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JACK RAMSAY HEARD THE helicopter coming even though it was still a long way off. The heavy, dull roar of the engine carried quite a way through the forest, and through previous experience, Jack knew this was a bigger vehicle than the private ones which occasionally passed over the rather scenic surroundings of Bell Valley. Jack slammed the axe into the tree stump and gathered the split logs, taking them back up the well-worn path to his cabin, created by his daily journey to chop wood. His home consisted of three rooms, the primary being one large, open space with the kitchen-diner on the right and the living area on the left. Directly across from the front door was the closed door to the larger of the two bedrooms and, after depositing the logs by the stove in the kitchen, that’s exactly where Jack went. The room was spartanly furnished, just a bed under the small window facing the door with a wardrobe on the left and the metal locker where his weapons were kept on the right. He deftly tapped in the four digit code on the locker, opened the doors and quickly retrieved his loaded pistol, slipping it in the back of his jeans before grabbing the assault rifle and slipping the strap over his head so it hung off his side. He didn’t feel the need to collect any other weapons at that moment as he didn’t know for sure that the occupants of the helicopter were seeking him, but in his former life he’d made enough enemies to make him cautious any time something sounding heavy enough to be military grade came in the direction of his home. And almost as bad as his enemies were his former friends.

Heading back outside, he started towards the place he knew would be the most logical for a landing zone. There was a clearing about five minutes walk north of where he’d built his home in the forest; that’s where they’d land, and that’s where he’d be waiting. He had set up a hide in a large tree that gave a perfect line of sight of the whole clearing, so he jogged to the rope ladder that allowed access to the platform he’d constructed, climbed up and pulled it up behind him. Now, all he needed to do was wait. He made a few quick checks to make certain he was concealed, such as ensuring the camouflage sheet he’d placed over the top of the construction was firmly in place, then he hunkered down, the assault rifle aiming out towards the open space below. Jack knew he wouldn’t have to wait long.

Ten minutes or so passed and then he saw the large, black helicopter settling down onto the dirt. It bore no markings - no indications to which branch of the military it might belong - and that let Jack know exactly who had come to pay him a visit. He clicked the safety off his weapon and took aim down the sight. The pilot disengaged the engine and the rotors started slowing down; as this happened, the left door of the transport opened up and a trio of armed men in forest fatigues hopped out. They were fully armed and armored, and immediately began sweeping the area to establish a perimeter. Once the three were settled one more passenger stepped out from the gloomy interior of the helicopter; he was an older man with white hair that had deserted the crown of his head, who wore standard army fatigues with a General’s insignia on the sleeve. He took a look around as he retrieved a cap from his belt, which he slowly put his head. Jack recognized him. He was Tobias Maxwell, and he was part of the reason Jack had chosen to live in exile.

Maxwell took a few steps away from the helicopter, looking disdainfully at the dirt which rose with each footfall, as though offended it was soiling his uniform and boots.

“Couldn’t have found a cleaner place to retire, Jack?” He called out loudly, lifting up his boot and examining the sole before stomping it down and looking around the clearing. The helicopters rotors were coming to a complete stop, whining as they powered down.

Jack didn’t respond. Maxwell wasn’t an idiot; if he’d sought Jack out then he had to expect the reception he’d receive, and yet he’d come anyway. Whatever was wrong, it had to be bad.

“Are you going to shoot me Jack?” Maxwell demanded; his voice more easily audible now that the rotors had ceased spinning. “Honestly, it might be easier for me if you did, given what’s going on out there.”

Jack examined Maxwell’s face through the scope on the weapon. There was something wrong; in all the years they’d worked together, all the crisis’ they’d dealt with, Maxwell had never once looked as haggard as he did now. Still, Jack said nothing.

“Do you even know what’s going on out there? I can’t imagine you get good reception out here.”

As tempting as it was just to shoot him then and there, Jack found a gnawing curiosity eating at him with regards to why Maxwell would risk catching a bullet to come and see him.

“What do you want?” Jack asked loudly. The soldiers twitched, looking around the space for the source of the voice.

“I guess that means you’re not just going to shoot me?” Maxwell questioned, his voice sounding a little hoarse from shouting.

“I haven’t decided!”

“Fair enough. I’ll come alone to your cabin, we can talk there.”

“Don’t move!”

“Jack, I didn’t come all this way to lose my voice shouting at trees!” Maxwell told him dismissively, starting forward. He made a simple hand gesture to indicate the soldiers should stay in position, and then continued on in the direction of Jack’s cabin.

Jack kept Maxwell in his sight for a little while longer, then with a reluctant sigh, he clicked the safety back on and, without being seen or heard by the three soldiers, left the hide, climbing down the ladder and taking a slightly different route back to his home. He moved quickly, to arrive there before Maxwell, going to the front door and leveling his weapon as soon as he saw his former boss.

“Jack! It’s good to see you.” Maxwell announced once he set eyes on him.

“I wish I could say the same.”

“Are you still sore about what happened?”

“It’s crossed my mind from time to time.”

“I can imagine.” Maxwell said with a chuckle. He reached into his jacket and retrieved a packet of cigarettes. He took one out then pulled a lighter from his pocket. After drawing heavily on it, he blew the smoke into the sky.

“I thought you quit?” Jack asked.

“I take it that means you haven’t seen the news?”

“I don’t have a television or a radio.”

“So what do you do out here?”

Jack shrugged.

“I read. I do a little woodwork.”

“Nice.” Maxwell told him, sounding oddly genuine. “Don’t suppose I can come inside?”

Jack kept his weapon on Maxwell, but retreated into his living space. Taking it as an invitation, Maxwell followed him, looking appreciatively around.

“This is great.” Maxwell said as he took a fleeting look out of the window before moving to the bookcase on the left of the room where he traced a finger along the spines of the books. “Some good reading here. Are you going to lower that weapon anytime soon?”

“I still haven’t decided if I’m going to shoot you or not.” Jack responded coolly.

Maxwell glanced back at him and smiled.

“Tell me why you’re here.”

Maxwell reached into his jacket and retrieved his phone. He offered it to Jack but, perhaps wary of doing anything that might be perceived as a threat, remained where he was. Jack approached, reached out and took the phone before stepping smartly back – but only after glancing towards the still open door to make sure he couldn’t see anyone advancing towards the cabin. With his back to the wall Jack turned on the phone and saw a confidential report had been left open, the glare of the screen reflecting in his blue eyes; he read it quickly, then scoffed.

“Bullshit. What is this?”

“This is what’s happening out there right now.”

“I was in town a couple of weeks ago and there wasn’t anything like this on the news.”

“That’s because it happened last week; all of what’s being described there happened in eight days.”

Jack shook his head and, keeping his weapon trained on Maxwell, returned his attention to the report, reading it in more detail this time. It was an internal memo, eyes only for high ranking, high security clearance personnel, and it detailed an outbreak of an unknown virus that had a number of truly insane sounding effects: cannibalism, loss of intelligence, slowed movement and a highly contagious bite. In short, it was summarized as a ‘zombie’ virus.

“I’m not sure what trick you’re trying to pull here—”

“Damn it, Jack!” Maxwell snapped. “I’m not pulling a trick! Do you think I’d come all the way out here with this if it wasn’t absolutely necessary?”

“Zombies?” Jack questioned, shaking his head.

“It’s real. We’ve already lost control of a few major east coast cities, now the virus is popping up everywhere. It’s going global, Jack.”

Jack scrolled further down the report and saw that there was an attachment with pictures. He tapped it with his thumb and what he saw revolted him.

“Those pictures you’re looking at were taken from a variety of sources: closed circuit cameras, internet videos and body cams from both law enforcement and military personnel.”

Jack saw pictures of groups of up to twenty people biting, eating and ripping apart their fellow citizens. The infected, as they were captioned, were of a vast variety in appearance; some looked relatively normal, others were missing limbs. It was almost impossible to accept that what he was seeing was real, but there the pictures were. The last few images were from street cameras showing groups numbering in the hundreds surging towards police and military barricades.

“This is...” Jack trailed off.

“Unbelievable? Yeah, it is that.” Maxwell finished. He was calmer now, moving over to Jack’s single armchair and taking a seat.

“How did this happen?” Jack questioned, tossing the phone back towards Maxwell - but keeping the gun exactly where it was.

“We’re not sure. Collating data from everywhere, from hospitals to the CDC, it seems there were reports of an abnormally high number of cases of summer flu in some of the major cities; not enough to make anyone nervous but enough to raise an eyebrow. It seemed to settle down after a while, but then we started receiving reports of violent attacks - cannibals roaming the streets in packs tearing apart anyone who got in their path. It didn’t take long for us to figure out they were already dead.”

“Really?”

“Really. Those images are of the reanimated dead attacking and eating the living. It was mostly on the east coast, but like I said, now it's everywhere. We’ve now got cases from Los Angeles to Salt Lake City all the way to New York City; the Brits have reported outbreaks in London and Manchester. Europe too: France, Germany, and Spain. It’s spreading faster than any disease model that’s ever been developed. The worst part is that those who get bitten turn into them; the only way to put them down is to blow their damn brains out. The doctors have determined that there is actually very limited brain activity; just enough to stimulate a few senses and a primal need. Unfortunately, that need is the need to feed.”

Jack rubbed his hand over his head, the dark stubble where he’d cut his hair short scratching at his fingers.

“So why come to see me?”

“Because we need you.”

“You didn’t need me when you left me out to dry in Faradanistan.” Jack told him coldly. Maxwell shrugged.

“It wasn’t personal, Jack. We had a security leak and there were only two candidates: you or Grier. The decision was above my pay grade. If it’s any consolation, I figured you’d get out alive and it was just a matter of time before they found evidence it was Grier.”

“And while he was as free as a bird, and probably still passing on information, I was held prisoner. By the time I broke out, months later, I was starved and dehydrated.”

“I didn’t say I thought you’d get out quickly.” Maxwell said, finishing his cigarette and tossing the butt into the fireplace. Jack relaxed a little and lowered the weapon. He hated Maxwell, but what he’d told him was just crazy enough to be true.

“I always figured you’d find me eventually. I didn’t think it would be for something like this though.”

“Didn’t need to find you, Jack. I always knew where you were. I just figured you’d need some time to cool off.”

Jack narrowed his eyes, wondering how Maxwell had known where he was. There were only a few possibilities and all of them were uncomfortable. Under the present circumstances however, Jack knew those were questions for later, so he went to the dining table, grabbed the singular chair and took it over so he could sit across from Maxwell.

“So why me? What can I do about a damned zombie apocalypse?”

“There’s a doctor - an absolute expert in her field - and she claims to have unique knowledge of the origin of the virus. Doctor Emma Reed.”

“What is her knowledge exactly?”

“She wouldn’t say. The good Doctor assures us she’ll tell us everything we need to know, but only if we can get her out of the place she’s currently located.”

“And that is?”

“In the middle of Dewbury, here in Illinois.”

“Never heard of it.” Jack responded shortly.

“It’s an average sized city; population of about a hundred thousand and the corporate home of a few different technology companies, not that they’re up and running anymore.”

“And?”

“Dewbury has been almost completely overrun. UAVs have done flybys and we’re seeing groups of thousands and tens of thousands of those infected by the virus on the street. UAV sweeps and estimates from our boots on the ground indicate maybe ten percent of the population is still alive, and they’re all trapped within evacuation zones we’re struggling to keep out of the hands of the undead.”

Jack shook his head. It was almost unimaginable that so many people were dead, let alone that so many of them were dead and walking about trying to eat those still alive.

“I’m still not seeing why you need me.” Jack stated.

“Because you were our extraction specialist; you’ve pulled assets out of war zones across the world and right now we need the best.”

Jack scoffed.

“Right.”

“It’s true.” Maxwell assured him, retrieving and lighting another cigarette. “When I said that leaving you out there wasn’t personal, I meant it. You were a damn fine soldier, but there was a leak and it had to be plugged. Would you rather I’d have had you and Grier shot? Then you’d be dead in a ditch out there rather than living a life of quaint luxury. Sounds to me like I made the right call.”

“You really are a self-righteous son of a bitch, Maxwell.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But right now, we need to put our differences aside and work together. If we can’t find a way to cure or contain this outbreak, we’re looking at an extinction level event within a month. Sure, people like you out in the middle of nowhere might get away with it for a while longer; you’ll get away with it right up until everyone in the cities and towns are eaten alive, then the hungry dead are going to be out of food and they’re going to go hunting elsewhere.”

“That’s not my problem.” Jack countered.

“See, I figured you’d say something like that. I figured you’d be reluctant and indignant, that you’d act like you don’t give a damn. But I know a secret, Jack. Would you like to know what it is?”

“Thrill me.”

“You actually care a lot more for people than you make out. You were the best because when someone needed you - when innocent lives were in the balance - you’d go to any lengths necessary to save them. Some people do this job for the paycheck, others do it because they like the violence and some do it for the thrill. You do it because you actually want to do good; that’s a rare thing in this trade, Jack, and it’s a trait we’re probably going to need in the coming days.”

“Appealing to my better nature?” Jack questioned with a sneer. “Shit must really be hitting the fan out there.”

“What you saw in those pictures is just the tip of the iceberg.” Maxwell told him, finishing his second cigarette and tossing it into the fireplace. “So, are you coming with me?”

“What’s the mission? Be specific.”

“Doctor Reed is trapped in the Dewbury Central Hospital near the middle of the city. We heard from her an hour ago; she’s got a few other survivors with her, but she’s the priority. They’ve been surrounded by the undead and, unless something changes soon, it's just a matter of time before the enemy finds a way in and that will be the end of her and possibly the rest of mankind.”

“I’m still not really clear on why you need me.”

“Because these things - these zombies, whatever you want to call them - are attracted by sound and smell. A large presence will pull them in like a magnet, so we need a small, surgical team to get through with as little fuss as possible so we can get that Doctor to safety. You’ve done that before.”

“So have a lot of others.”

“Damn it, Jack, do you want me to beg, is that it? Do you want me to apologize and prostrate myself before you? Well too fucking bad! I did what I thought was right and I’d do it again. I’m here asking you for help because I think you’re a good enough man to put the past aside and help people who need your set of skills. Am I wrong?”

