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It’s impossible for us to secure the entire building from the infected. The hotel is simply too large for the number of fighters we have. I realize no one will hear me over the panicked conversations throughout the room without using the microphone, so I jump on the stage and run to the podium.

“Listen up!” I growl into the mic. Most of the conversations die down as heads swivel in my direction. “We need to work together if we want to survive. Most of you haven’t fought the infected, so there’s a few things you need to be aware of. The biggest one is they’re nearly blind. That means they can’t see well, but movement will attract their attention. Noise will do the same thing. Unless your weapon is equipped with a sound suppressor, you’re almost better off using hand to hand combat tools because the gunshot will attract more to your location. Knives, spears, hatchets, or anything else sharp enough to do damage make excellent weapons, as do blunt objects that can cave in skulls. Whatever weapon you use, you need to aim for the head or sever the spine at neck level to kill them. Take out knees and elbows to slow them down and prevent them from using their hands to grab you. Once they latch onto a target, they will pursue it until they’re killed or something else draws their attention. I need those of you who aren’t in custody to grab your weapons, but only use them as a last resort. You’ll be broken up into groups and assigned to one of my people, who will be the leader. This is because we’ve fought the infected before and learned their tactics, not because I believe we’re better than you.”

I glance around the room at the terrified faces of the agents. “It’s not a death sentence if you get bit. I repeat. It’s not a death sentence. You won’t turn because adults are immune to the virus. Treat it like you would any other injury.” I roll up my sleeve and show them the healed bite wound on my arm. “I’ve been bitten twice. I know dozens of people who’ve been bitten, and not one of them has died or turned. I tell you this because you’re going to have to get up close and personal to kill these things. Only use your guns if you’re being overrun and don’t have any other choice. Gunshots act like a dinner bell and will draw the infected to you.” I’ve already mentioned this, but it’s worth repeating.

Agent Folsom raises his bound hands to get my attention.

“Do you have a question, agent?” I ask, even though we don’t have the time for a Q and A session.

“Two actually. What about us?” he says, glancing at the others who are zip-tied alongside him.

I’m not sure what to do with them. We can’t release them until we finish our investigation, but we also can’t leave them to die.

Chang Lee clears his throat. “I think I can help with that. The outer bunker door isn’t locked. When Marjorie and I left, we didn’t want to take a chance on allowing the infection to get inside, so we instructed the scientists to lock the inner blast door. In a week, they’ll exit the bunker and secure the outer door that leads to the hotel. That should be long enough for any virus that got inside to die off. We can put the prisoners there while we kill the infected. They’ll be safe as long as they don’t open the door.”

It’s not a terrible plan. If they choose to take their chances and try to escape, they won’t get far with their hands bound and no access to weapons. “That works. Sergeant Egan, can you and your men move the captives while we finish working on a plan?”

“Affirmative.” He stares at the prisoners. “Get to your feet. We don’t have much time before the infected find us.”

“Wait!” Agent Folsom calls out as he turns to face me. “I’ve got an idea.”

Since my plan sucks, I give him a nod. Who knows, he might come up with something I haven’t thought of.

“Why don’t you use the beacon?”

Zach glares at him as he takes a step closer to the agent. “Because, genius, the computer they used to change the frequency was destroyed, and it’s currently set to draw them to us. If we turn it on, we’ll be overrun with infected.”

I watch as Agent Folsom shakes his head so hard and fast I’m worried he’s going to snap his own neck. “That’s not true!”

“Explain,” I say, not sure if I believe him or not.

“Look, I get that you don’t trust me, but I’m not about to do anything to draw those abominations of nature anywhere near me. I just want to help.” When I glare at him without responding, his shoulders sag. “I was the one who created the program to change the frequencies, although I didn’t know what it was for at the time. Like any good programmer, I left myself a backdoor. If I can get some stuff from my room and we can find a working laptop, I can download the program. Once that’s done, we can easily change the frequency.”

“Egan, cut him loose and take the others to the bunker.”

The sergeant scowls at me, but does as I ask.

“Folsom, you’re with me. Just so we’re clear, I won’t hesitate to kill you if this is a trick,” I promise as he makes his way toward me.

“It’s not a trick,” he replies, scowling at me. “I only want to fix the problem I helped create.”

I can tell he’s terrified. His eyes are bulging, and he’s constantly checking his surroundings. I’m not sure if it’s due to my threat or his fear of the infected. I shake off my thoughts as I turn back to the podium.

“We’ll make our stand in this wing of the hotel. If it looks like we’ll be overrun, we can retreat to the bunker tunnel. Let me be clear, no one will attempt to enter the bunker itself. If you do, you will be shot. Those people inside haven’t been exposed to the virus and we’re going to keep it that way. If this beacon idea of Agent Folsom’s doesn’t work, I’ll try to call in reinforcements. I hope it doesn’t come to that, but at least there’s a plan in place if things go south.”

I turn to face Sara. She looks terrified, but determined. I give her a reassuring smile and make an executive decision, although it’s probably not the right one. “Sara, you’re with me and Agent Folsom. Everyone else, split into groups like I discussed before. Most of the windows are too high to be easily accessible, so concentrate on securing the doors and protecting this section of the hotel.”

Sara’s facial muscles relax slightly as she hurries to where I am. Normally, it’s not a good idea for two people who are emotionally connected to fight on the same team, but I honestly don’t care. If we die, I want to die together. Besides, I trust her to have my back if Folsom is pulling some kind of trick.

While the rest of the teams secure the West Virginia Wing, Sara, Folsom, and I are forced to venture deeper into the hotel. We don’t know if the infected found a way inside the hotel, but we’re about to find out. As soon as we exit this wing, Zach’s team will secure the doors behind us.

I give my brother a hug.

“Be safe,” he whispers as we clutch each other tight. It might be the last time we see each other.

