave the room. She knew he wanted to watch.

      Not Matt. Not Matt.

      He couldn’t escape. His legs were tied at the ankle. Her hands reached out, though she fought with every ounce of her willpower to keep them back.

      Not Matt. Not Matt.

      Her jaw was snapping, everything was black and white except the blood. Matt didn’t close his eyes; he kept them fixed on her. He was saying something but she knew even without the gag she wouldn’t be able to understand him.

      Not Matt. Not Matt.

      Then something happened. Her legs stopped moving. She was inches away from being able to touch him, and her feet were frozen to the ground. Her arms still reached out desperately, but with every ounce of strength in her body, she had stopped herself walking. She could hear her jaw snapping, hear the growl escaping her lips, but she was still in control of her mind.

      Not Matt. Not Matt.

      She repeated the thought like a mantra.

      Not Matt. Not Matt.

      The door creaked. Then there was a voice from her right. She still couldn’t understand the words, but her head snapped in the direction of the speaker.

      Ezra.

      You can have Ezra!

      In that moment she released the hold over her body, letting the creature she was becoming charge over to Ezra and tear him open. He hadn’t been expecting it, and fell back onto the floor, smashing his head against one of the shelves. Violet ripped him open, feasting hungrily on the insides. She didn’t let herself fade away, she needed to be present. She needed to see him die.

      There was a sound behind her, and she turned her head. Toby was pulling Matt, now untied, to the door. They both froze as she let out a shriek.

      Let them go. You have your meal. Let them go.

      Though her body tried to get up, she fought back. She remained where she was until the door was closed again. Then she let go, only vaguely aware that she had already reached the door and was hammering against it with bloodied hands. It didn’t matter. They’d escaped.

      Slowly, everything faded to black.
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      “Violet, wake up.”

      She reached out, stroking the side of Matt’s cut face with her hand. “I love you.”

      He smiled. “Interesting timing.”

      “I never got to say it earlier. I need to say it now, in case anything bad happens and you never get a chance to know how I feel.”

      “Violet, you turned into a zombie and didn’t eat me. I kind of assumed from that…”

      She didn’t let him finish, pulling his face close to hers and kissing him.

      “Ahem.” Joe, Toby, Lex, Anna, and Jack were all standing awkwardly in the door of the gift shop.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, allowing Matt to help her to her feet. She noticed that Joe was even more drenched with blood than when she last saw him. Thankfully, it didn’t appear to be his.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      “Things got complicated.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I got to the guy just as he reached the reptile house. We fought and I think I broke his nose. Either way he started bleeding, so…you know.”

      Violet raised an eyebrow. “That’s a lot of blood for one guy.”

      “Well apparently I went into the reptile house after.”

      “Apparently?” she repeated.

      “I don’t remember doing it, of course. But from what Toby said, the zombie version of me moseyed on inside and bit a couple of sleeping soldiers.”

      “They turned really fast,” Toby interrupted. “I saw Joe go in, so Kyle and I followed him. We managed to get his attention and draw him out of the room and into a different cage. Kyle locked the soldiers in their enclosure.”

      Violet was struggling to keep up. “So…wait…we have a whole room full of zombies?”

      Joe grinned. “Exactly.”

      “And you’re…happy about this?”

      Lex was smiling now too. “Yeah. We have a plan.”
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      “I’m not sure about this,” Violet said.

      “Are you kidding?” Lex replied, walking so quickly that Violet struggled to keep up. “It’s a great plan!”

      They were heading to the front of the zoo. They needed to move fast. The sun was coming up, and if Ezra had been telling the truth, Simon and the rest of his people were due to arrive at any moment.

      “So much could go wrong,” Violet insisted. “Joe could get killed.”

      “So far I’m not hearing anything negative?” Lex patted Violet on the arm as they slowed by the broken gates. “It’s going to work. Trust me. Joe’s…” she pursed her lips, as if unwilling to say the next part. “Joe’s smart. Ugh, that felt gross in my mouth. Anyway, he knows what to do.”

      They moved through the remains of the gates and up to the ticket offices, stepping inside the closest. The blinds had been pulled down, and Lex raised them enough to see through the bottom.

      The walkie-talkie clipped to Violet’s belt crackled, and Joe’s voice drifted out.

      “Team gate, this is team suicide, over.”

      She brought the walkie to her lips. “What’s up?”

      “…You’re supposed to say ‘over’.”

      “We never do that.”

      “I know, but the plan is really dangerous, and I thought it would be cool. Over.”

      Lex grabbed the walkie impatiently. “What do you want?”

      “Hey Lex, how’s it going? Over.”

      She frowned at Violet. “You know when I said he was smart? I take it back.” She pressed the button to talk to Joe. “Are you guys ready?”

      No response. Lex sighed. “Over.”

      “See, it felt cool, right? Over.”

      “Are you ready or not?”

      “Calm down, you’re not the one on the suicide run. Yes, we’re ready. I’m limbering up as we speak. Matt’s about to rub my calves.”