Jack took a deep breath, thinking carefully for a moment before answering.

“You’re not wrong.”

“Good.”

“But if you screw me over again—”

“We understand each other, Jack.” Maxwell assured him. “Come on, we’ve got a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it in.” He added as he stood, heading briskly towards the door. Jack took a look around his home, wondering when he’d be back, then stood and followed his former commander.
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Jack boarded the helicopter with Maxwell and the three soldiers who had accompanied him. The trio eyed Jack suspiciously, especially when they saw he was bringing his own weapons, but Maxwell instructed them to stand down. Once the helicopter was lifting off, the trio took off their helmets and Jack got a look at them and was introduced.

“Jack, this is Sergeant Oliver Cross.” Maxwell announced, gesturing to the middle of the trio. “He’ll be accompanying you on the mission. He’s formerly British Special Forces, reassigned to work with us for a little op we were running. Before that he was on loan—”

“I don’t really care about his past history.” Jack interrupted curtly.

“Jack Ramsay. I’ve heard the stories.” Cross greeted, though from his demeanor it was clear he still wasn’t entirely at ease in Jack’s presence. “Kinda surprised to find you living out in the woods like this. Not sure I could manage without some creature comforts.”

“I had everything I needed. Town’s not far, there’s a river for bathing and I dug my own well.” Jack told him, observing Cross was bald, dark eyed and generally dark featured.

“And you shit in the woods?” The younger man on the left questioned. He had a strong New York accent, a buzz cut to his copper hair and the cock-sure attitude that came with youth. Probably not out of his twenties, Jack thought, and had probably seen some combat - just enough to make him think it made him an expert. Jack hoped he was right, for his own sake. If things were as bad as they seemed, they couldn’t afford to carry anyone.

“Shut up, Bridges.” Cross snapped at him.

“Corporal Rodney Bridges. He was touring in Faradanistan at the same time you were. He’s good with mechanical things.” Maxwell explained.

“Amongst many other talents.” Bridges added with a smug smile. Jack ignored the comment and glanced at the man on the right. He had slightly longer hair than the others and was heavily tanned.

“Sergeant Jose Rodriguez. Best marksman I’ve ever worked with.” Cross announced. “He doesn’t talk much.”

Rodriguez bowed his head in a polite way, a gesture that Jack returned before looking back to Maxwell.

“Where are we going?”

“Fort Elridge, Illinois. It’s our main base of operations in the area as well as a refugee centre. We’re evacuating people there then shipping them out to less affected regions or onto ships.” Maxwell explained.

“Travel time to Dewbury from there?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“I won’t get too comfortable then.” Jack said, reclining a little in his seat. “Is there anyone else you’re putting on this?”

“Captain Elizabeth Hall; she’ll be providing technical and logistical support off-site. You’ll get a minute to meet her when we touch down.” Maxwell explained.

Settling in, Jack rode the rest of the way in silence. It was strange how quickly he was falling back into line. Before he’d been left out to dry by Maxwell, Jack had worked for him and the Coalition; it was something of a melting pot of international special forces units, intelligence agencies and private ‘assets’. What they did was highly classified and, in some cases, never recorded at all. It was a given that if they were caught they’d be disavowed and left to deal with it - which was part of the reason Jack’s employment with them had come to an end. During his years of service, which ended with him holding the rank of Major, the thing that mattered most to Jack was that it was an organization promoting working together towards common goals, with members from the United States all the way to Russia. Whenever a dangerous threat emerged that needed to be stopped quietly, the Coalition was notified and they took care of it. From espionage to surgical strikes, they’d been working to create a safer world for decades. It was all history now; recent history, but in the past nonetheless. Glancing out of the window, he couldn’t see anything that might indicate that the world had gone to hell in a hand-basket. The truth was it just looked like any other early evening; it made him wonder if this was the calm before the storm.

After about thirty minutes they were nearing Fort Elridge and the scene outside changed drastically. There was more activity below them than at any military base Jack had been to before: planes preparing for takeoff, helicopters coming and going and a steady stream of movement of ground personnel. Closer, Jack could see the stream also contained masses of civilians, clearly identifiable from their dress and the way they huddled together fearfully.

“You believe me now, Jack?” Maxwell questioned.

“If I didn’t believe you before I wouldn’t have come.” Jack informed him, though seeing the view below really did crystallize what was happening to the world. Fort Elridge, he could see, had a few large barracks, an old, fortified bunker - that was likely the armory - and a much larger central building which was undoubtedly the command centre. There was also a city of sorts made up of tents, which had been set up behind the command centre; likely to house the continual stream of incoming refugees while they worked to get them away to a place of safety. Around the perimeter were tanks, armored vehicles and sandbag walls, currently manned by ground forces. Behind them a chain link fence ran around the perimeter of the facility, heavily guarded by more soldiers. It seemed they were taking the security of the facility seriously, but if what Maxwell had said about the number of infected was true, Jack wondered if, even with all the defenders below, they had enough ammunition to hold back the thousands strong horde if they chose to surge towards the base.

After a few moments in a holding pattern, the helicopter began to descend before clunking down onto a cleared space marked by chemical light sticks. Cross and the others moved to the door, opened it and hopped down, followed by Jack and Maxwell.

“Bridges, get Ramsay some gear and bring it back to the helo.” Cross instructed.

“What am I, the personal shopper of the group?” Bridges questioned sarcastically as he started to walk away in the direction of the armory.

“You’re whatever the hell I decide!” Cross yelled after him severely. Bridges shrugged the comment off and hurried away, disappearing into the crowd a few moments later. Rodriguez stayed with the helicopter, sitting on the edge with his hands on his lap.

“Come on, Jack, we’ll give you a full briefing while the helicopter is being refueled, then we need you in the air.” Maxwell announced. Jack nodded and fell in behind Maxwell as he led the way to the command centre, Cross bringing up the rear.

“What kind of authority does the Coalition have here?”

“Our involvement has been codenamed: ‘The Z Directive’. We’re supplementing military assets in the field; we don’t have direct control over any units other than our own. You might see some familiar faces here, Jack, from your days in the service.”

“Right.” Jack responded, almost hoping he didn’t run into any old acquaintances.

It took a little while, even though there were clear lines organized to give military personnel an avenue to move through - with the civilians in a separate line being funneled either to transport or towards the temporary housing area behind the command centre that Jack had seen on his way in. The looks on those people’s faces, however, was truly haunting. Jack had seen a lot of human misery in his years as a soldier; it was something that was a tragic constant in warzones. Some held their phones outwards from their chests, pictures of people who were presumably missing loved ones shining out from the screens. There was a forlorn expression on their faces; a deep rooted sadness that was tempered only by the faintest of hopes that the people they cared about hadn’t met the same, terrible end they’d seen others succumb to. Seeing someone you cared for killed was a terrible thing, Jack knew, but seeing them torn apart and devoured by walking corpses... Who could prepare for that?

Jack forced himself to look away and focused on the advance towards the command centre. It was built of red brick, vaguely rectangular, with windows restricted to the central unit only on the first floor, while the second had windows along the entire facade. Antennas, satellite dishes and other components which would facilitate communication and connection to the wider military network festooned the top of the flat roof, and even here sentries were posted to keep watch over the landscape beyond the perimeter fence. The double doors were guarded by a pair of soldiers who seemed to recognize Maxwell on sight; they saluted him and Maxwell returned it, freeing them to lean over and open the doors as soon as the trio neared, swinging them inward and revealing the grey stone floor of the lobby area. A pair of side corridors led off to the left and right, while in the far corners of the room stairs led up to the second floor. On the left and right sides of the upper floor was a walkway, each with corridors leading off them. In the far wall, directly across from the door, was the closed metal door of an elevator, which was also guarded by a pair of soldiers. Sounds of activity echoed around the building, some clearly the heavy footfalls of booted soldiers while others, more hurried but lighter in step, were undoubtedly support personnel. Jack imagined the mess hall and medical centers were working in overdrive in an effort to tend to any wounded civilians as well as feed the hungry, frightened masses. Jack certainly didn’t envy the work they had to do.

Maxwell went straight for the elevator, the soldiers saluting before one turned to press the call button as he approached. Once on board, Maxwell swiped a security card through a key card reader beside the floor panel, then pressed the button marked ‘B1’. The elevator rumbled down for a few moments and when the doors opened, Jack saw a short corridor that terminated at a walkway overlooking a large room; the glow of huge wall mounted monitors on the opposite wall strong even without getting closer. Maxwell led the way down the corridor and onto the walkway that was above the lower section of the room, allowing Jack to see the space in full. There were two rows of computer stations on the lower floor facing the array of wall monitors ahead of them, all of which were manned. To the left and right on the upper floor, accessed via the walkway, was a large, glass room. One appeared to be a conference room, the other a supervisor’s office that was currently unoccupied, though Jack imagined Maxwell had taken up a position there owing to the excellent visibility of the floor below it would afford. Coming up the short metal staircase that connected the walkway to the bullpen below was an attractive woman with short, dark hair. She was wearing blue and grey fatigues, had a headset on and was carrying a tablet computer in her left hand.

“Sir, we’ve established contact with Doctor Reed again.” She announced with a definite southern accent. Her grey eyes flicked over Jack, observing he was there and seemingly knowing who he was, though she didn’t seem all that interested in him at that moment.

“What’s her status?”

“The infected are pressing on all sides and they’ve been forced to abandon the second floor.”

“Damn it.” Maxwell said, shaking his head. “Put her through to the conference room, we’ll brief Jack and get her full report at the same time, Elizabeth.”

“Understood.” She answered, glancing again at Jack before turning on the heels of her boots and advancing towards the conference room. Maxwell followed her and, in turn, so did Jack and Cross.

The conference room could seat twelve, and had a large monitor on the only non-glass wall. Hall was tapping on her tablet and, after a moment, a video came on screen with a disheveled, exhausted looking young woman in the centre. She had curly blonde hair that was caked in grime, and perhaps blood. Her blue eyes, while weary, still contained a spark of alertness, her demeanor was one of confidence, and Jack would be forced to admit if he were asked that he was impressed with how well she was holding together. Maxwell took a seat at the head of the table, looking towards the monitor while Jack stood off to the side; Cross moving around to Maxwell’s other side.

“Emma, what’s the situation there?” Maxwell asked.

“Worse than last time. When are you coming to get us?” Emma demanded.

“We’re mobilizing a strike team at this precise moment.” Maxwell told her. “Major Jack Ramsay is our specialist—”

“I don’t care who he is as long as he gets here soon! We’ve blocked off the stairs with beds and whatever we can find - fortunately they’re not capable of using the elevators... at least, not yet. But there are hundreds of them; it’s just a matter of time until—” She was explaining when Maxwell cut her off.

“I understand that. Our resources have been spread thin, but I assure you we are on our way to secure you and the other personnel in the hospital.” Maxwell told her. “Should we be unable to, however, I think it’s prudent that you give us whatever data you have on the outbreak. That way we can be processing it while we bring you here.”

“Not a chance in hell!” Emma shot back. “I know what you people are like, if you have the data you’ll leave us here and that’s not something I’m about to let happen.”

“I assure you—” Maxwell started, but Jack interceded.

“Doctor, I’m coming to get you, don’t worry about that. Do you have any weapons? Any means of defending yourself?”

“It’s a hospital.” She responded as though he was an idiot, then she took a deep breath before speaking again. “There are some chemicals we can use to make something maybe. When they got through the doors downstairs we just ran and have been so focused on trying to fortify ourselves that I just haven’t had time to look over what we have. Mostly we’ve got whatever we could get our hands on; I’ve got an axe, someone else has a crutch, things like that.”

“Rest assured, Doctor Reed, we’ll be there soon.”

“I hope so, because if you’re not—” She was saying when the signal suddenly died. Hall tapped at her tablet computer then looked at Maxwell and shook her head.

“Power’s already been out in that area for a few days, but it seems as though the backup generators have just given out.” Hall reported. Maxwell turned to look at Jack.

“Then I suppose we should begin. Elizabeth, bring up the map of the target location.”

Hall complied, bringing up a map with the hospital as the central point of the display.

“The hospital pretty much takes up a city block on its own. Two buildings each with seven floors connected by three walkways on the first, third and fifth floors.”

“Why not just get them to the roof and airlift them out?” Jack questioned.

“The helipad on the roof is not clear; an air ambulance crashed when an infected aboard killed the pilot.”

“So? Just land either on the other rooftop of the hospital or one of the other rooftops nearby. I’m seeing a couple that would allow a good pilot to get close enough to make it work.”

“Emma assures us those are not viable.”

“Because?”

“She has been reluctant to share precise details other than to say that the hospital is not suitable for helicopter insertion or extraction.” Maxwell inserted.

Jack frowned. It was unlike Maxwell to allow someone to dictate how a rescue operation was going to be conducted. He didn’t like it - he didn’t like it one little bit. To him, it seemed Maxwell knew more than he was saying, but so far he was keeping it to himself.

“So, what is the master plan you’ve developed?” Jack questioned sarcastically.

“Elizabeth?” Maxwell asked, pointing at the map. Jack followed his gesture and looked at the screen.

“The best place to insert an extraction team is three blocks west, here.” Hall reported, circling an area that looked as though it was mostly residential. “Satellite scans have revealed that the street is clear enough for a rope insertion, so you and your team will descend to the city streets then proceed on foot to the hospital.”

“What’s the situation on the ground around there?” Jack questioned.

“There’re a number of infected, but moving quickly and being flexible about which streets you take should allow you to reach the hospital. Once there, move around to the rear of the building and use the employee access to gain entry. Doctor Reed says she’s in the primary building, so you shouldn’t need to cross over to the other one.” Hall explained. Jack nodded, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being kept in the dark about something and there was no way he was going to lead a team into danger with only half the facts.

“Is there more to this than the infected? Is there another threat that I should be aware of before I drop into the meat grinder?” Jack pressed. Maxwell looked grave then shrugged.

“Emma has led us to believe that there may be some agents from Bolvinox who aren’t overly keen on her divulging whatever secrets she has to share with us.”