“You too.” I pull away. It’s time to go.

I open the door, and the three of us slip into the main part of the hotel. We’re on our own.

The first place we need to go is Agent Folsom’s room to get whatever it is he needs. To avoid the main stairs and elevator, we opt for a smaller, less-used stairwell. If the infected have already breached the hotel, they’re most likely in the lobby. It’s best to avoid that area at all costs.

“My rooms on the third floor,” whispers Folsom as he constantly checks our surroundings.

So far, we haven’t seen or heard any infected, but I know that doesn’t mean anything. When we arrive on the third floor, I peer through the small window built into the door. The hallway is empty. This isn’t a surprise since the infected prefer the path of least resistance, and most of them wouldn’t be able to climb the stairs even if they wanted to.

The door easily swings open. At least the hotel is well maintained, and the hinges on the door don’t squeak. I ease the door closed after we move into the hall. Stealth is our friend.

I let Folsom take the lead. It’s his room, and he knows where it is, but I keep my eyes peeled for infected in case I’m wrong about them not climbing stairs. We make it to his room with no problems. So far, so good.

We all breathe a sigh of relief once we close the door.

Agent Folsom digs through his backpack. “I have the program downloaded onto a thumb drive, but we need a computer. When we evacuated D.C., I forgot to bring mine.”

This isn’t good. The only place I’m certain a computer might be is a business center or maybe the office of one of the people who worked here before the virus was released.

“Any idea where we can find one?” I ask, moving over to the window to see how many infected we’re dealing with.

His room overlooks the front of the hotel. There are several dozen infected milling about on the driveway and courtyard, but they don’t seem to be interested in the hotel. That doesn’t mean there aren’t any inside the facility, just that they’re not actively trying to gain entry.

When Folsom doesn’t immediately respond, I turn so I can see his face. His slack expression tells me I’m not going to like his answer.

“I’ve only seen two. One’s at the front desk and the other is in the concierge’s office. Both of those are near the front lobby. There might be some in the offices, but I don’t know where they are.”

We need access to a computer sooner than later. Roaming around the massive hotel searching for the offices would only be a waste of time. We’re between a rock and a hard place.

“We’ll give it a shot. If the infected are inside, we’ll come up with a new plan. Do you have everything you need?”

Folsom nods. “I do. The program will allow us to access the link to the satellite and change the code.”

“Then let’s get it done!”

The agent leads us down the hallway to the end opposite from where we entered.

“This is the closest stairwell to the front desk,” he explains as he opens the door.

Since the stairs aren’t carpeted, we descend them at a slow pace to keep our footfalls as silent as possible. When we get to the main floor, I’m struck by a thought that makes my blood run cold.

I grab Folsom’s arm before he can open the door. “Wait. Won’t you need internet access for this to work?”

“Shit!” he exclaims as his hand drops to his side. “I forgot about that. Director Long’s laptop had special access to a government-only internet link. It’s a standard feature on Homeland Security issued computers. It has multiple redundancies built into it to prevent it from failing during a natural disaster. The hotel’s computers relied on civilian internet, which no longer works.”

Murphy just took a big dump on our plan. The beacon can’t help us.
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We make our way up the stairs in silence. Not because we don’t want the infected to hear us—although that’s a good reason—but because we’re depressed and not in a talkative mood.

“Now what?” asks Folsom once we’re on the third floor. Based on his expression, anyone looking at him would think his dog just died.

Sara scrunches her face up as if she’s deep in thought. I wait patiently for her to clue us in on what she’s thinking.

“Is there anyway you can update the beacon without using a satellite?”

A grin breaks out on Folsom’s face. “Yeah, but I’ll need a computer to write the code. After that, I can download it to my thumb drive so I can transfer the update directly to the beacon.”

I can’t help but frown. “I didn’t see a USB port on the beacon.”

He shakes his head as if he thinks I’m dumb. “That’s because it’s inside. We’ll have to remove the bottom plate to access it.”

I shake my head at my own stupidity. Of course they would need a way to get to the internal components. “That makes sense. I’ll need to take a toolbox with us so we can get it open.”

“Why don’t you two go do that, and I’ll sneak down to the customer service desk and use that computer?”

“Are you sure? You might run into some infected down there,” I remind him, worried he might get attacked. I tell myself it’s because I’m concerned about his wellbeing, but honestly, it’s because he’s the only one who can write the code to update the beacon. If he dies, we all might die.

“I’m sure. I need to make up for what I did, even if I didn’t know I was doing something wrong at the time.”

Without another word, he opens the stairwell door and slips out of sight.

I stare at the door, wondering if I should go after him until Sara breaks my train of thought by touching my arm. “Come on, Dillon. We can use the toolkit Clark found when we were on the roof. I saw him put it in a closet on the top floor.”

She’s right. Chasing after Folsom will only waste time, which is something we don’t have.

It takes us a while to find our way through the maze of hallways and stairs, but we eventually find the toolbox.

I carry the tools in one hand while using the other to hold Sara’s. “Let’s check on Folsom.”

I hope the man is safe and no infected found their way inside. While the creatures can’t see the front desk through the glass doors since it’s off to the side, they’re adept at tuning into even the smallest unnatural sound. If Folsom makes too much noise or talks to himself, it might draw the infecteds’ attention.

We practically run down the stairs until we get to the landing that leads to the first floor. There’s only one more flight of stairs, and we need to be as stealthy as possible in case the creatures are inside. When we reach the main floor, I quietly set the toolbox on the first step and peek out the window that’s inset into the door.

I slap my hand over my mouth to prevent my gasp from escaping. At least two infected are in the lobby. There might be more, but I don’t have a clear line of sight for most of the area because of the angle the door sits in relation to the lobby. I glance at the front desk and don’t see Folsom anywhere. That doesn’t mean anything, since he could be hiding behind the counter. I have no choice; I have to check.