      Matt’s voice, from somewhere close to Joe. “I don’t think we need to–”

      “They’re here,” Lex interrupted. Violet followed her gaze. Three cars were driving in the direction of the gates. “Do it now,” Lex instructed. She paused, then brought the walkie to her lips quickly. “Be careful.”

      “Aww, I didn’t know you cared.”

      A flicker of a smile crossed Lex’s face, and then it was gone. She put the walkie down, and they watched the cars pull up by the mangled gates. The closest was only a few feet from the ticket booth.

      Several men climbed out of each vehicle. Simon was last and eyed the gates warily.

      “Doesn’t look good, boss,” one of his men said. “You think it was the dead?”

      Simon scowled. “The dead don’t drive cars, Reese. Ezra did this, though I’m shocked he hasn’t tried to fix them.”

      “Place might not be secure,” another of his men said. “We’ll need to be careful.”

      “We’re not going in,” Simon said, shaking his head. “Ezra’s bringing the girl out here. The first thing you have to know about dealing with this guy, always work on your terms.”

      “Why?”

      “Because half the time he’s trying to con you, and the other half he’s trying to kill you. I’m not going anywhere if I can’t be sure I can get back out again.”

      “Hey, what’s that?” The one called Reese was pointing to something out of Violet’s sight, beyond the zoo gates. Several men raised their guns, and her heart began to race. She heard Joe’s voice.

      “Don’t shoot me! Help! They’re coming!”

      “Stop right there,” Simon boomed.

      Joe appeared, a few feet from the gates. He was still covered in blood and wretched dramatically, as though he’d been running for too long.

      “Don’t over-sell it,” Lex muttered.

      Joe stood upright, talking to the men. “Oh, thank God, you have to help me.”

      “What’s happened?” Simon asked. “Where’s Ezra?”

      “He’s dead,” Joe said, panting. “The biters, they’re everywhere. They chased me. All my friends are…” he glanced back over his shoulder. “Please, they’re coming!”

      “Boss,” Reese said. “Dead, heading this way.”

      Simon frowned. “Everyone is dead? What about the girl?”

      “What girl?” Joe took another fearful dart over his shoulder.

      “The one who can turn.”

      “Violet? She’s the one who did it. She killed Ezra, one of his soldiers shot her, but it was too late. Ezra turned, then he bit others. Please, let me come with you!”

      Simon backed away from the gates, his men still aiming their weapons at Joe. “No.”

      He turned, opening his car door. Joe charged to the right, into the maintenance building. Violet could hear the biters now. Simon took one final look at the zoo.

      “Shame,” he muttered. “I guess it’s back to the drawing board.” He got into the car, and the rest of his men did the same. As the vehicles pulled away, the biters arrived, flooding through the ruined gates and chasing them out of sight.

      Lex was counting. “That’s all of them,” she said. “Come on.”
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      “Good afternoon people of the zompocalypse.” Joe’s voice drifted smoothly out of the zoo speaker system. “It’s been six weeks since we had our first ever dead-dash, which means six weeks without a psychotic leader within our walls. And today’s big news, hey guess what? There are still zombies everywhere…So that’s great. I guess you can’t have everything.”

      Violet was listening to the broadcast from the bench in front of Hippo Lake. They didn’t actually broadcast the show out of the zoo, but using the speaker system, and thanks to a member of their community with more electrical knowledge than she could’ve ever hoped to attain, they had been able to create their own make-shift radio station. Anyone who wanted to host could have a turn, and they could even play music, by putting the microphone next to an old CD player.

      Joe continued to sum up what was in store for the next couple of hours. “Anyway, today we’re going to be talking with Frank about growing food in different types of soil…that’s sure to be a barnstormer.”

      Jack cut in. “We’ll also be recapping our rundown of mushrooms which are safe to eat, and how to prepare them.”

      “Because who doesn’t love eating fungus?” Joe drawled.

      “We’ll talk about the do’s and don’ts of disposing of your waste–”

      “I’ll give you a preview, do throw that stuff away as quickly as possible, don’t start collecting containers of your own crap.”

      “And finally,” Jack cut in again. “We’ll touch on simple changes you can make to your scavenging routines to maximize both what you find and your safety. All of that coming up. But first, let’s hear some music.”

      Violet still couldn’t believe they were free. Not only had they finally seen the last of Ezra, they’d also managed to convince an equally dangerous group that the zoo was so overrun with the undead that it wasn’t worth exploring.

      She smiled as Matt took a seat beside her. He shifted uncomfortably, opening and closing his mouth several times. She put a finger to his lips as the music began to play, leaning her head on his shoulder.

      They were going to build a place where they could be safe, where they could live and not just survive. Where they could try to bring some beauty back to the ugly world they were forced to exist in.

      Matt was rummaging in his pocket. She watched contentedly as one of the hippos disappeared back under the water again. Their lives may have been full of darkness, but sometimes she remembered to see the light. Not everything was death and despair.

      Matt found what he was searching for. He got up, then knelt in front of her, holding out his hand. She felt a smile spread across her lips as he uncurled his fingers.

      Violet had her friends, she had Matt, she had her freedom, and she hadn’t eaten anyone for several weeks.

      For a half-zombie, those were all things to be pretty proud of.
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