“Who the hell are Bolvinox?” Jack asked.

“They are a pharmaceutical production and research company.” Maxwell responded. “No governmental connections that we’re aware of, and they’re not even in the top three companies in the country.”

“So?”

“She believes they may attempt to kill her. She insists that they know she’s in the hospital and any attempt to extract her via a helicopter will end in disaster.”

“Damn it, Maxwell! You could’ve led in with this.”

“It’s unconfirmed. Would you like to hear every crazy rumor that’s come across my desk since this outbreak began?”

Jack shook his head.

“Who’s on the team, other than Cross, Rodriguez and that chucklehead?”

“Two more. Corporal Heather Smith, a medically trained operative, and someone I think you’ll be pleased to see again.” Maxwell announced, glancing towards the window. Jack turned and saw someone he knew very well opening the glass door and stepping into the room.

“Ty!” Jack exclaimed happily, reaching out one hand. Major Tyrone Williams grabbed it and the two shook firmly, the bigger and more muscular man exerting some strength on the grip. Tyrone was bald, with dark eyes and a strong jaw line.

“Jack! I’d say you’re back from the dead, but that’s probably a poor choice of words these days.”

Jack smirked.

“I see you’re still working for this asshole.” Jack told him, exerting his own strength against Tyrone’s.

“Well, unlike you, I’ve actually got people who rely on me.”

“Ouch.” Jack said.

The two men continued to flex against each other, and Jack was forced to admit Tyrone had the stronger grip. They each released their hold at the same time, Jack not revealing by even a grimace how much his hand hurt.

“Anyone else from the old team?” Jack questioned.

“No. Grier was killed when they tried to arrest him for treason, Brown was killed on a mission and LeRoss had a breakdown.” Tyrone informed him. Jack shrugged. It was bad news, but in his life, it was to be expected up to a point. He and Tyrone had served together for years, knowing each other even before Jack had been recruited by Maxwell. Tyrone joined a year later and worked within the same team right up until Jack was burned. He didn’t hold it against his friend for not rescuing him after he was taken prisoner; Tyrone had been half a world away on a separate mission when it happened. Secretly, Jack had contacted Tyrone once he had settled in, and Tyrone’s return letters had arrived in his post office box number now and then, with money inside to help keep him on his feet. They were as close to brothers as two men could be.

“When the reunion is over, perhaps we can return to the briefing.” Hall interjected coldly. Tyrone moved around to Jack’s right side and nodded.

“It’s a small team, but you’ll be fully loaded with weapons and ammunition. We have other units in operation within Dewbury, but they’ll be too far away to help if something goes wrong; in other words, you’ll be pretty much on your own.”

“Just the way he likes it.” Tyrone added as he smiled wryly at Jack.

“Where are we escorting the good doctor to?” Jack wanted to know.

“Primary extraction is a park, six blocks north of the hospital. There’s a good amount of open space there and the latest recon indicated it was clear of large numbers of infected.”

“If she’s concerned about hostiles coming for her, isn’t that kind of location a bit too exposed? I mean, if she doesn’t want to leave via the roof of the building, it might be a hard sell.”

“Once you tell us you’re on the move we’ll sweep the area with drones to ensure it’s secure.”

“Right. But if they’ve got snipers she’s going to be a pretty easy target.” Jack countered.

“The trees will provide sufficient cover.” Hall insisted. “I’ve done this kind of thing before, Major Ramsay; this is a good site.”

Jack took the rebuke and shrugged.

“Secondary extraction?”

“There are several other viable rooftops that I will relay as and when they’re necessary, but the best bet is the multi-story car park several blocks over.” Hall informed him “There’s also the possibility of a land based extraction using the avenue we’ve established to lead civilians out of the city.” She explained, tapping on the screen of her computer and bringing up a larger map highlighting a route that led west out of the city; it passed directly through the city centre, not quite in a straight line, and eventually joined a road that led in the direction of Fort Elridge.

“That’d be fun.”

“If it comes to that, I recommend securing a vehicle of some kind.”

“You don’t say.” Jack said sarcastically. Hall glared at him, making him feel a touch guilty. “Sorry. I’m sure you’re good at your job and this is very thorough. It’s just that I’ve been out of the game a while.”

“He was always a grumpy bastard.” Tyrone added. Hall stopped glaring, but didn’t respond positively.

“If there’s nothing else you need to tell me, I suppose I should go and get ready to roll out.” Jack said, returning his attention to Maxwell. The older man looked grim for a moment.

“There’s a contingency plan on the table.” Maxwell declared.

“Yeah?”

“If Dewbury falls to the infected, and there’s no hope of containment, the option exists for the city to be burned out in an effort to stop them from spreading. It’s yet to be deployed in any city, but if the orders come down from above, there’s not much I can do to stop it.”

“I’m sure that’ll go down well with the public.”

“You’d be surprised. This infection isn’t like anything else we’ve ever encountered, Jack. If we don’t find a way to control its spread via a cure or some method of vaccination, then we’re going to need to attempt to control it in another way.” Maxwell explained.

“So, feelin’ the pressure at all, Jack?” Tyrone asked. Jack glanced in his direction.

“It’s just another job.” Jack lied.

Emma Reed shivered; it wasn’t because of a chill in the air - truth be told it was hotter than hell in the hospital - but rather because it was now so dark she couldn’t see anything. There were sounds of fear and panic amongst the survivors outside the little room where she’d taken the borrowed laptop to make the latest video call. When she’d first contacted the military with a dead soldier’s radio, she’d promised them that she had contacts - that she knew things that would encourage the military to come and rescue them even if the hospital was all but overrun. She’d told them... but without really knowing herself if it was true. Hours later she was still waiting. Emma promised them every time they asked that she was on top of the situation and that help was on the way. Now, with the power out, she wasn’t sure if those promises hadn’t actually been lies. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Emma gripped the sides of the laptop and gently shook the device as though that might somehow reconnect it to the internet. The router or routers in the hospital would be dead now that the hospital’s generators had gone out, and peeking out of the windows indicated that the power was still down all over. She shook the laptop again, as though shaking it would bring the generators back to life - that all the electrical grid needed was a vigorous shake to start it up again.

“God damn it!” Emma muttered beneath her breath as the laptop remained stubbornly disconnected. Not that it mattered; she hadn’t been able to find the charging cable and the battery was at about ten percent anyway.

“Damn it.” Emma repeated. Her life had been hell for weeks now and she regretted every choice she’d made. She regretted not going straight to the military with the USB flash drive when the outbreaks began, she regretted joining Bolvinox after graduation... Hell, at that precise moment she regretted even being born in the first place.

The voices of concern grew louder in the corridor outside. She’d need to speak with them soon, tell them that in the last communication she’d been told help was on the way and that help had a name: Jack Ramsay. Emma closed the lid on the laptop and set the device down an arm’s length away. She stood, crossed to the window and looked down, to see in the darkness the ghost-like movements of the undead below. She wondered where the Bolvinox security teams were right at that moment; were they in the hospital? Had they definitely tracked her to Dewbury? She shook her head. Those concerns were going to have to wait. Suddenly, Emma realized she was about to cry; the pressure almost too much for her to bear. She’d endured so much and it seemed as if there was still so much more to do. Emma wiped her eyes and took several deep, steadying breaths to calm her nerves. She stooped to collect her bloodied fire axe, feeling just a little comfort in the heaviness of the weapon, then turned to leave the room, hoping she could present the appropriate mask of strength that the other survivors needed to see. She couldn’t appear weak at that moment; they needed her and she wasn’t going to let them down. As Emma walked towards the door, visions and ideas of how to escape even if the military didn’t come for them began to form in her mind. There were a few avenues left to pursue, but Emma couldn’t help but pray that Jack Ramsey really was coming to save them.
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Chapter Three
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Jack had been given a tablet computer similar to Hall’s, which he was instructed to use to review as much of the intel they had as he could in the time it took for the helicopter to be refueled and the rest of the team to get geared up. He spent most of the time looking over the map of the target area, acquainting himself with it so that he would be able to effectively lead the team should they need to make a sudden detour or loop back around. There was also some UAV footage that showed masses of infected around the hospital; something appeared to be drawing them in and, at this point, it was believed to be the presence of the large number of uninfected personnel inside. He didn’t have long to review the data. Fifteen minutes later Jack was back at the helicopter with the tablet in a pouch hanging off his belt. Bridges had dumped a set of urban camouflage fatigues, body armor and ammunition clips for Jack’s rifle and pistol on the floor. Rodriguez had secured a rifle more suited for sniper operations together with a submachine gun as a backup, and Tyrone was largely equipped the same as Jack, though he had a bandolier of grenades over his chest armor: fragmentation and stun. Bridges was also carrying a couple of breaching charges in case they needed to force a door open, though Jack hoped that wouldn’t be the case as the noise was sure to attract unwanted attention.

The team was equipped for most encounters, though Jack wondered if there was really a way to be prepared for something like the infected they’d be battling against. If they were truly drawn by sound then the suppressors on their weapons would aggravate fewer of the infected, though those within a small circle of the group would likely still be able to hear the sound and come looking for the source. In addition, each had a knife to stealth kill in a sheath on their vests; these were to be used if there was a small group which had to be eliminated in total silence. Finally, their combat helmets also had a few pieces of kit that would be useful. Armored like a regular combat helmet, the Coalition variant they were using also had an in built headset that connected to the radio each team member carried on their rear right hip. The headset itself was shock resistant and was turned on to ‘transmit’ by pressing the side of the helmet and turned off in the same manner. The radio could connect to a number of frequencies and was capable of connecting to various command positions by relaying along other military lines. A primary and secondary frequency had been designated and programmed should they need to switch in the field. The helmet also had a night vision monocular that could fold down from the top of the helmet to cover one eye. And to complete its functions, the left side of the helmet featured a head cam which could be remotely accessed to stream their mission back to the control centre.

With the helicopter refueled, they were prepared to take off and start the mission. The only problem was they were still missing one member of their team: Heather Smith. Jack changed while they waited; he used the cabin of the helicopter to switch from his jeans and shirt to the fatigues Bridges had brought him so they were all garbed the same. After waiting a further five minutes a woman with a very short blonde haircut came sprinting up to them, carrying her helmet and rifle in her hands with a small medical bag on her hip and a white strap on her arm.

“You’re late, Smith.” Tyrone told her.

“They were short-handed at the medical tent.”

“What wounds are there to treat? You get bit you get turned, don’t you?” Bridges questioned. Smith looked at him, her green eye ablaze with fury.

“When people get scared stupid shit happens; people get their skulls crushed in a stampede, they get themselves cut knocking out a window to try to escape. Do I need to go on or is that clear enough for you, Bridges?” She shot back angrily.

“Jeez, I’m just a guy asking a question.”

“A stupid question.” She snapped, slinging her assault rifle into a position at her side as she clambered up into the helicopter and took a seat in the corner. “I had to amputate a guy’s leg just now. What were you doing?”

Bridges looked a little sheepish but said nothing, climbing up into the helicopter after her.

“All right, we’re moving out!” Tyrone yelled loudly, clambering in along with Jack. Once all were aboard, the helicopter’s rotors began to spin and a few moments later, they were lifting off and beginning to bank towards the city. Smith looked towards Jack and shook her head.

“Who are you?” She demanded.

“Jack Ramsay.” He responded.

“He’s in charge.” Tyrone added.

Smith looked confused for a moment, then nodded.

“Fine.” She responded, looking away and seemingly uninterested in who had taken command of the team.

“Why’s he in charge?” Bridges asked, the helicopter banking harder as it aligned itself with the designated route into the city. Tyrone looked at him.

“Because I said so. Problem?”

“Well, he’s been out of the game for a while. What if he’s lost his edge?”

Tyrone laughed.

“When do you think I first saw you?” Jack asked him.

“When you came back to the helicopter.” Bridges responded; his tone laden with conviction, even if he was wrong.

“So, you didn’t see the hide up the tree overlooking the clearing? I could’ve taken out all three of you before your boots were even on the ground.”

Bridges looked uncertain.

“Jack and I have pulled more missions behind enemy lines than you can even begin to imagine. If there was anyone I would want to lead a mission other than myself, it’d be him. That should be enough for you.” Tyrone insisted.

“Good enough for me, sir.” Cross announced. Rodriguez gave a short nod. Bridges said nothing and instead, looked at his boots.

“Good.” Tyrone stated flatly.

Jack looked out of the window. He was glad there wasn’t any animosity from Tyrone because he had been placed in charge of the mission; after all, this was his team. It was a little unorthodox, but these days it seemed that orthodox was in short supply. The flight out to Dewbury provided further information on what was happening outside most cities currently under attack by the infected. Below there were clearly outposts that had been set up alongside the road and in the fields surrounding Dewbury, evidenced by the beams of light coming from what were likely portable spotlights. While he was too high to see exact movement, as it was pretty dark outside the light, it made sense to him to imagine there were fireteams of maybe five or six, each manning a position and gunning down the infected that spilled out from the city. Looking between the seats across from him and out through the front windows of the cockpit, Jack could see the city proper in the distance; it wasn’t well lit, with only some areas actually having power, the rest being lost in the gloom of night.

“Have you been in there?” Jack asked Tyrone.

“A few times. Been in other places too where it’s far worse.”

“What’s it like on the ground?”

“It’s bad, man. Taking the infected on a few at a time isn’t too bad. Then something happens and a swarm hits you; twenty, thirty, forty, a hundred. You think it’s easy to take them down one headshot at a time until you’re scrambling back and they’re coming at you like a damn tide.”

Jack nodded. Tyrone was one of the bravest men he’d ever met, and yet Tyrone looked a little shaken recounting his experiences.

“We’ll be fine. And whatever this doctor has to tell us should hopefully help to fix whatever the hell is going on out there.” Jack told Tyrone reassuringly.

“That’s the thing though,” Cross interjected, “these people, they’re dead. I mean, they’re really dead; no heartbeat and minimal brainwave activity. How can you possibly cure that? At best a cure would return them to a fully deceased state, and at worse it simply wouldn’t have any effect.”