“There’s a few infected,” I whisper to Sara when I turn around and face her. “I need to create a distraction.”

With limited options, I carefully open the toolbox and select two wrenches. I pick uncommon sizes in the hope I’m not throwing out the size we need to open the beacon. With the wrenches in hand, I crack the stairwell door open just far enough to slip my arm through. With as much force as I can muster at the awkward angle, I toss one of the wrenches to the opposite side of the lobby.

The area is carpeted, so I don’t hear the loud clatter of the tool skipping across the floor like I was hoping for, but it’s loud enough to get the infecteds’ attention. As soon as they turn and stumble after the wrench, I slip out the door and dart behind the front desk counter where I find a terrified Agent Folsom huddled in the corner.

I crouch-walk to his side. “Did you get it?” I whisper in his ear as quietly as possible.

He nods, holding the thumb drive in the air with a shaky hand. His wide eyes and pale complexion give me the impression he’s about to panic.

“Put it in your pocket so you don’t lose the damn thing and get ready to follow me.”

I slowly raise my head until I can peer over the counter. The infected have lost interest in the wrench and are now milling around. I throw the second wrench overhand as hard as I can, aiming for the far wall. I watch as it spins through the air, barely missing one of the infected before impacting the lower part of the wall with a loud thunk.

The infected immediately turn and hurry in that direction. With their attention elsewhere, I grab Folson’s arm and pull him toward the end of the counter. We only have one chance, and I waste no time heading for the stairwell door. One of the creatures must have seen us since a loud moan echoes across the room, followed by the sound of feet slapping against the carpet.

I don’t bother looking since it won’t change anything. Sara pushes the door open as Folsom halts in his tracks as fear takes hold of him and I lose my grip on his arm. I whirl around and slap his face to snap him back to reality. “Run, or you’re going to die!” I scream as I yank my pistol from its holster.

The infected are closing in as I take aim and shoot the first one in the face. There are two left, but my gunshot attracted the attention of those outside. Folsom darts behind me and into the stairwell as I shoot another one of the abominations. I could shoot the third one, but there’s no point. The ones outside the glass doors have seen me. Instead, I follow Folsom into the stairwell. Sara pulls on the door to close it. Unfortunately, the door closer isn’t allowing that.

“Forget the door and run!” I yell, pointing at the stairs.

I hesitate long enough for Sara and Folsom to go in front of me, using the time to grab the toolkit. We sprint up the stairs, exiting on the first floor where the restaurant is. The infected are pawing at the door one floor below us. I’m not sure if any got inside, but if they did, the stairs should create a formidable obstacle and hopefully keep them trapped where they are.

“I’m sorry! I’ve never seen one of those things except on YouTube,” utters Folsom as we hurry down the hall.

“All that matters is that we survived. Just don’t do it again,” I reply, pushing away my anger. The man didn’t intentionally freeze up, so I can’t be mad at him regardless of how much I want to be.

When we open the kitchen door, I’m shocked to find a couple dozen frightened civilians staring at me. It’s the hotel workers who stayed behind when the town evacuated.

“It’s all right, folks. We’re going to fix the beacon so the infected leave,” I tell them as calmly as I can. Panic only creates more panic. By sounding relaxed, it will help alleviate some of their worries—no matter how well-founded they are. “Just stay quiet and remain here until we give you the all clear.”

I ignore their questions as I open the walk-in refrigerator door. To my surprise, the beacon isn’t where we left it. I spin around and glare at the people cowering behind various pieces of equipment.

“Where’s the beacon?” I demand to know.

“Uh, is that the big metal box that was in there?” one of the people ask.

I scowl. We told the chef to make sure nobody moved it. “Yes, that’s it. Where is it?”

“The box was in our way, so we took it downstairs to the pizza restaurant. Don’t worry, we put it in the walk-in there.”

I press my face into my hands and groan. “Where exactly is this pizza place?”

The man glares at me. “It’s in the same wing as the indoor pool. I don’t know why you’re mad. It’s still inside a cooler. Any signal the box is putting off will still be blocked.”

“Hold on! Are you telling me the red light came on when you moved it?”

The man shrugs. “Yeah, but we figured it wasn’t a big deal since the thing was on when you brought it in here.”

I seriously want to pound my fist into the man’s face for being stupid. “And you didn’t think it was important enough to tell someone?” The man has the decency to look ashamed of himself, so I decide to let the issue drop. Yelling at him won’t change anything. “Never mind. Stay here until someone comes and gets you.”

I shift the toolbox to my other hand and motion for my companions to follow me. Once we’re in the hall, I stop and face my colleagues.

“The pizza place is on the main floor, which is likely overrun with infected. Do either of you know how we can distract them?”

“We can use a radio if we set it up in another wing,” suggests Folsom.

While I like the idea, I see a problem with his plan. I’m hoping he has a solution. “Do you have a radio or know where one is?”

He lowers his head. “No.”

Sara’s face lights up. “What if we open an emergency exit? Shouldn’t an alarm sound?”

Recalling my escape from the mall in Dodge City, I realize she’s right. “That should work, but we need to find a door on the opposite wing of the hotel from where the beacon is.”

This means we’ll have to move to the other side of the hotel before going to the main floor and blocking the exit door open. Once that’s done, we’ll need to retrace our steps, cross the hotel, and take the stairs by the north entrance to the main level so we can avoid the infected. By the time we arrive, the infected inside the building should have chased down the alarm and won’t be in a position to see us.

That’s the plan anyway. As long as Murphy keeps his nose out of our business, we should be fine.
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Five minutes later, we’re descending the stairs closest to the exit door with a plan that’s being held together by hopes and prayers. So many things can go wrong, and everyone’s life depends on our succeeding.

Sara grabs my arm and brings me to a halt a few steps from the lower landing. Folsom notices and stops as well, staring at us with one of his brows raised in a questioning look.

She turns to me and whispers, “This won’t work.”

I’m not sure how she came to that conclusion, but I’ll hear her out. I’ve always listened to others before making big decisions, and I’m not going to stop now. We’ll only get one chance to get this right. If we fail, it won’t end well for us.

“What makes you say that?”

“The door probably has an automatic closer. Won’t the alarm shut off if the door doesn’t stay open?”

I shake my head. “I don’t think so. You usually need a key to turn the alarm off, but I suppose it’s possible. It doesn’t matter since we’re going to prop the door open anyway.”

“That’s what I’m talking about. We can’t stick something in the doorway or the infected will knock it out of the way when they’re searching for what’s making the noise. We need a way to keep the door from fully closing, even if the infected push their way through.”

While the likelihood of the alarm shutting off by itself is slim, we can’t afford to chance it. “Do you have something in mind?”

She drops her gaze. “No.”

I sense movement behind me and whirl around as I pull my machete from its sheath, scaring the crap out of Folsom.

“What the hell, Dillon?” he asks when he catches his breath.

“Sorry. I forgot you were behind me. What are you doing?”

I watch as he shrugs off his jacket. “Well, we need something that will prevent the door from closing, so I’m sacrificing my tie and jacket. If we fold the jacket in half and bind it to the door’s edge using my tie, it will prevent it from latching.”

I’m not sure I understand. “What are you going to tie it to?”

“The door handles.”

The plan is so simple, it might just work. “Make sure you have the thumb drive. It would suck if you left it in your jacket pocket.”

He quickly retrieves the data stick and tucks it in his front pants pocket as his face flushes red from embarrassment. After removing his tie, he hands me the two items.

“I’ll do it,” Sara says, taking the jacket and tie from me. “There’s no reason for all of us to risk our lives.”

My heart nearly stops. I can’t lose her. “No. I’ll do it.”

She glares at me. “I can do this. I need you to watch my back and protect Folsom. He’s the only one who knows how to reprogram the beacon.”

As much as I hate it, she has a valid point. “Fine, but you don’t leave this stairwell until after I make sure the coast is clear. If the infected made it this far into the building, we’ll have to come up with another way to draw them away from the pizza place.”

I wait until she gives me a nod before continuing to the landing, where I set the toolbox on the floor. I peer out the small viewing window on the door, but see no sign of movement. The hallway is clear—for now.

“The exit door is at the end of the hall, about twenty feet away. You’ll need to work fast,” I tell her, hoping nothing goes wrong. “Be ready for anything. While we can’t see any infected right now, it doesn’t mean there’s not any nearby. For all I know, there may be some waiting outside the emergency exit, so be prepared to run.”

She leans forward and gives me a kiss. “I’ll be fine, but if something happens, promise you’ll leave and get the beacon working.”

I lie as I nod my head. There’s no way on God’s green Earth I’ll leave her to die alone. She probably knows this, but chooses not to say anything.

After easing the door open and checking both directions, I move aside as she carefully makes her way to the door. She stares at it for a moment before shaking her head without looking at me. I don’t know what that means. Before I can figure it out, she drops the jacket on the floor and folds the tie in half twice, quadrupling the thickness.

She glances my way, giving me a tentative smile before pressing against the locking bar. The door pops open as a shrill alarm reverberates through the hotel. Sara disappears outside. My heart is in my throat as I wait for her to reenter the hotel. That’s when the sound of dozens of feet coming our way echoes down the hall. It can only be the infected.

I pray for Sara to hurry and do whatever it is she’s doing. Based on the amount of light streaming through the door, it’s standing wide open. It seems like hours before she comes back inside and releases the hold she has on the door. She watches it close until it comes to a stop. There’s about a six-inch gap between the frame and the door. She grins at me as she takes off running toward me.

I watch in horror as her feet get tangled in the discarded jacket and she tumbles to the floor. Without thinking about my own safety, I leave the stairwell and race toward her as she struggles to free herself. I slide to a stop as her eyes grow wide, and she releases a terrified scream.

Glancing over my shoulder, I spot the leading edge of an infected tsunami coming around the corner. They’re a couple hundred feet away, but we have to go toward them to get to the stairs. Untangling her feet will eat up too much time. I grab her arm and drag her entire body as I run to where Folsom is waiting.

It feels like I’m trudging through waist-high snowdrifts as the gap between us and the infected narrows. The only things keeping me moving forward are my adrenaline and the pure terror coursing through my veins. I yank my pistol out of its holster and fire blindly into the mass of death pouring down the hall as I focus on the stairwell door.

I don’t know if I kill any of them, but a few of them collapse to the floor. The infected behind them trip over the bodies, creating a domino effect and slowing the mob down. Several of them aren’t caught up in the melee and are quickly closing the distance between us.

Just as I think we’re not going to make it, Folsom opens the door and grabs my arm, jerking us inside. He lets go of me and grabs the door handle, pulling on it with everything he’s got, while Sara and I struggle to free the jacket from her feet.

Sara kicks the offending piece of clothing away as Folsom lets out a scream. I turn and see that the infected are grabbing the edge of the door, preventing it from fully closing. They’re pulling on the door, and Folsom is losing ground. He braces his foot on the wall next to the door and leans back as the infected slowly widen the gap. If we don’t get out of here in the next thirty seconds, we’ll be torn to shreds.

Grasping my machete, I slide the blade through the opening toward the top and bring it down as fast and with as much force as I can muster, barely missing Folsom’s hands. The infected’s severed fingers fall to the floor, releasing the pressure from their side.