“Maybe a vaccine then?” Jack suggested. “Something to prevent people from turning after being bitten or coming into contact with bodily fluid.”

Smith turned to look at them.

“I’ve seen people turn without any apparent bite wounds.” She told the group. Jack looked at her.

“What do you mean?”

“I honestly think that whatever is causing the dead to rise is in the air. Maybe it’s some kind of radiation, maybe some kind of naturally occurring mutated virus... Hell, maybe it’s something that someone made.”

“And you’ve shared this thought with the General I’m assuming?” Tyrone asked.

“I have and he dismissed it. But I was talking with some of the other medics and doctors, and they’ve seen the same thing.”

“Seems like the rules would change quite a bit if people are just turning.” Cross commented. “That’d mean some kind of vaccination would be the only real way to control the outbreak.”

“There’s still the problem of a couple of millions zombies.” Bridges said. “Probably more by now. No matter how well we aim, that’s a lot to kill.”

“We need to focus on what we’re doing right now, not what we’ll be doing tomorrow, next week or next month.” Tyrone told the group. “And it doesn’t change our rules of engagement: kill any infected that get between us and our objective.”

The group responded with their affirmation.

Time passed, with only the loud droning sound of the helicopters rotors overhead as they sped towards their destination breaking the taut silence. Jack had never really felt afraid going out on a mission before and, despite the extraordinary enemy they would be engaging, he didn’t feel afraid this time either. Instead, he was filled with a kind of nervous energy; a desire to get on site, assess the situation and carry out the mission. Even though he’d been out of the game for a few years, he knew his instincts were as sharp as they’d ever been. The plan wasn’t bad - even though he had some reservations about the method of extraction - and the team seemed confident.

“We’re coming up on the city now!” The pilot alerted the team over the radio. Jack stood, Tyrone following, and approached the helicopter door. Together, they opened it, sliding it all the way across so that they had a clear view of the city below.

The travel corridor they were on would be the land-based extraction they would use should they be unable to make the primary or secondary air extraction points. The power was definitely out in this section of the city, but there were fires burning, illuminating some of the streets below. What wasn’t lit by the flames was lit by the powerful lights mounted on the helicopter. Vehicles had crashed into buildings, perhaps as panicked drivers attempted to avoid someone as they were uncertain whether or not they were infected, and others had overturned. Some were on fire, their gas tanks having ignited and, from his vantage point, it seemed clear to Jack the flames had spread to nearby buildings. Some side streets were completely blocked by vehicles, a pileup having occurred after the crashes had limited the amount of available space on the road. Despite the carnage there was still movement amidst the chaos: shuffling about, sometimes alone and at others in groups, were figures. Judging by the unnatural, stiff movements they were making, Jack realized these were the undead. Some were starting to follow the direction of the helicopter’s sound; others were swiping upwards, their arms clawing at the air as though they might snatch it right out of the sky and bring the prey inside down to their waiting jaws. Passing over an intersection, Jack caught sight of what could best be described as a horde; there were hundreds of figures grouped up together, packed tightly as though moving as a herd. They were moving at what seemed to be a moderate walking speed towards a vehicle that had come to a stop about a dozen paces ahead of them. It was a flatbed truck which had overturned and was about to be swarmed by a dozen infected that had pulled ahead of the main horde. Thinking there may be some way to help whoever was in there, Jack was about to order the pilot to come about; but knowing what his instinctive reaction would be when he came across someone in trouble Tyrone grabbed his shoulder.

“There are people like that everywhere, man. If they’re stuck like that there’s nothing we can do for them.”

Jack glanced at him, then let it go, returning to watching out of the open door. The speed with which the helicopter was moving gave him little time to focus on specific details of the city, but it was clear that the infected were everywhere. The closer to the centre of the city they came, the more prevalent the hordes became, with one street being packed practically wall to wall with shuffling, agitated figures. Jack realized that if they were to be pursued by groups of that size, then all the ammunition they’d brought would barely dent their numbers before the infected overwhelmed them. It was clear that stealth and speed would be vital. He just hoped that, if there were agents hired by Bolvinox down there, they were dealing with the same problems Jack and the team would soon be facing.

Looking up to the horizon, Jack saw other helicopters - three of them - flying in formation roughly in the same direction Jack and his team were heading.

“How many other operations are active in Dewbury?” Jack asked.

“Dozens.” Tyrone told him. “As of the last sitrep, there’re still three large groups of civilians to extract from secure zones, and a bunch of people spread throughout the city.”

“How long until the city is clear?”

“A day, probably longer. We’re running continuous extractions, but there are just too many to collect and the infected are pressing pretty hard. So while we’re pulling civilians out we’re dropping ammo and fresh teams in to keep the perimeter secure.”

Jack nodded.

“Air support?”

“Some gunships, possibly. But it’ll be danger close if they’re called to engage; the streets can be tight, and when a horde is coming in then they need to fire practically on top of you sometimes.”

A distant explosion rocked out from not far away. Jack turned to look as the fireball completed unfurling itself in the sky.

“What was that?” Cross questioned, moving up to the door to look out.

“Something big, but nothing we’ve launched. Maybe—” Tyrone was saying before a series of huge explosions interrupted him, belting out along the street in a chain reaction that created a massive string of fireballs which were instantly followed by chunks of buildings visibly launching into the air, though some crumbled altogether, turning into nothing but piles of rubble and dust.

“Gas pipe?” Bridges questioned.

“Maybe.” Tyrone answered thoughtfully.

“Wonder what caused that?” Cross questioned. None of them had immediate answers; it would be wild speculation anyway. Maybe a car had crashed and, somehow, the detonation of the gas tank had ignited a gas leak, or perhaps someone possessing explosives had detonated them in the hope of stopping an infected swarm. In either of those hypotheses, the creator of the explosion was surely dead. If it was a desperate attempt to not be eaten, then Jack thought it was probably better than that alternative.

“We’re coming up on the drop zone, sixty seconds!” The pilot reported, bringing them around a little. Jack held the support rail tightly and peered out, to see that in the streets below the infected numbers were fewer than in earlier streets.

As the helicopter arrived at the place they were to disembark the team worked together to secure the rappelling ropes to the strong, metal hoops on the floor. A quick, final scan revealed that the street was clear - except for a few infected that had started to shuffle around a corner on the west side. Jack grabbed the rope, hooked himself on, and bailed out, controlling his descent as he slid down so he didn’t land too heavily. Once on the ground, he detached from the rope and raised his weapon, surveying the scene closely after lowering the monocular into place.

They were landing in a fairly standard residential area, with apartment buildings on the left and right of the street, four or five stories each, with a couple of small stores set on the corners or between building which had more apartments stacked on top of them. There was considerable damage at ground level of the buildings, with front window shattered, doors broken inwards and stoops covered in debris. There weren’t any cars on this particular street, but there were bodies - at least what was left of them. The sidewalks were littered with skeletal, bloody remains, some of which were just limbs that had been torn away from more or less intact skeletons not far away from them. Some remains were stacked, and seemed to contain the mutilated bodies of ten or more people; a gruesome heap of horrific death awash with copious amounts of blood. The thing Jack was most taken aback by, however, was the stench; the unmistakable odor of decay, a coppery, metallic smell from the blood and, equally repulsive, an odor that could only be described as sewage-like. He coughed as the smell caught in the back of his throat, wishing he had a mask or something to block it out.

Tyrone landed next, followed quickly by Cross, Bridges then Smith. Rodriguez arrived last, leveling his sub-machine gun rather than the rifle to help secure the immediate area. The unit formed a circle, their backs to one another, and then looked carefully around to ensure there were no immediate threats. About ten infected had come into the west entrance of the street, joining the three that had been following the sound of the helicopter. Their heads were all facing the direction of their transport; seemingly not noticing the living morsels almost within their grasp.

“We’re going back the way we came, see if we can’t take any of the stragglers with us. Good luck down there!” The pilot informed them over the radio as the helicopter turned, banked and headed away. The ropes were being pulled back up, presumably being reclaimed by the co-pilot. As the helicopter flew over the infected, they turned on their stiff limbs to follow it. Jack watched them as they started to shamble away, completely oblivious to the team’s location.

As their immediate area was clear of threats Jack turned and tapped Tyrone on the shoulder; a gesture repeated by each member in the defensive ring before Jack turned and passed through the middle of the circle, which prompted the rest of the unit to shift into single file and follow him down the centre of the street. Tyrone was just behind Jack, followed by Cross, Bridges and Smith, with Rodriguez guarding their rear - now wielding his primary weapon. They advanced in a relatively straight line, the map having indicated they needed to pass through two blocks then turn left to approach the primary hospital building from the rear exit. This had been the side of the structure with the fewest infected, and it was hoped that entering here would allow them to gain access with a minimal amount of danger.

There was no power in the area of the city they were traversing, so using their night vision was vital in order to see hostiles. It quickly became apparent to Jack that, even though the street itself was relatively clear, the buildings on either side definitely contained large numbers of concealed threats. The infected were stirring with audible moans, mutterings, groans and hushed, throaty noises that trickled out from broken windows, shattered doors and under the stoops of the buildings. A quick glance to the side revealed moving, gloom shrouded figures that bumped into unbroken glass panes or where there was no glass, tripped and fell out onto the street, the loud sound of their bodies thumping onto the concrete.

“This LZ wasn’t quite as clear as they advertised!” Bridges hissed quietly.

“Quiet!” Tyrone snapped back in the same hushed tone. “Keep moving!”

The group continued hustling quickly towards an intersection; the distant sound of a car or store alarm audible and echoing through the silent streets. Jack twisted quickly left and right to see if there were any threats, and wasn’t surprised to find that there were a number of infected on the move in their direction. Between the left and right turns, the infected were in double digits - an alarming amount, but not anywhere near the horde levels Jack had seen on the way in. There was a problem, however. Ahead, on the street they were intending to travel down, Jack could see a subway entrance. Whether drawn by the helicopter, some sense that told them prey was nearby or just because they were already on the way out was unknown, Jack however, could see a number of figures spilling out onto the street. Some were crawling, some were shambling and some that were possibly more recently killed and weren’t suffering from rigor mortis were moving at a normal gait. However they were moving they were starting towards Jack and the team, forcing him to make a quick tactical decision. They could stick to the right side of the street, but that would mean they’d be awfully close to the buildings there, and knowing that the buildings contained a number of concealed threats, it didn’t seem like the best plan - especially if something forced them to turn back and face the threat from the subway. It’d be too easy to become boxed in fighting an enemy force that was surrounding them. Conversely, they could turn off at this intersection and attempt to take an alternate route, which should lead them to the same location; albeit one that wouldn’t be quite as quick.

Without breaking stride, Jack gestured left and turned. There were a half dozen infected scattered on the road advancing towards them; it didn’t seem prudent to waste time engaging them, so he gave softly spoken instructions that would prevent his voice from carrying and alerting more distant infected.

“Go around; don’t engage unless necessary.”

Glancing over his shoulder, he could see the team separating out a little, fanning into a wider formation that would allow them to weave around the infected without too much trouble. The street they were on now, however, was considerably less in width. It was designed for single lane traffic, with cars parked close to the sidewalk on either side. The infected, four in the road and two others on the left hand sidewalk, were shuffling forward eagerly, seemingly excited moans escaping their mouths as their meals came towards them. There was a great deal of broken glass on both sidewalks from the shattered windows of the apartment buildings that lined both sides - a quick glance to his right didn’t reveal any obvious indications of threats within the ground floor entrances, so Jack darted quickly onto that sidewalk and hurried past the infected on the road. As soon as he was clear, Jack returned to the road and turned, keeping his weapon level in case any of the team needed assistance. Fortunately, they had all managed to get passed the infected, either by following him or stepping between the staggered group in the road. Looking beyond the closest infected allowed Jack to see that the ones on the other side of the intersection were in pursuit, and a few of the fresher ones from the subway were already rounding the corner. He turned back to face their direction of travel and started to hurry along.

Clear of any additional threats for the moment, Jack led the team to the point where the road ended at a chain link fence with a concrete barrier that went up to about knee height securing the fence to the ground. On the other side was a narrow pathway and, after a drop of fifteen to twenty feet, a divided highway. Perhaps agitated by the smell of living flesh, Jack could clearly hear the sounds of multiple - a hundred, probably more - infected echoing up from below.

“Be careful. Don’t fall.” Jack instructed, probably unnecessarily, as he let his weapon hang on its strap and began to clamber up and over the obstruction. Once on the other side, he dropped heavily, retrieved his weapon and secured the other side of the fence. They were clear of threats for the moment, but he couldn’t resist looking down onto the highway, his eyes widening as he saw his first horde, with much more than a hundred undead, up close. A scene of devastation from a multiple car pile-up had essentially blocked the highway a couple of dozen feet to Jack’s left. Whether the infected had dropped down from a walkway like the one he was on now and just shambled along until they surrounded the cars and their fleeing drivers and passengers or fallen from the flyover about two hundred feet to his right he couldn’t be certain. What was crystal clear was that the people trapped down there had had very little room to escape, which had created a kill box; windows were broken, doors hanging open and there was so much blood, gore and skeletal remains it turned his battle hardened stomach. Now, weaving between the crashed cars or already at the bottom of wall beneath him and attempting to reach up to where he was standing, were a multitude of walking corpses seeking their next meal. Being this close to them allowed Jack to see the truly lifeless nature of them. Some were missing eyes, jaws, arms, or had massive holes in their torsos; all were wounds that should have immediately sent them into a state of unconscious shock or, more likely, death, but due to the unknown virus there they were, moaning, rattling, swiping at the air in a desperate attempt to sate the apparently endless hunger they felt. Judging by the bulges in some of their guts many of them had already feasted yet were still ravenously hungry. Jack had seen so much horror in war, but what he was seeing here revolted and appalled him in an altogether different way. He moved carefully a little further along the narrow path, roughly east, as they would need to continue moving in that direction to reach the hospital. All the while he kept watch for any threats that might need to be dealt with.