I glance behind and see Sara is on her feet. This is our best chance to escape. “Everyone, run!” I scream as I grab the toolbox off the floor before shoving Folsom in front of me.

We race up the stairs as the infected fight to get inside. The only thing preventing them from achieving their goal is the sheer number of their bodies pressing against it. It’s a losing battle, but eventually they’ll get in. I plan to be on the other side of the hotel before that happens.

We exit on the first floor. I’m not worried about the infected following us. The door is out of their line of sight, so they won’t know what floor we got off on. Not to mention that they’ll have a difficult time climbing the stairs. Hopefully, by the time they figure it out, we’ll have the beacon working again.

“We almost died because of me,” Sara whines as she wipes the tears from her face.

“But we didn’t, so it doesn’t matter.” I glance at her, but the fact that her eyebrows and the corners of her mouth are being pulled down to form a scowl tells me that she doesn’t believe me. “Look, shit happens. You can’t dwell on things like that, or it will drive you crazy. The only thing you should focus on is the fact we survived. Not only that, but we achieved our objective. That’s a double win in my book.”

“I guess, but I still messed up,” she says, looking away from me.

I don’t have time to get into a debate about what she could have done differently. We have a beacon to fix. As we make our way down the hall to the staircase closest to the pizza restaurant, I get curious about something. “How come you didn’t use the jacket like Agent Folsom suggested?”

Sara shakes her head. “The door didn’t have any knobs, so I tucked the tie between the hinge side of the door and the door frame.”

I nod my appreciation at her quick thinking. By putting the tie where she did, it’s unlikely to get knocked out of place. “That was a smart idea.”

“It was the only thing I could think of.”

“It worked, and that’s all that matters,” I reply as we take the stairs down to the mezzanine level where the casino is. We don’t stop since the beacon is on the main floor, but continue down the staircase.

I come to a halt before we make it very far and hold my arm out for the others to do the same. We crouch as I look down the hallway leading to the front lobby. Not all of the infected left. I strain my ears and can’t hear the alarm from where I am. Apparently, we’re too far away, which explains why a few infected are at this end of the building.

We don’t have a choice; we have to slip past them or kill them without attracting others of their kind. I grip the handle of my machete as we proceed toward our destination. We advance as slowly as possible, hoping their poor eyesight will prevent them from registering our movements. When we reach the bottom of the stairs, we hang a left into another hallway.

I’m so focused on the infected in the lobby, I don’t see the ones lingering in the corridor we just entered until one of them moans and moves in our direction. It’s blocking our path to the pizza parlor. I hear an answering moan coming from somewhere behind us. We can’t go forward, and we can’t retreat. We have no option other than to fight our way through.

I step in front of my companions as the closest infected increases its pace. Rather than wait for it, I shove the toolbox into Folsom’s hands before bum-rushing the evil creature. I raise my machete in the air before swinging it in a downward arc. The sharp blade cleaves its way into the monster’s neck, nearly severing its head. The creature drops to the floor.

“Run!” I yell, pointing toward the pizza joint while praying the man upstairs didn’t lie to us.

Sara and Folsom race toward the restaurant. Instead of following them, I hurry to meet the next closest infected. My only thought is to give my companions enough time to get inside the store.

As the beast reaches for me, I step to the side and stick my leg out. The forward momentum of the infected is too great for it to stop in time, and it trips over my calf, face-planting itself into the carpet. Without hesitating, I bring the machete down and sever its spine. It’s out of the fight.

I glance around and realize there’s too many for me to kill. I rush through the door and let it swing closed behind me. I don’t bother trying to lock it since it’s mostly glass and won’t stop the infected from getting inside. Sara is motioning to me from a doorway that leads to the back of the restaurant. Giving her a nod, I wind my way through the blue and white checkered tablecloth-topped tables and past the large open-front pizza oven where people could watch as their pizzas baked. I push her ahead of me with my free hand as the first infected enters the dining room.

Folsom is holding open the door to a large walk-in refrigerator as he waves frantically at us to hurry. “Over here!”

The beacon’s signal can now reach further since the door’s open, and it’s leading the beasts right to us.

We dart across the kitchen and into the walk-in. As the door swings closed, I realize we won’t have any light to see to fix the beacon. We’ve just trapped ourselves inside with no way to contact the others. Unless we think of something, we’ll eventually die of suffocation.
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I can barely see the whites of Agent Folsom’s eyes before the door closes and plunges us into complete and total darkness as he yells, “Turn on the damn light!”

Using my hands, I feel for a way to turn it on, but come up empty. “I can’t find the switch!”

“It’s on the wall outside, right next to the door! There should be a push-button thing you need to press to unlatch the door.”

I search blindly in the dark until I locate the release mechanism. Just as I’m about to open the door, I hear the muted sound of hands slapping against the stainless steel exterior of the walk-in cooler.

“Sara, you’re going to need to turn on the light while I fight the infected.”

“I don’t think I can, Dillon.” Her voice is trembling, but she’s going to have to push through her fear.

“You can do it. It’s just flipping a light switch, which is something you’ve done thousands of times.” I’m trying to reassure her, but I can’t tell how well it’s working since it’s pitch black in here and I can’t see her face.

I almost jump when her hand unexpectedly touches my back. “You’re right. I can do this.”

“Ready?” I ask as I place my hand on the door’s emergency handle.

“Yeah.” This time she sounds more sure of herself.

I grip my machete as I shove hard with my other hand, creating a loud thunk as the door’s latch releases. There’s some resistance since the infected are fighting to get in, so I press my shoulder into the door and shove as hard as I can. I almost fall into the kitchen as the pressure from the other side of the door releases without warning. Thankfully, I get my feet underneath me before that happens.

There’s only four infected, and they’re struggling to untangle themselves. I take the opportunity to do as much damage to them as I can. The rage I feel at what the infected have done to me and my family finally boils over as I repeatedly bring the machete down on the small bodies, chopping and slashing with intense hatred. Tears well in my eyes, causing everything to go out of focus. I don’t even realize I’m yelling until something slaps me on the back.

I turn as I bring my machete to bear, ready to kill whatever touched me.

A piercing scream startles me out of my rage. I wipe my eyes with my forearm and see Sara standing close to me with her hands held out in front of her—as if she’s trying to protect herself. I still have my machete in my hand, but it’s raised over my head. Another second and I would have murdered my girlfriend. I lower my shaking arm and sheathe my blade.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper as I reach for her.

Sara flinches as she hesitates slightly before responding, practically collapsing into my arms as she sobs, “I thought you were going to kill me.”

“Never!” I reply, knowing I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself if she hadn’t screamed.

The moans of the infected waft through the air. Sara’s scream caught the attention of more of the beasts. From the sound of it, we have less than thirty seconds before they find us.

I glance behind me at the bloody remains of what’s left of the infected I hacked to pieces. They’re completely unrecognizable, and an uncontrollable shiver runs down my spine. That could be Sara. The thought scares me half to death. I’ve never been consumed by so much rage before and never want to again.

“Come on. They’re almost here,” Sara pleads with me as she pulls my arm toward the walk-in door.

I nod, not sure I trust myself to speak. I allow the door to close behind us, sealing us in the large refrigerator. It’s cold, but bearable.

Agent Folsom is already working on removing the bottom of the beacon. It’s lying on its side, and he’s crouched beside it as he uses a wrench to remove the bolts holding it together. “Almost done. There’s one more after this one.”

He doesn’t appear to be aware of what happened only a few feet away from him, and I’m not about to tell him. I doubt I could even if I wanted to. He jumps when a thud sounds from outside the door. The infected found us.

If Folsom can’t fix the beacon, we’ll eventually die from lack of oxygen unless the creatures wander away or someone rescues us. I have little hope for either. Still shaking from what I almost did to Sara, I sit on the cold floor with my back resting against the door and my arms wrapped around my knees.

“You’re shivering. Are you cold?” asks Folsom when he glances at me.

I shrug one shoulder as I avert my eyes. The temperature has nothing to do with why I’m shivering. It’s caused by the fear and anxiety of almost killing Sara. On top of that, my adrenaline is crashing, and I’m emotionally spent.

Sara sits next to me and pulls me into a hug as she glares at the agent. “He’s fine. You need to focus on what you’re doing.”

Folsom grunts as he turns his attention to the beacon. A minute later, he removes the bottom panel. “All right. I’m almost done. I just need to plug in the thumb drive, and it should automatically update the software.” He fumbles in his pocket with a worried expression before letting out a breath and relaxing his facial muscles. “Found it,” he states proudly as he holds it triumphantly in the air.

“Good,” I manage to say. The word comes out sounding like a frog said it, but whatever.

He moves to the top of the unit and turns it on before returning to the bottom and plugging the data stick into a USB port. A slight whirling noise sounds as the hard drive inside the beacon kicks on. “It should only take a few seconds. The program I wrote will completely disable the frequency drawing the infected so it can’t ever be switched back.”

The sound of the infected beating on the door increased as soon as the beacon was turned on. Apparently, the signal can still escape the insulated walls of the oversized refrigerator. I imagine it’s muted so it can’t go very far. The only reason it works on the ones in the kitchen is because they’re so close to the source.

A loud beep interrupts my thoughts as the noises in the kitchen instantaneously subside.

“It works!” shouts Folsom, almost making me go deaf. “Let me put the cover on, and then we can get out of here.”

Sara pulls me closer to her. “Are you okay?”

I turn and stare into her eyes. “I almost killed you,” I whisper, not able to raise my voice any higher for fear of it cracking from emotion.

“But you didn’t. Don’t beat yourself up. After all, you’re only human. In this crazy new world, everyone’s allowed to go off the deep end every now and then.”

She’s trying to reassure me, but I doubt it’s possible. How can she ever forgive me for doing something so stupid?

Sara shifts her body slightly. “Remember when you were staying with Zach at his house right after the infection took hold?”

I nod. Too afraid to trust my voice. I’ve told the story several times since we met, but I’m unsure where she’s going with it.

“When Zach zoned out and gave up, you tossed a loaded gun in his lap and told him to shoot himself. Why?”

I crinkle my brow, not sure what that has to do with anything. “To bring him back to reality.”

“Exactly, just like how my scream brought you back. You’re not alone in this and shouldn’t be mad at yourself for what happened. I’ve already forgiven you. You need to do the same.”

It’s not really the same thing. Zach was depressed and had given up on living, while I went berserk and almost killed someone I love. That said, I understand what she’s getting at.

I take a deep breath and give her a grim smile. “I’ll try.”

“That’s all I’m asking,” she replies, sheepishly returning my grin.

Folsom clears his throat. “All done. Are you two ready?”

I assume he overheard our conversation, but I honestly don’t care. “Yeah. Let’s go save everyone.”

I ease the door open and peer into the kitchen through the crack as it widens. A pitiful, moanful wail comes from behind the door, scaring the crap out of me, but I don’t hear any shuffling noises to indicate the little beast is moving closer to me. Sucking in a breath, I pull out my machete. It’s coated with the black blood of the little demons I killed earlier, but I don’t have time to clean the blade. I step out of the cooler, allowing the rest of the room to come into view.

An infected is frantically clawing at the wall in the furthest corner, attempting to escape the beacon’s signal. I take a step toward it as I raise my machete, then I freeze in fear as my mind flashes back to what happened earlier.

“It’s okay, Dillon. You can do this,” Sara encourages me in a soft voice.