Observing the rest of his team dropping down, he hoped nothing would happen that would cause them to lose their footing and tumble down into the valley of death below. Once all were over and ready to continue, Jack led the way. They had gone no more than sixty feet however, when a group of infected hastened towards them on their stiff limbs from a narrow alleyway close by on the right. Jack took a cautionary step sideways, a move followed by the rest of the team – even though it brought them too close for comfort to the edge of the path. Within a minute the walking corpses were slamming against the chain link fence that separated them from their prey; growling ferociously as they attempted to simply pass through the barrier, only to strain the metal and crush themselves against the still resistant obstruction - something the group was justifiably thankful for. Refocusing ahead, Jack checked the section of fence as far ahead as he could see and was relieved to discover it too appeared to be in a good state of repair. The path widened a little and a quick survey ahead as they came to a corner showed the fence giving way to the solid, high brick wall of a warehouse or large, non-residential building. There were no windows, which also meant there was no way for the infected trailing along the other side of the fence to smash their way inside the building, pass through and attack them when they broke their way out through glass panes on the other side. The only danger now that they had reached it was falling onto the highway below.

The team moved along the wall until they reached the next corner. Here, Jack raised his hand in a closed fist and brought the team to a stop while he made sure they weren’t about to be attacked as soon as they moved out of their covered position. He advanced and leaned out around the corner of the warehouse to look down the street on his right. A dozen infected were milling about, but for whatever reason they weren’t moving, so Jack signaled the team to follow him. The next distance they had to cross was near the flyover on the left over the divided highway; the latter forming the main avenue of traffic to and from the city. Looking ahead, across the road that led to the flyover, Jack could make out the edge of a car park and, based on the images and maps he’d seen before heading out, knew they would have to keep the car park on their right and move past a series of buildings a little further on, and that would bring them onto the street which would enable them to view the hospital.

“Major Ramsay,” Hall came over the radio, “we’re detecting that you altered course.”

“Yeah.” Jack responded quietly, though he continued moving.

“Why?”

“There were a large number of infected coming out of a subway. Didn’t want to risk a firefight, so I diverted the team.”

“Understood.” She responded. “Be advised, we’ve not been able to re-establish contact with the hospital.”

“Power’s out around here, so that’s not a big surprise.” Tyrone interjected.

“Hospital’s have emergency generators, but depending on when the power went out in this area of the grid, they may have run out of their own juice.” Bridges added.

“Whatever’s happening, we’re back on track for the moment and should be arriving on the scene in less than five minutes.” Jack reported. “Out.” He concluded as his boot connected with the sidewalk on the other side of the road. The car park was mostly deserted, except for a few lone vehicles that suggested the owners hadn’t reached them in time or had chosen some other method for potential escape. Given how packed the roads seemed, avoiding using a vehicle seemed like a smarter choice in retrospect to Jack. A few infected had peeled off from the small group he’d seen and were following them, but as far as he could see there were none ahead. Distantly, Jack heard gunshots that ended as suddenly as they began, making him wonder whether that was a good or bad thing for the person who had fired their weapon.

The fronts of several shops came into view, packed together and thankfully, to Jack’s mind, with no avenue in-between. There were a couple of fast food restaurants, a furniture store, an electronics store and a few others he couldn’t make out. Much like the other buildings he’d come across, a number of them had broken windows. Perhaps, Jack considered, not all of them had been attacked by the infected; looting was just as viable an alternative, he considered, either before the infection reached Dewbury or during the initial days when supplies were at risk of becoming scarce. Regardless of when and how it happened, the result was there was glass everywhere and though there was no evidence of infected within the structures, Jack kept to the left of the sidewalk along the length of buildings until they reached the corner where, after checking the way ahead, they closed up and rounded it, hugging the wall until they reached the next corner; the sound of the car alarm getting closer and louder with every step they took. At the corner, Jack peeked around and took a deep breath.

Across from them, on the other side of another car park, Jack could see the primary building of the hospital. It was seven stories high, with large glass windows adorning the facade from the second floor up; metal strips separating and securing the glass. The entrance to the ground floor on that side, what little Jack could see of it, was windowless and obstructed by masses of shuffling, shifting and aggravated infected. Closer to the source, Jack could now determine with some certainty that the car alarm was coming from the hospital. It was pure speculation, but he believed it was because a vehicle had broken through the front doors, whereupon its alarm had gone off and it was riling the infected up into the feeding frenzy - that and some sense that there were victims to be had inside the hospital. Glancing down the street to the right, Jack could see a large apartment building overlooking the hospital, with a number of smaller buildings around it. To the left, the road leading off the divided highway curved to run along the back of the hospital, giving access to the rear of the facility. He couldn’t see the area clearly as there were trees in the way, but he was pretty sure there were a number of infected there too.

“Hall, come in.” Jack said softly.

“Go for Hall.” The woman responded a moment later.

“Any recent sweeps of this area?”

“A drone went overhead about fifteen minutes ago; no sign of anyone alive on the buildings outside of the hospital, and looking through the windows it seemed clear.”

“How many inside the hospital?”

“According to what Doctor Reed told us, there were thirty people as of the time they were on the second floor, though that number may have dwindled somewhat.”

“Is there anything to indicate there are any Bolvinox personnel on site?”

“Not as of the last scan.”

“Understood.” Jack said. “Rear entrance is still the best point of entry?”

“As of the last flyby.” Hall confirmed.

“Copy. Out.” Jack concluded as he glanced back to Tyrone and gestured for the group to come forward.

“What’s the plan?” Cross questioned.

“Rodriguez, Cross, get up on top of that building and give us some overwatch. I know there’s poor visibility on our insertion point, but you can report on the movement of that horde.”

“Understood.” Cross answered.

“Yes, sir.” Rodriguez responded, speaking for the first time since Jack met him. They pulled away and went in search of a method of ascending to the rooftop.

“The rest of us are going to advance towards the rear entrance. We’re going to go slow and do our best to attract as little attention as possible. If it looks like we’re going to draw the horde we’ll double back and come up with another plan.”

“I think they’re going to be pretty much focused on that car horn.” Tyrone interposed.

“Yeah, dumb bastards are easy to distract like that.” Bridges affirmed.

“Let’s hope so. The main issue we face is that the infected control the first and second floors of the hospital; our target is located on the third floor somewhere and, judging by what she said, the stairwells have been secured, so we need to hope they’re looking out for us and let us in when we reach it, otherwise we’ll need to breach and that will bring the infected right to us.”

“No matter how careful we are, we’re going to have an entourage while we make our way up anyway.” Smith added.

“You’re such a downer, Smith.” Bridges chided. “It’s target practice.”

“Did you bring enough ammo to kill them all, Bridges? I sure as hell didn’t!” She hissed back.

“Quiet!” Jack snapped aggressively, making them shrink back a little. “Get your heads on straight! We’re moving out. Don’t fire unless I give the order; we’re going in quietly, understood?”

“Yes, sir.” They returned in unison.

“Cross, Rodriguez, are you in position yet?”

“Getting up there now; fifteen seconds or so.” Cross answered.

Jack waited a little longer, peeking again at the horde to ensure there were no individuals breaking off to advance in their direction.

“In position.” Rodriguez announced a short time after.

“Man, it looks worse from up here.” Cross added.

“Let us know if they move off or if you see any indication of hostile human personnel.” Jack instructed before glancing at the remaining team members. “Ready to move?”

They nodded their affirmation.

“Let’s do this, Jack.” Tyrone announced. With another deep breath, Jack turned and headed out.

Jack kept his weapon raised and ready to fire, his finger just above the trigger to prevent any kind of accidental shots at a surprise, non-hostile target. He stayed as far to the left as possible, as that avenue of travel seemed to be clear of threats - at least up to a bank of three trees in the car park. The huge horde on the right were jostling about, sometimes seeming to move inwards, at others ebbing back out as though they weren’t all in agreement as to whether to attempt to move in or out of the hospital. He could only imagine that it was a blockage caused by a significant group of them staying by the car, which consequently prevented those who could sense their prey within from entering. He imagined there was still a whole host of them inside, but anything which helped to reduce the number they had to face was a good thing as far as Jack was concerned. As the rear of the hospital came into clear view, he could see that there were just a couple more than a half dozen there; almost certainly the majority had gone around the side to investigate the noise. Why these in particular had decided to stay was curious; perhaps, in life, they had been hard of hearing and were hunting based on their other senses in their undead state. The why, ultimately, was unimportant, Jack realized.

Reaching a tree, the team hunkered down for a moment and quickly surveyed the horde off to the side.

“You’re in the clear.” Cross reported. “Doesn’t seem like they noticed you.”

“Good.” Jack responded. As the bulk of the infected at the front entrance hadn’t shifted to engage them, and given that the few in the rear didn’t seem to be mobile, Jack let his assault rifle hang and drew his combat knife. Tyrone did the same; Bridges started to but Jack shook his head.

“Hold this position. If we need support to fall back, you two are it.” Jack instructed. Neither Bridges nor Smith responded verbally, simply nodding their agreement. Jack looked at Tyrone, and the two men nodded their readiness to act.

Jack broke cover first, hurrying with a slight hunch to his movement to lower his profile. Tyrone was branching off a little further to the left to intercept an infected there while Jack moved up on the closest. The infected - a male figure in a suit clearly missing its left arm below the elbow -  stumbled and began to turn around just as Jack reached it; he plunged his knife violently through the back of its skull while wrapping his arm around its lower chest. He twisted the blade a little before yanking it free; there was minimal spatter as its blood was seemingly congealed, and Jack was able to easily set the corpse down. It had gone completely limp, as though it hadn’t been walking around unnaturally just a few moments earlier. Glancing to Tyrone, Jack saw him dispatch his target and set it down just as carefully as Jack had done. They moved forward quickly, taking out the next pair of infected before they could react. As Jack’s target’s death rattle passed between its lips, he saw the infected ahead start to shuffle around, its legs so stiff it took several jerky, awkward movements to complete its rotation. Something flared in its glazed over eyes and it reached out one arm, beginning a laborious effort to move towards Jack with a hungry, excited snapping of its jaws.

Jack wiped his knife off on the corpse of the infected he’d just killed and allowed the short, stocky male figure to finish its approach. As it came within reach he snatched it by the neck, hoping to get a sense of the strength of an individual infected. It reached out for him, trying to secure a good grip on his armor but unable to do so with its fingers, which had been severely damaged, appearing bloody and broken. It attempted to move forward, but Jack was able to keep it firmly at arm’s length without over exerting himself. It made no move to extricate itself from his grasp, but snapped its jaws threateningly at him and when that failed, hissed in an aggressive way as if hoping its prey would surrender and allow it to sate its hunger. Clearly becoming more frustrated and agitated, it attempted to close the distance by bulldozing its way forward, but even in life it would have been unable to do so, and in its death state it didn’t appear to have any more strength. For Jack, the episode clarified the supposition that when on their own or in small groups, the infected weren’t any more dangerous than the average person - less so, as he’d yet to see any of the infected using a weapon, not even a brick or a hunk of wood. But if there were enough of them, their single-minded determination - their hunger - would, he decided, make them an incredibly dangerous opponent. Jack drew the knife back and slammed it through the left eye of the infected and up into its brain. Immediately, it went limp and heavy, so Jack retrieved the blade and let the body fall to the floor, quickly advancing to his final target and taking it down before it could react.

Glancing back at Tyrone, Jack saw that he had eliminated the rest of the infected, having taken two out while he was making his assessment of their adversaries. They cleaned their blades before returning them to their sheaths, and then focused on their surroundings. The rear of the hospital had a far less ornate looking entrance than any of the primary entrances - such as the one where the mass of infected were currently. A pair of double doors, a railing against which people with disabilities could lean for support leading up to the doorway, a wheel-chair accessible ramp, and a knocked over potted plant by the doors. Given the size of the ground floor, this entrance may simply have been a way for people to enter or leave without having to pass near the emergency rooms or, Jack mused, served as a staff only door. To the left were some empty parking spots, perhaps affirming Jack’s way of thinking. He raised his weapon and advanced, Tyrone falling in behind.

“Still clear.” Cross reported over the radio.

“Bridges, Smith, move up.” Jack instructed. As he reached the doors he looked through the glass to the corridor within and realized immediately that they weren’t the first to have come this way.

On the floor there was blood - a lot of it. Someone had sustained a severe injury and continued inside the hospital. Of course, this could’ve happened at any point, but as Jack opened the door and stepped inside, he tested the blood with his boot and found that it hadn’t congealed yet. Surveying the rest of the corridor, he saw it was long with a door on the left and right about halfway down before it turned into a T-junction. Tyrone tapped Jack on the shoulder to let him know he was behind him, so Jack started to advance, moving cautiously. He gestured for Tyrone to take the door on the right while he went left. Silently, they crept up to their respective doors, observing that both were open, and sprang around to face the interiors; taking aim in preparation should they see a threat. However, a quick survey of Jack’s room revealed no immediate danger, but there were lockers in rows going off to the left which could be concealing an adversary, so Jack stepped in and quickly moved through. Glancing back to check a sound heard at the doorway, he observed Smith’s form as she moved forward to secure the front of the room. In the far left corner was a shower that Jack quickly inspected before returning to Smith.

“Clear.” He announced softly.

“Clear.” She confirmed on her end.

Back in the corridor, Jack saw that Bridges had followed Tyrone into the room across from the locker room. Emerging, Tyrone quietly announced it was clear of hostiles - alive or dead - after which they all proceeded to the junction. In the still, abandoned halls of the hospital, Jack was aware of the distant echoing of the car alarm. It seemed best to avoid that section of the hospital altogether and simply attempt to go straight to the next floor as quickly as possible.

“Hall.” Jack called in over the radio.

“Go for Hall.”

“We’ve gained access via the rear entrance of the hospital. Can you give us a route to the closest stairwell to the next floor?” Jack questioned.

“Standby.” Hall told him. A few moments later, she spoke again. “Make a left turn, follow that corridor until you reach a nurse’s station; make a right turn on the other side of the station and you’ll reach a pair of elevators. Beyond those you’ll find a stairway that’ll take you up as high as you need to go.”