I straighten my back as I take another step closer to the abomination of nature. She’s right. I can do it. I have to if I want to be able to protect my family in the future. If I can’t kill the infected, I’m basically useless. With renewed determination, I move closer and closer until I’m at arm’s length from the beast. It could easily kill me if it weren’t for the beacon.

With a loud roar, I bring the blade down with as much force as I can and cleave it into the wall next to the creature’s head. The infected freezes in place for half a second before continuing to claw the wall in an attempt to escape the beacon’s signal. I sob as I back away, terrified the little monster will turn on me. It doesn’t, but Sara wraps her arms around me.

“You’re okay,” she reassures me. I’m not, and I doubt I ever will be again.

Agent Folsom steps around us and slams a wrench into the skull of the infected. The beast falls silent as it crumples to the floor. After confirming the creature is dead, he yanks my machete out of the drywall and hands it to me with a grim expression. “You might need this.”

I don’t imagine I’ll ever be able to wield my machete again, but I reluctantly take it out of his hand. “Thanks,” I say solemnly as I slide the machete into its sheath. I need to clean it since the blade was coated in gore the last time I put it away, but that’s a problem for later.

The beacon is too awkward for us to carry very far. Sara solves this problem when she discovers a food cart tucked inside a small nook. Between me and Agent Folsom, we place the beacon on the cart.

I’m still feeling shaky from my earlier ordeal, so I let him push the cart. Sara slips her hand in mine as we exit the kitchen. It’s comforting, and I gently squeeze her hand as I force myself to grin at her. “Thanks.”

Sara shoulder bumps me to let me know she has my back as we follow Folsom through the overturned tables and chairs. The infected did a number on the restaurant, but at least we survived. Now, all we need to do is save everyone else.
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As we make our way to the West Virginia Wing, we come across several infected who are struggling to escape the hotel. Each time, I freeze in fear as Sara and Agent Folsom take turns slaughtering the beasts.

I feel completely worthless, but I’m unable to force myself to eliminate the creatures—not out of sympathy for them, but more so due to being terrified I’ll go into another uncontrollable killing frenzy. No matter how much I try to convince myself it was a onetime thing, I can’t shake off the fear it might happen again. If it does, I might not be able to stop myself, and I could hurt or kill someone I love. It’s a chance I can’t afford to take.

When we arrive at the doors leading to where our friends are, we find three infected frantically trying to get away from the beacon. Sara pulls me to the side while Folson takes care of the threat.

“You need to pull yourself together. Those people in there can’t see you like this,” she says as she stares into my eyes while cradling my hands in hers.

“I can’t help it. I almost killed you,” I reply quietly—like a child who did something wrong but doesn’t want to admit their mistake.

“Then you’ll need to fake it until we get home. You don’t have to face the infected. Send a group to clear the hotel of the ones who couldn’t find their way out while you stay here and interrogate the terrorists.”

I let out a breath as I straighten my back. “You’re right. I’ll do my best, but can you sit in the front row where I can see you? I might need the moral support.”

“Of course. Just remember to breathe and focus on me or Zach if you start to feel overwhelmed. That way, you can remember what we’re fighting for. Our family and friends.”

I’m not sure it will be enough, but I give her a grim smile before kissing her forehead.

Folsom drags the last dead infected away from the doors before walking toward me. “I won’t say anything about what happened.”

I give him a grateful nod. “Thanks.” I suck in a lungful of air before slowly releasing it. It actually seems to ease my anxiety by a tiny fraction. Hopefully, it will work well enough to fool those inside. “Let’s check on the others.”

A shiver passes through my body as my hand brushes the handle of my machete as I retrieve my radio from my belt. I ignore it the best I can.

“This is Dillon. Does anyone have a copy?”

“Oh my God! Dillon, are you all right?” It’s Zach. I should have radioed earlier, but after the incident with the infected, it never crossed my mind.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “I can do this,” I mutter to myself before hitting the transmit button. “We’re fine. The beacon is fixed, and we’re standing outside in the hallway.”

The doors fly open seconds later as Zach pushes his way through. He makes a beeline for me and wraps me in a hug. “Thank God you’re okay.”

Zach isn’t usually this touchy-feely, so I know he’s been worried about me. I return the hug before releasing him.

“Some of the infected got inside. We need to search this place from top to bottom and make sure we clear it so no one gets hurt. Let’s secure these doors and have a quick meeting about who’s doing what.”

He gives me an odd look—as if he senses something in the tone of my voice—before glancing at Sara and then back at me. “What’s wrong?”

I shake my head as I lower my eyes, hoping to avoid any more questions. “It’s nothing important. I’ll tell you about it later.”

Zach stares at me for a moment before giving me a slight nod. “All right, but I’m going to hold you to that.”

“Okay, everyone. Let’s return to the auditorium. I have some things we need to discuss,” I announce, waving my hands at them. “Sergeant Egan, can you post a couple of your men here as a precaution? The beacon’s working, but it would make me feel better.”

He frowns at me before telling Corporal Chavez and Corporal Allen to stand guard.

A few minutes later, we’re back where we were before the infected arrived. The agents are seated; the prisoners are sitting along the wall, and I’m standing at the podium.

I can’t bring myself to look around the room. If I do, they may realize I’m a fraud and can’t be trusted. Remembering Sara’s advice, I search her out. She gives me a smile and then mouths the words ‘You can do this. I love you.’—making some of my anxiety vacate my body.

“Fake it till I make it,” I mumble to myself before moving closer to the mic. “First things first. Private Hoffman, hold off on refilling the fuel tanks. Let’s give the infected time to leave the area. Second, we’ll need to clear the entire hotel. There’s infected inside, and some of them can’t seem to figure out how to leave. Sergeant Egan, I’ll leave that for you and your men to take care of. Once that’s done, the agents can help with the disposal of the bodies. As for our captives, I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to interrogate you one by one. If I get a sense that you weren’t aware of what was going on, you’ll be released. Those I’m not sure about will be held until the proper authorities can be contacted. At which point, you’ll be turned over to them.”