“Understood. We’ll contact you again when we’re closer to the target. Out.” Jack closed, tapping the side of his helmet and closing the line of communication. He made the turn carefully, observing that the blood trail which had started near the door was continuing down the passage they were now taking. He couldn’t help but wonder whether that was going to become a problem in the near future.
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Chapter Four
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Hall took her earpiece out for a moment and rubbed at her ear. She’d been wearing it for almost eighteen hours; her only respite from wearing the damn thing these days being the few hours of shut eye she was able to steal here and there. As this new mission had just started, she imagined she’d need to wear a while longer before she could take it out and rest again. It was a simple device that connected wirelessly to her tablet and the various communication channels it could access. A small microphone was connected to it allowing her to speak with and hear whoever she needed to. Hall was standing at the top of the tiered steps in the main control room. Below her, underneath the walkway, were a series of offices that were currently occupied by commanding officers, liaisons and representatives. It was a mess of abbreviations between those offices and the individuals currently working in the control centre - and then there was Maxwell. He was in what Hall considered to be the overseeing office at the top of the catwalk on the right side of the room. It was glass walled and extended over, allowing whoever was in charge to look down on the bullpen, as well as see the main screens and, in general, look down on everyone working below. She glanced at him and saw him exhale a cloud of cigarette smoke as he looked down at the main screen - a grimace on his face. She couldn’t exactly blame him. On the screen currently was a map showing Dewbury in the centre with other nearby cities highlighted. The battle for control, ultimately, wasn’t going well.

Just to the south, Springfield was reporting that a number of outbreaks had occurred within the past twelve hours. Forces were being deployed there, but they were stretched incredibly thin as it was already. People like her were coordinating everything from strike teams to larger groups of soldiers; doing everything they could to hold back the infected. Part of her wished she could be on the ground with them, directly aiding in the fighting, but she knew her skills and capabilities were being best utilized in the logistics side of the battle. Best utilized perhaps, but she still felt frustrated and sickened to see the casualty reports continue to grow hour by hour. Worse was hearing that the casualties would often come back and attack their former comrades. She’d talked with some of the weary soldiers who had returned for a break from the never ending battles to control the cities, not just as part of her duty, but also to try to help them process what had happened and move on. The overwhelming majority declared soberly that it wasn’t like fighting any other enemy they’d been up against; the awful things they’d seen were profoundly stressful on the psyche, and should they ever beat back the infected, Hall was pretty sure most of them would need a lot of therapy. She didn’t think that in a way to diminish their strength or presence of mind while engaging their relentless foe; she held great respect for the men and women she served with, but from the moment anyone was deployed in a city under attack by the undead, it was a constant, unceasing battle for survival. There was no respite while they were behind enemy lines and no time to rest: there was just doing whatever needed to be done to survive the next few minutes. It was almost impossible to establish a clear rotation to the deployments because it was all happening too fast. Before working on her current task she’d been coordinating a number of deployments, and had tried to make sure those who had been withdrawn for redeployment were able to get a hot meal and some rest before being sent back out there, but with their forces as strained as they were, it had been difficult. The soldiers themselves also possessed a strong sense of duty to protect civilians and attempt to reclaim ground lost to the zombies, as they termed them. She admired them for that, but overseeing so many and knowing that at best half of them would return took its toll on Hall. Yes, she knew they needed to get the survivors where they could help them, but she also knew that because of the strain of overseeing the never ending conflict, she’d need to talk to someone eventually too.

Hall slipped the earpiece back on. Jack wasn’t saying anything and, as he was the leader of the only team she was working with at that moment, she decided to take a break. Hall slipped her tablet computer into a pouch that hung off her belt and zipped it up, making her way to a corridor beneath the overseers office that led to the facilities - bathrooms, a private mess hall and a break room with a few cots and, further down, the utility areas of the sub-basement. As she made to return from her few private moments she found Maxwell standing just outside in the corridor. His back was to her, but he turned at the sound of the rest room door shutting.

“Elizabeth.”

“Sir. Did you need me?”

“Just checking in with you.” He responded, and as though by silent agreement they began to walk back. “It’s been a hell of a week.”

“That it has, sir, but I feel that we’re going to turn this around.” Hall told him as she stepped back onto the main bullpen area from the corridor, before turning to face Maxwell. She looked at him, wanting to ask why he felt Jack was quite so important to the success of the mission, but her military discipline prevented her from doing so.

“What is it, Elizabeth?”

“Sir?”

“You want to ask something, so spit it out.”

Hall thought there was a lot to be said about Maxwell, and one of those things was that he was very astute.

“Major Ramsay. Why are you so sure he’s the right one for this mission? Major Williams has been running operations quite satisfactorily since—”

“Because,” Maxwell interrupted, “before all that shit went down, Jack personally pulled my ass out of a hot zone when it had been declared impossible. Not him and his squad, nor even him and Tyrone, Jack on his own. If the doctor has information that can slow or stop the spread of this contagion, then Jack’s the one who can get her out safely.”

Hall nodded, trying to hold in the fact that she had more questions.

“Understood, sir.”

“What else?”

Hall sighed.

“If he was such a good operative, why did you let him get captured?”

“Because it was that or let some spook execute him. Burning his cover and letting him get captured was a risk, but I believed it was the best possible outcome for him in that situation.” Maxwell told her evenly. “Was it a cold-hearted thing to do? Absolutely, but I’d make the same choice again rather than let him die.”

She nodded slowly.

“Carry on.” Maxwell told her before starting to move away, but Hall spoke up, stopping him in his tracks.

“Was there something you wanted, sir?”

“Not at this time.”

“Oh.” She responded. “It’s just you came down from your office.”

“A good commander knows when a subordinate has something they need to get off their chest, Elizabeth. That’s why I came down.” He told her before starting away again.

Hall watched him walk away and, once he started up the stairs to return to his office, she tapped her ear piece to open a line of communication.

Advancing to the nurses’ station had been harder than Jack anticipated. Although there should have been a straight path, people had erected fortifications - of a sort - with gurneys, carts and even cleaning supplies. They’d been forced to take side corridors then work their way back to the main path lest they stray too close to the emergency rooms where they knew most of the infected were congregating. On the way, they’d encountered a few infected who were simply aimlessly wandering the corridors; these had been dispatched silently and without trouble. After several minutes they saw the nurses’ station. It was a wide open space with a path going left and two paths going right - one on the near and one on the far side of it. The station itself consisted of two parts; a U-shaped desk on the right with computers, cabinets and seating for a couple of supervising nurses while the left side had a countertop with a number of storage units. There were scattered patient charts everywhere, with other forms strewn about amidst blank stationary. There was also blood and, disturbingly, a number of skeletonized remains amidst torn scrubs, scattered clumps of hair - some still clinging to pieces of scalp while other lengths had presumably been ripped straight from the head and discarded as the inedible strands they were. The infected consumed the soft flesh and left the rest, Jack thought, his stomach turning a little as he considered that.

“Jack, where are you?” Hall questioned. Jack tapped his helmet to respond.

“We’ve just passed the nurses’ station. We had to make some detours.” He responded as he was moving towards the elevators. He observed blood on the handle of the door leading to the stairwell and wondered if this was related to the blood smear he’d been tracking earlier - before they’d been required to make a diversion - or if it was just more blood. There was no way to be sure. Even before they detoured, he’d lost track of the trail several times because of the gory state of the hospital.

“Understood.” She acknowledged as he tried the handle. It turned, but the door didn’t budge. He put his shoulder against it and pushed, attempting to determine just how stuck it was without making too much noise, which led him to conclude that whatever was wedged up against it was pretty tight. After a few slightly more forceful attempts, he found that the door had opened just a crack, but not even enough to get his fingers through.

“Shit.” Jack announced. “Hall, this door is blocked. We can try to force it but that’s going to make some noise.”

“There are more stairs at the far end of that corridor you’re in. It’s going to put you close to the ER though.”

Jack nodded, glancing down the dank corridor before looking at the door.

“Ty, Bridges, stay here and see what you can do about the door... but do it quietly. Smith and I are going to go see if the other entrance is blocked off too.”

“Just remember that the infected have made it up to the next floor, so there is at least one point of entry.” Tyrone pointed out.

“Right.” Jack confirmed. “Keep an eye out.”

Jack started to move in the direction of the next staircase, Smith just behind him - keeping an eye primarily on their rear flank Jack observed. It was for the best as, given the number of patient rooms on the left and right, as well as the supply closets and other less obviously designated spaces, it would have taken them much too long to secure every room. While it was risky to proceed in this way, they had no choice with the time constraints they were under.

Advancing towards the next set of stairs Jack could hear the sounds of the alarm growing louder; not blaringly so, but loud enough to make it abundantly clear they were closer to the massive throng of infected he’d seen earlier.

“Aren’t car alarms supposed to turn off on their own after a while?” Smith asked in a hushed tone.

“Supposed to, unless it’s damaged or their constant jostling of the vehicle is re-triggering it.” Jack responded. “Why?”

“Well, I’d rather it didn’t turn off while we were so close.”

Jack couldn’t fault her logic; if the alarm ceased the infected might decide to go wandering and could end up meandering right into them. As they continued onwards, he became aware of a body just ahead of them. Rolled onto its side, the corpse had neither been eaten nor was it moving, and both of those things filled him with concern.

“How fast do people turn into one of them?” Jack wanted to know.

“Depends.” Smith answered. “Some turn instantly, some after a couple of hours. I read a report that said the longest someone withstood the infection was twenty four hours.”

“Great. Hold up.” He told her. Jack approached the body with his weapon trained on it; he got within a couple of paces and kicked it in the back, expecting it to growl and rise up. Fortunately, this person appeared to be fully dead, a large pool of blood underneath the head.

“What is it?” Smith asked, keeping her eye on their surroundings.

“Not sure yet.” Jack told her, stowing his weapon as he knelt down. He drew his knife as a precaution and rolled the corpse off its side and on to its back. It was a man who looked to be in his thirties, and he’d been shot in the head. His eyes were closed, so either he’d seen it coming and it was an instinctive reaction or his killer had closed them in a final act of kindness - the first one being taking him out with a clean shot. As for other wounds, he had a bite on his calf. A chunk of flesh had been taken with it, but he had survived and the wound had been roughly bound; to Jack’s mind, he was likely the source of the relatively fresh blood back at their entry point. Dressed in black with a basic ballistic vest and assorted combat gear, he was vaguely reminiscent of a soldier or perhaps a cop in tactical gear. There wasn’t, however, any markings identifying him as such. Jack began to search the body, rifling through his pockets and coming up empty; there wasn’t any ammunition, weapons or technology on his person - a radio, computer or phone. He was just a dead man in a hallway.

“Hall, bring up my head cam feed and take a picture of this dead guy. Run him through facial recognition and see if you can find out who he is.”

“Hold his head straight on.” Hall instructed. Jack sheathed his knife then grabbed the man’s face, peeling up his eyelids with his thumbs. “Got it.” Hall reported. Jack set the man’s head down and stood, retrieving his weapon.

“We’re on the move again, but I’ve got a feeling about this guy. Contact me when you know more. Ramsay out.”

Jack started to move again.

“Who do you think he is?” Smith questioned as she fell in behind Jack.

“Not sure, but he looks tactical. If Bolvinox really did send a team in to kill the doctor, then maybe he was with them.”

“Seems a bit of a stretch. Who’d willingly come into a shitstorm like this to kill someone?” Smith questioned.

“Probably someone of a similar mindset to people like us who willingly come into a shitstorm like this to rescue someone; just a different side of the coin, Smith.”

“That’s comforting.”

They proceeded along until the end of the corridor was in sight: double doors with a sign above that indicated ‘Emergency Rooms’. Between their position and the double doors were two turn offs to the right, with the next stairwell door set between the turn offs. Jack approached the door and tried it, finding it too was jammed tight.

“Damn it.” He muttered.

“All this way for nothing.” Smith commented.

“We should check another staircase then head back towards—” Jack started just as one of the emergency room doors began to open.

Immediately, Jack readied his weapon to bring down the intruder, Smith shifting to do the same. Jack was expecting to see the shuffling form of an infected - perhaps a group of them, alerted to their presence in such a way it prevented the attraction of the car alarm from overriding their senses. What he saw instead was a figure in black, an assault rifle braced against his shoulder.

“Freeze!” Jack instructed severely, his voice a little louder than was wise. The figure stopped advancing, remaining halfway through the door, and looked directly at him.

“Identify yourself!” Smith barked, but the figure said nothing. Jack realized this man was dressed identically to the one they’d found dead a short time earlier. His weapon wasn’t suppressed either, meaning any exchange of gunfire would alert the infected. It was a tense moment; Jack sensed a threat but could only wait to see what action the other would take.

“Private security.” The man responded. “I’m here to extract a high-value target.”

“Who are you working for?” Jack demanded curtly.

“That’s confidential. Lower your weapons.”

“This is the site of an ongoing military operation.” Jack growled. “You’re required to leave the area and—”

“I’m not leaving without my target.” The man interrupted with what Jack perceived as suspicious calmness. “Perhaps we can help each other?”

Jack watched him carefully, realizing the situation could quickly explode into violence. Suddenly, the second door sprang inward and something was tossed towards them.

“Back!” Jack called, retreating and turning away from whatever had been flung through the doorway. Barely, Jack and Smith managed to get around the corner into the second turn off before a loud, explosive bang deafened them. Coinciding with the sound was a devastating bright flash of light that would’ve been excruciatingly painful if viewed through the monocular - meant to enhance low level light sources - as it would have magnified the effect of the flash significantly. Jack’s ears were ringing and he felt disoriented, but he shook it off and leaned around the corner in time to see a pair of figures coming their way. They fired, shots tearing chunks out of the plaster on the walls and forcing him back into cover. The shots abated for a moment, so Jack ducked down and leaned out to return fire. The figures were gone, however, disappearing down the other turn off.

“Jack!” Tyrone called out over the radio. “What’s going on?”

“Contact with two unidentified hostiles. I think they were the Bolvinox assassins the doctor was warning us about!”