“What if there isn’t anyone left alive to turn them over to? Are we just going to kill them?”

I look up to see who’s talking to me, and my heart nearly stops. It’s the same man from the picture I saw next to Haun Li’s name. I can’t let him know I realize he’s involved. Instead of responding immediately, I search out Sergeant Egan.

“Sergeant, will you join me for a second so we can discuss it? It’s a good question, and I’d like to be able to give him an answer.”

I’m lying, but it gives me a good excuse to tell Egan about the mystery man without him knowing.

Most of the people in the room watch the sergeant as he makes his way onto the stage. I meet him halfway so the mic doesn’t pick up our conversation.

I turn my back to the auditorium in case Li can read lips like Jon can. “Is the man who asked the question the same man you escorted from the bunker?”

Sergeant Egan pinches the top of the bridge of his nose, right between his eyes. Apparently, he’s caught on that he’s not there to talk about executing the prisoners. “Yeah. Why?”

“I assume that’s Chang Lee?”

“That’s the name he gave me,” he replies, shifting his body slightly so he’s not facing everyone.

“Each of the names in Long’s computer had a photo beside them. The man claiming to be Lee isn’t Chang Lee. His real name is Huan Li, and he was on the list. He was paid over a million dollars, while Folsom and the others got a hundred thousand or less. He’s one of the terrorists.”

I have to give it to the sergeant; his expression doesn’t change at hearing the news. “So what’s the plan? When the infected attacked, we let everyone except the prisoners have their guns back. I know he took one as well.”

I quickly relay what I want him to do before returning to the podium. “Mister Lee,” I say, staring at the imposter. “We’ve decided to let everyone vote on what to do. This is too important for only one or two people to decide their fates.”

The man nods thoughtfully. “That sounds fair, but after what they did, execution is the only punishment that makes sense.”

“What makes you say that? Wouldn’t it be more logical to keep them alive in case they’re withholding information?”

While I have no intention of allowing those responsible for killing millions of my fellow Americans to live, by keeping Lee/Li focused on me, it gives Egan time to make his way around the room and share my plan with his men.

Lee/Li shakes his head. “They’ve killed billions of innocent people. Shouldn’t the punishment fit the crime? I say we feed them to the infected while they’re still alive.”

That’s something I wouldn’t normally wish on anyone, but I agree it’s a fitting sentence in this instance. I see a few bobbing heads in the audience as I scan to see where Egan and his men are. One by one, they’ve slowly made their way closer to the stairs leading to the stage.

I raise my brows and press my lips together as I nod. “That’s an interesting idea. Why don’t you come up here and explain your position to everyone? If the majority agrees, then that’s what we’ll do.”

Lee/Li grins and heads toward the stairs. As he steps onto the first step, I enact my plan.

“Hey, Haun?”

“Yeah?” he says, glancing up at me with the same stupid grin before his expression goes slack when he realizes he answered to his real name.

He jerks his head around and finds half a dozen guns pointing at him.

“Don’t move!” growls Egan as Corporal Hagan moves next to the man and retrieves the pistol from his waistband.

“I can explain!”

I snort at his blatant attempt to get me to believe him. “I’m sure you can. Until then, Sergeant Egan is going to take you into custody.”

Once he’s been thoroughly searched and restrained with zip ties, I clear my throat. “After giving it some thought, I’ve decided you’re right. Anyone convicted of being a terrorist will be fed to the infected.”

Haun visibly pales at these words. “I’m being set up!”

I almost laugh at his feeble excuse. “There’s something that’s been bothering me. When I answered the phone in Doctor Wilson’s office, you asked to speak to him. Why?”

“It’s none of your business!” Haun growls at me as he tries to shake himself loose from Corporal Hagan and Private Hoffman. He can struggle all he wants. Even if he gets away from the two soldiers, there’s no way anyone will allow him to leave the room alive.

“It kinda is since I hold your fate in my hands. Normally, I’d assume you were just checking to see if he found a vaccine, except his laptop exploded seconds after the call and then the beacon changed frequencies, only to detonate a little while later.”

He stops struggling and smirks at me. “That’s right. Stephen was working on a vaccine, and his results looked promising. That’s why I called him, but I had nothing to do with the explosion. I was just Long’s pawn. Nothing more!”

I nod, raising my eyebrows. “I see.” I shift my gaze to where the prisoners are. “Agent Folsom, can you briefly explain how the program you designed for the beacons works?”

He scrunches his facial muscles. “I’m not sure what you want to know. Basically, the program allowed Director Long to remotely control the beacons. He could turn them off, on, or set it to one of two frequencies. There was also a fifth command, but I wasn’t told what it would activate. I assume it must have been connected to the explosives.”

“Did it have an auto-restart function?” This is what I really want to know.

He shakes his head. “I wasn’t asked to program one, so I didn’t include it as an option.”

“Thank you, Agent,” I say as I turn to Haun. “Mister Li, it seems we have a bit of a conundrum. We were under the assumption Director Long was the one controlling the beacons; however, I know that isn’t possible. He was definitely involved in setting everything up, but the beacon came online when the director was in here with all of us. That means it had to be turned on by someone else. You’re the only one left who’s connected to everything, and you were still in the bunker when the beacon was activated. Therefore, it had to be you.”

Haun’s mouth drops open as his eyes widen in fear. I know I’m right, and so does everyone else in the room.

“You can’t prove it!” he growls.

“Maybe not yet, but once we have a vaccine, those bunker doors will open and we’ll find your laptop. It should contain enough evidence to convict you. Until then, you’ll be interrogated and held in custody.”

The previously confident
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