More gunshots rang out, echoing down the corridors. They were growing closer, but Jack maintained his position, his eyes fixed on the direction of the shots. He watched as one of the black garbed men reappeared; he was firing wildly down the corridor he had just exited, but he seemingly sensed Jack’s presence and he turned, bringing his weapon to bear at Jack’s head. Jack had lined up a shot while he was turning, but before he could fire the double doors burst inwards and a trio of infected shuffled out. The man twisted back, preparing to fire just as his comrade came into view and blocked the shot. They instinctively retreated towards Jack and Smith, firing at the infected and tearing chunks out of their heads with their automatic weapons fire. Unexpectedly, a moment later, one of them spun on his heel and took aim at Jack’s position, forcing Jack to fire first. He took out the first with a precise headshot, his lifeless corpse collapsing backwards and slamming to the ground with a twitch in his legs. His partner took his eyes from the fresh infected coming through the doors to look towards Jack, and was still aiming at the infected as Jack finished him off, but not before he’d fired off a few rounds, the loud gunshots echoing in the empty hallways. Jack stood and moved back into the corridor they’d travelled along followed swiftly by Smith.

“Ty, get that door open! Smith and I are on the way back but we’ll have infected on our tails!” He reported as they backed away. He suddenly became aware that, underneath all the other sounds, there was an absence of a particular noise. It took a moment for him to realize that the car alarm had stopped.

“Whatever you guys are doing in there, some of the infected are starting to push inside.” Cross reported.

“How many?” Jack asked, taking aim at the closest infected and firing a single shot through its head.

“Not sure, but they’re losing interest in the car because the alarm’s packed in. Quite a few of them; it’s hard to be more precise because there’re so many.”

Ahead of them, the doors were now permanently wedged open by a large group that were pouring through; the flashbang and gunshots obviously having been enough to attract the infected roaming around the hospital towards them. And the horde at the main entrance would soon no doubt begin to search for fresh meat, the only upside Jack could think of was that it’d take time for them to make it through the hospital to their location. The downside was that he didn’t know how many had been roaming through the corridors in pursuit of the private security agents. A couple of dozen had forced their way into the corridor now, stampeding on stiff limbs with ravenous delight towards Jack and Smith. They trampled over the corpses and surged forward, and it seemed there were always more behind them - wave after wave of encroaching undead faces.

Aware that if he made his way back to the other stairwell too quickly Tyrone wouldn’t be ready for them and they’d be forced to retreat further, Jack took aim and prepared to fire. He lined up the first shot, keeping his rifle on semi-automatic, and squeezed the trigger; a dull thump issued from the weapon followed by a report in the target - a soft, wet sound as the bullet tore through the forehead and scrambled its brain. The infected fell back but was tossed forward by the momentum of the group behind it, to be crushed underfoot as they continued their march towards living flesh. Jack immediately lined up a second target while continuing his calculated retreat; he fired again, switching immediately to a third. Smith was engaging the enemy too, keeping herself at Jack’s side while systematically gunning down infected. For every one that dropped though, there was another just behind them, but Jack did his best to maintain his discipline and refused to panic. He fired precise shots, some of which passed through to hit a second target behind, and then moved on to the next one.

An unexpected growl from the side caught Jack off guard. They’d gone past a store room and an infected had lunged out. Smith managed to dart back, but the infected slammed into Jack, knocking him into the wall. It roared, reaching forward with its head and opening its jaws. With all his strength Jack shoved the zombie away, knocking it to the ground. Smith fired the kill shot, blowing the side of its head wide open. Jack turned to the advancing group and resumed firing.

“Right side!” Smith called out; moments before an explosive salvo of gunshots echoed down the side corridor. Jack barely managed to retreat before the bullets slammed into the wall where he’d been standing just a second earlier. There was no time to deal with that threat as the infected were pushing forward and had all but closed off the avenue - a number peeling away from the main group to advance towards the new signs of life and the meal they were endlessly seeking. Jack hoped they would keep the Bolvinox team busy.

Suddenly, the building was rocked, shaking and vibrating as the sound of a loud explosion rumbled through it.

“Someone with a launcher just took out the car!” Cross reported.

“Why?” Smith asked as she reloaded her own rifle.

“Don’t know, but the infected that didn’t get toasted are dispersing; some are going inside, some drifting back out into the street.”

“How many coming inside?” Jack asked as he unloaded the remainder of his current magazine.

“I want to say half.”

“Great.” Jack said, ejecting his spent magazine. Though they’d definitely killed a good number of infected, there were still an innumerable amount. The loud gunfire from the hostiles that had attacked them moments before could still be heard, and it was likely that the sound of carnage within the hospital would draw the infected towards them.

“Ty, how’s that door coming?”

“We’re going to need to breach it.”

“Do it!” Jack instructed as he lined up the next series of shots.

They continued retreating and firing, the gunshots of the others had now ceased, replaced with a crescendoing chorus of growls, moans and baying. Behind them, a loud explosion agitated the infected more, causing them to seemingly find the will to speed forward, their eagerness to eat the living somehow overpowering the stiffness they felt in their limbs.

“Retreat!” Jack instructed Smith; the pair turned and began to run towards Tyrone’s last known location, putting as much distance between them and the infected horde as possible.

They soon saw Tyrone and Bridges holding position near the door, the explosive charge they’d used having blown the door off its hinges and dislodged the piled up items that had so effectively blocked it earlier. Without pausing Jack took point, passing through the doorway and starting up the stairs, his eyes scanning the upper part of the stairwell for threats. Fortunately, it seemed to be relatively clear at that point, nevertheless, his weapon was held ready to take any aggressors down - whether they were alive or dead. Smith was just behind him, with Tyrone and Bridges bringing up the rear. The stairwell was plain, with concrete steps, pale green walls and a narrow gap viewable over a railing that allowed someone to see right the way up or down the middle of the staircase. They wound their way up to the second floor as the hungry growls of the dead began to echo into the chamber. Jack tried the door, ensuring that it was secured, as he knew the second floor had been overrun and hoped there wouldn’t be more threats to hit them as they were fleeing up.

Satisfied it was held in place, Jack continued up the stairs, leading the team to the third floor - where the survivors were supposedly located. He grabbed the handle and tried to open the door, but it too was secured and unyielding. The infected were definitely at the bottom of the stairwell now; fluttering images in the gloom that were barely visible as they attempted to clamber up the stairs. Quickly, Jack decided to continue up the stairs.

“Where are we going? Isn’t this the floor?” Bridges questioned as the group started to move again.

“If we breach this door then we’re leading the infected straight to our target!” Jack snapped back as he pounded up the stairs, leading them up past the fourth floor and stopping at the fifth. After the hike to the hospital, the travel through it and now the hurried advance up the stairs, Jack was starting to feel a touch winded. Breathing a little harder, he laid his hand on the handle of the door, twisted it and forced the door inward, finding it blessedly open. Gunfire erupted behind him - close enough to only be coming from his team - as he passed through the doorway; Smith following. Tyrone and Bridges, however, were still in the corridor, firing down through the gap in the stairs to slow the infected.

“Come on!” Jack called out.

The duo moved quickly while the loud sounds of the undead reverberating up the stairs. Bridges stopped just shy of the doorway while Tyrone passed through. The former fired down through the gap in the railing at a few zombies that were ahead of the pack, the dull, continuous rhythm of his suppressed weapon thumping out before he too retreated through the doorway and slammed the door shut. Quickly using the ties normally used to secure a prisoner, Bridges and Jack tied the handle of the door to a nearby metal support rail; it would slow the infected down for sure, but with enough of them pressing up against the door, hammering and clawing at it, Jack wasn’t convinced it wouldn’t eventually break down.

“We need to get across the floor and take another set of stairs down.” Jack announced, his weapon once more held at the ready. “Hopefully that’ll help these infected lose our scent.”

“It won’t be as easy as that!” Smith announced loudly. “Contact!”

Jack turned to face the direction Smith was looking in and saw a trio of infected shambling towards them; the central figure was a doctor the others appeared to be nurses or perhaps junior doctors. Jack and Smith worked together and quickly brought them down with headshots.

“Figures.” Tyrone commented. “I imagine there’s more where these came from.”

“Makes you wonder if the doc downstairs has really managed to secure her floor or if we’re going to be running into more of these freaks.” Bridges thought aloud.

“It doesn’t change the plan.” Jack told him firmly, moving to take point. “Ty, with me. Smith, Bridges, watch the rear.”

The group structured themselves as instructed and began to advance down the corridor, moving right at the elevators until they came upon a turn off to the right that would afford them the ability to begin crossing the floor. Sounds of the infected were rumbling throughout the floor; probably because they had been agitated by the wailing of the car alarm, incited by the explosions and were now enticed by the presence of the living. The foursome moved at a fast walk, striding quickly and carefully, going around the scattered debris on the floor - everything from dropped patient charts and files to severed, skeletonized limbs to corpses of infected that had been brought down by a blunt attack with some improvised weapon that in most cases was still lodged in the forehead, the eye or the crown of the skull. Infected were stirring at the far end of the corridor, advancing towards them in a group of about ten. There was another turn they could make, but Jack wasn’t convinced it would be wise to make too many adjustments. This floor seemed to contain more wards for patients - rooms with a dozen or more beds from what little he could see as they sped past - and if they had all succumbed to the infection, there were going to be a lot of them. Jack took aim, firing at the advancing group; the first shot tore through an infected’s head on the right while Tyrone dropped two in quick succession on the left. They continued firing, advancing towards the oncoming group and passing by turn offs to left and right.

Gunfire erupted from the rear, causing Jack to glance back to see Smith engaging targets that shuffled out of the rooms they’d passed by while Bridges paused to fire down the side passage, turning to run after a few moments and retaking his place in the group. Jack looked back ahead and finished the remaining targets off; his last shot clicking, telling him his magazine was empty. He released it from the weapon and tossed it to the floor, grabbing a replacement and driving it home before chambering the next round - just as an infected emerged from a room ahead, its lower jaw missing. It gurgled at Jack just before he executed it with a single shot.

With no more targets to the rear Smith and Bridges ceased firing, turned and clambered over the bodies of the infected Jack and Tyrone had gunned down. The passageway split left and right, meaning they needed to take a turn off. Jack wanted to put as much distance between the stairs they’d used to access the floor and the stairwell they would use to descend to the third floor as he could, so with only brief hesitation he chose to go left; having calculated the right path could possibly loop back round the way they had come. Immediately, he saw a wall of about twenty infected passing through double doors, which they kept forcing open with their stumbling movements. It gave him pause to reconsider his choice of direction but glancing right, he saw a pile of overturned beds and wheelchairs forming a hastily built blockade. Deciding that the best way forward was to stay on his chosen path and pass through the moaning, groaning walking corpses - whose jaws snapped and drooled as they attempted to quicken their pace to reach their next meal - Jack began to fire. He maintained as much discipline as he could, firing carefully and precisely to kill an infected with each shot when he could, though some didn’t quite hit their marks and instead blew through the lower section of the face. Tyrone joined him, firing until he depleted his ammunition and needed to reload.

“Reloading!” Tyrone called out, stepping back and allowing Bridges to take his place. Despite his wiseass nature, Bridges, Jack registered on some subliminal level, was a fine marksman and the two worked effectively in tandem to gun down the approaching infected. With no sense of self preservation the decreasing group was moving forward slowly and stiffly, and he and Bridges were bringing them down with relative ease, right up to the point they heard gunshots from the rear, drawing their attention.

Jack looked back and saw that a group was shuffling forward towards the barricade. The size was indeterminable but if the barricade didn’t hold and their force was large enough, then they would be pressed from both sides, urging Jack to decide they needed to move faster. He refocused his attention and backed up a couple of paces - the group in front of them having advanced closer to them before Jack and Bridges could finish them off. Each shot’s report was a kill shot, an expulsion of congealing, stodgy blood that spattered onto a wall, floor or a nearby infected. Brains and skulls were devastated by the bullets and, as the last few of the infected group stumbled towards them, losing their footing on the backs of those already fallen, Jack and Bridges worked effectively to finish them off. Bridges’ weapon ran empty so he shifted to his sidearm, the unsuppressed weapon’s sound echoing and blasting down the corridor, causing the infected to groan and roar in return. Jack couldn’t fault him as the infected were too close for him to safely reload his primary weapon. Pressed, they nearly retreated into the backs of Tyrone and Smith who were drilling shots into the infected at their rear before they finally cleared the way.

“Moving!” Jack announced, leading the way as he reloaded his weapon. Bridges did the same, shifting back to his rifle and returning his pistol to the holster on his thigh.

“Ramsay,” Cross came over the radio, “we’re taking fire! We’re going to need to reposition!”

“Understood!” Jack responded. He had always assumed there was a greater number of Bolvinox security in the vicinity than the few they had encountered, but the fact that they had set up the additional team on a rooftop - perhaps to cover their withdrawal - proved they were experienced and more of a danger to their mission than Jack imagined. As they turned the corner into the next corridor, stiff limbed moving figures at the far end caused him to instinctively raise his weapon and begin firing. The range to his target and the speed with which he was forced to take aim and fire caused some of his shots to miss, hitting only the upper chest of the infected or neck at best. Bridges engaged the targets too, bullets slamming into them and dropping one or two of the silhouettes to the floor.

The growling from the corridor behind was now audible over the gunfire. A quick check revealed that, while Tyrone and Smith were with him, the group assaulting the barricade numbered in the dozens, and it wouldn’t be long before they tore it down.

“Grenade!” Tyrone yelled, a microsecond after the distinctive metallic ping of the grenade safety popping away. Bridges grunted with exertion as he and Jack started to sprint away; the latter glancing swiftly over his shoulder to confirm Smith and Tyrone had turned and were running with them as they headed towards the next intersection. Jack raised his weapon as they rounded the corner, the immediate lack of infected as they advanced a relief as the corridor was rocked by the shockingly loud sound of the grenade exploding.

“Keep moving!” Jack called out, leading the way.

In the dark - facing uniform corridor after uniform corridor - it was difficult to know exactly how far across the hospital they’d travelled. Fortunately there weren’t any threats directly in front of them so they were able to cover some distance, jogging but not sprinting flat out in case they ran into any surprise threats.

“Cross, report.” Jack said, starting to breathe a little heavier from their exhausting work.

“We took sniper fire from the same building the rocket attack came from. We couldn’t pinpoint the exact location and there was no cover, so we’re pulling back some.” Cross explained.

“Injuries?”

“No, we’re fine. What’s going on in there?”

“We had to engage the infected and are now hopefully moving towards a stairwell that will bring us to the doctor’s location.”

“Good luck.” Cross concluded.

An indeterminate amount of time later, and after rounding another couple of corners, Jack saw another stairwell. Looking up and down the corridor, he couldn’t see any indications of turn offs which would lead them further away from the stairwell they’d used to gain entry, so it seemed as if it was finally time to go down to the third floor. He wrenched open the door and listened carefully for any suggestion that there were infected below. Satisfied it was clear, Jack led the way down the stairs, hearing the door shut heavily as the last of the team came through. Moving down two floors, Jack breathlessly laid his hand on the door handle, twisting and pulling. It gave just a couple of inches so he tried wrenching it harder, yanking with all his strength.

“It’s stuck.” He declared.

Tyrone moved around him, trying to get a look at what was binding the door then trying to get his fingers in the gap - but it wasn’t wide enough.

“What’s it stuck on?”

“Can’t see; some kind of leather or fabric.” Tyrone responded. He grabbed his knife and pushed it into the gap, working down until it was near the handle. “I’ll try to cut it but there’s not a lot of room to work in.”

Suddenly, something slammed into the door, though it seemed more for show than in an effort to shut it.

“Back the hell off!” A female voice roared. “I’ll cut you to shreds before you can get through those restraints!”

Jack wasn’t sure how she’d accomplish this, but he recognized the voice and pulled the door open as wide as it would go.

“Doctor Reed? Emma Reed?” He called through the crack. “It’s Major Jack Ramsay, we spoke earlier! Let us in!”

“How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

“You spoke with Maxwell, a creepy old guy who tried to convince you to hand over the secrets so he could potentially leave you to die.” Jack told her honestly. Somewhere above, there was groaning from the infected and the certain sound of hammering on doors.

“There are ten of us here and we’re armed. If you do anything we don’t like, if you move too quickly, we’ll kill you!” Emma threatened.

“Great, now open the damn door!” Jack shot back.

“I want to see you first, Ramsay, the others have to back off.”

“Fine!”

Emma was quiet. After a few tense moments she spoke again.

“Let go of the door so we can undo the restraints.”

Jack complied and the door suddenly shut. Long moments turned to minutes and the sounds of the angry dead became louder; Jack wondered if they were actually going to need to breach the door and deal with the consequences when there was a definite sound of activity on the other side. It opened and light suddenly bloomed in Jacks face, the illumination hurting the eye looking through the monocular. He gasped and raised it up quickly; when he looked back he saw Emma standing there, a fire axe in her hands and a couple of people armed with fire extinguishers on either side, with a few more with flashlights amidst a handful of others.

“It’s him.” She declared. “Come inside, quickly!”
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With the door shut behind Jack and his team, the hospital survivors started to re-secure it, lashing a thick fabric restraint from the door to the metal support rail nearby, and then piling some furniture in front of it to act as a blockade. Jack looked them over and saw there were about ten of them; some were hospital personnel wearing standard scrubs and some appeared to be in regular clothing. All of them were dirty and some were spattered in blood - from the living or the infected, it was impossible to tell.

“Where are the others?” Jack wanted to know.

“Others?” Emma questioned back.

“I was informed there were thirty of you on the second floor.”

“This is everyone left alive in our group. The only other people in the hospital are those assassin's I told you guys about that you didn’t believe were real.” She declared aggressively.

“Well, we firmly believe you now, Doctor Reed.” He told her assuringly.

“Listen, we need to talk privately.” Emma told him as she scooped up an electric lantern from the floor and started to walk away from the stairwell, leading the way to a staff room just on the right of the elevator. Jack glanced at Tyrone and the others.

“Secure the area.” Jack ordered before turning and following Emma.

The staff room they entered had been ransacked; the fridge stood open, the cupboard doors were ajar and it was devoid of furniture - perhaps having been taken to make barricades elsewhere. She turned the lantern to its lowest level and set it on the floor, the minimal light from the moon outside and the scant illumination from the lantern providing a faint visibility within the room. Despite the minimal light, when Emma turned to face Jack he could clearly see an angry but weary look on her face.

“Did you set off that huge explosion earlier?” She demanded.

“No. That was—”

“Bolvinox’s security team. Figures. I was hoping the masses of infected would deter them from searching here, but I guess I was wrong.” She said, shaking her head.

“I think you did well enough.”

“But they’re here now.”

“So are we.”

“Excuse me if I’m not swept off my feet, but we rescued you.” She sniped. Jack scoffed.

“If you say so. Listen, we’re going to get you and the other survivors out of here, but I’m going to need some more information.”

Emma stared into Jack’s eyes for a long quiet moment, and then looked at his helmet.

“Is that a head cam?”

“Yes.”

“Turn it off. I’ll talk to you and you alone, for now at least.”

Jack wondered why it was so important for her to speak with him in secret, but securing her cooperation was vital.

“Hall.” Jack stated.

“Go for Hall.” She responded over the radio.

“I’m going off com for a short while.”

“Why?”

“I’ve found Doctor Reed but I need to talk with her privately.”

“I don’t think—” Hall started, but Jack was already moving to turn off the radio. He also reached up and took the camera off his helmet and deactivated it, stuffing it into a pocket. Finally, he took off his helmet and held it against his hip, looking expectant.

“Well, what do you want to tell me?”

“I’m not sure where to start.” She told him, leaning against the wall and sinking down to the floor. The no doubt exhausting events seemed to hit her all of a sudden; he felt more than a little sympathy for her, so he sat down across from her.

“Maybe start with how Bolvinox is related to a zombie virus.” He told her directly. She looked at him, and then nodded slowly.

“Do you know who Bolvinox are?” She asked pensively.

“Not really, so start with the basics and go from there.”

“Bolvinox are a multi-billion dollar pharmaceutical company. They sell a variety of drugs for an assortment of conditions, but crucially, they have an extensive research program, which I was part of.”

“Like most pharmaceutical companies I assume.” Jack commented.

“Right. But here’s the thing...” Emma trailed off, looking a little uncertain. She took a deep breath then continued. “Whenever there’s the opportunity to study diseases or viruses for medical research, there’s the opportunity to study them for... other purposes.”

Jack narrowed his eyes.

“For weapons? Bolvinox was doing weaponization research?”

“Yes, yes they were. And I only found out about it a month or so ago.”

“How?”

“There were some irregularities in the amount of material we were given versus how much was supposedly being stored for future use. I followed the requisitions through and the transfer orders and, well, it wasn’t easy but I discovered there was a subdivision of the medical research program I was a part of which I hadn’t been made aware of. No one I spoke to knew what it was and the more I asked about it, the more stressful things became for me at work... materials, paperwork, even co-workers going missing. At first I thought that maybe people were just being transferred and the paperwork was misfiled. Then I discovered I was being followed to and from my home and that someone was going through my office, moving and deleting files on my hard drive, and... well, then I started to receive threatening calls telling me to leave certain avenues of investigation alone.”

“I’m assuming you didn’t listen?”

“You’d assume correctly.” Emma responded forthrightly.

“What happened?”

“It took me another couple of weeks, but I found out the subdivision was being housed in a warehouse near a nowhere town called Bluefields. So I went to take a look.”

“What happened?”

“I thought I was so clever; I managed to ditch the team following me, took a couple of side roads to make it look like I was heading elsewhere, just in case, and then I circled back to Bluefields. I thought I was sneaking in but really... Really they’d turned the intruder alarms off and just let me walk in. After I got inside, I found out they had a lab about five levels below the ground floor; when I used my access card and it worked on the elevator I knew something was wrong, but I had gone that far so I decided to see it through.”

“What did you find down there?”

“The infected.” Emma said, her voice fading a little. “And test subjects, living people they were still testing the virus on.”

“Tell me everything.”

“I was confronted by my boss, Jeff Stevens. He congratulated me for my ingenuity and determination, and told me he wanted to offer me a more favorable position in the company. He said there was a lot of money to be made and I would be well paid if I used my expertise to help them create a more docile version of the infected. In their current state, the infected just hunt and eat and can’t be stopped. The virus has them decomposing at a rate of about one one hundredth of the rate that normal bodies decompose, meaning they’re going to be active for a very long time. In Jeff’s words, there needed to be something that could be genetically inserted to allow the infected to be controlled so they could be destroyed once their objective had been completed.”

“What did you do?”

“I told him I wanted a percentage.”

Jack gave her an incredulous look.

“He’d have killed me if I’d said anything else.” Emma defended. “I had no intention of helping him, but I needed him to think I was going along with him in order to survive.” She explained, and Jack’s expression softened.

“So what happened then?”

“I was told I would be kept at the facility until they were sure I was trustworthy - at least, that’s what he told me, and he assured me I would be allowed to leave once I’d developed the genetic trait necessary to control the infected. Something went wrong though. I think someone tried to steal the base virus, and to cover their escape they released the infected - not just on the fifth level, but on all levels of the facility. In the confusion I saw two opportunities: to escape and also to get all the data I could about the virus.” Emma told Jack, reaching under her shirt and retrieving a USB flash drive on a chain around her neck.

“Is that—”

“The data I downloaded, yes. There’s enough here to not only bury Bolvinox for what they did, but also information about the virus that I hope trustworthy scientists can use to find a vaccine. There’s no cure, of that much I’m certain, but if we can prevent the transmission of the virus into new hosts then we have a chance. It’s not a good chance, but it’s still a chance.”

Jack nodded, but he had more questions.

“How did you escape the facility?”

“Honestly, I’m not entirely certain. Protocol insisted the facility should be completely locked down at all times to prevent accidental release of the virus. I should’ve been trapped down there, especially after taking the time to download the data, but someone opened the doors for me.” Emma explained as she returned the flash drive beneath her shirt.

“Someone?”

“I can’t tell you who. I was starting to run and the doors would just unlock ahead of me and lock behind me. Whoever it was kept the infected away from me and powered up the elevator so I could leave.”

“Then they must’ve had unlimited access to the security systems. Could it have been your boss?”

“No... No... Jeff didn’t make it out alive. I saw him...”

“So how did the virus spread?”

“There were five samples of the virus stolen; I’m assuming at least one of those was used to start the outbreak, maybe more. I’m guessing that this outbreak started as a test to prove the value of the virus; unfortunately it spread too quickly. People travelled - took buses, trains and planes... Or maybe that’s what they wanted all along, I’ve no idea. Whatever the cause, whatever the precise reason, it’s out there now and there’s no way to put the cork back in the bottle. It’s about containing and stopping the continued spread of the virus now.”

“So why are you so skittish about having Maxwell hear about this? At some point, the higher ups in the chain of command are going to have to know.”

“There’s something else... something in the data that I didn’t tell you because I don’t want you to think I’m crazy.” She said, looking increasingly concerned.

“Considering what’s going on in the world right now, I’m not sure there’s anything normal left. When he told me about it I didn’t know if Maxwell was trying to pull a fast one or if he’d gone crazy.” He told her as soothingly as he could, but it didn’t seem to alleviate her anxiety.

“As I scanned through the files when they were uploading, there was a reference to Genetic Material X. I saw it several times and, well, there was a brief description of it that I was able to glean.”

“And?” Jack questioned.

“There’s a...” Emma trailed off.

“Please, Emma, tell me what you know. I won’t breach your confidence unless I’m sure whoever I tell can be trusted.” Jack insisted.

“There was a suggestion that this was material Bolvinox had obtained from...” Emma faltered again, clearly struggling to declare what she had seen. “It was some kind of bacteria recovered from a space mission.” She finally said, looking pleadingly at Jack as though he might not believe her. Jack considered the implication: some kind of alien bacteria. Was it really so unimaginable?

“Say something.” Emma told him, breaking him from his internal thoughts.

“Yeah. So what you’re saying is that not only was Bolvinox routing sensitive biological material to Bluefields, but it was also conducting research with alien bacteria?”

“Yes.”

“What for, I wonder.” Jack questioned.

“I think the bacteria contained some property they wanted to propagate, but was also incomplete so they may have been attempting to splice that property into a more transmissible format.”

“So binding it with influenza or something of the like to make it more easily transmitted?”

“Right. It seems as though Genetic Material X has incredible regenerative components - enough that it could’ve cured diseases in a way that I never imagined possible. But in the experimentation process, Bolvinox discovered that it had another use - it could partially reanimate tissue. That’s the property they focused their research on, and that’s what led to the zombie virus as they call it.”

“So someone intentionally created this virus? It wasn’t an accident?”

“Exactly. I think they thought it could be used as a biological weapon. Why they decided this, I can’t tell you, but all the research data is on the drive.”

“So, this leads us back to why you didn’t want this getting back to Maxwell.” Jack stated.

“Well, Bolvinox isn’t connected to the space agency; it’s not even the most cutting edge pharmaceutical company. It suggests to me that there’s some powerful connection, maybe a government connection. Maxwell is the head of an organization - the Coalition - that I’ve never heard of. If it wasn’t for the absolute desperation of my situation it’s probable I’d never have made the call at all.” She explained. Jack understood what she was saying, but really didn’t know what more he could offer her.

“I can’t tell you what you want to hear, Doctor Reed. This morning I was living in a cabin in self-imposed isolation after a bad mission left my identity blown. In the early evening I was told the world was coming to an end because of zombies.” Jack explained, shrugging his shoulders slightly. “Now there’s apparently some alien bacteria involved.”

“So you’ve been out of the military for a while?”

“A couple of years now.”

“Before that?”

“I was special forces.” Jack responded. Emma eyed him carefully for a few moments, and he felt compelled to say more. “Listen, I don’t know what’s going to happen; I know my mission is to get the data you’re in possession of back to base so they can start working through it, but in my opinion you’re the key to this: your knowledge, your skills, your connection to this lab at Bluefields. I can promise,” he emphasized,” that I’ll keep you safe above anything else. I’m going to make sure that no harm comes to you, whether it's from Bolvinox’s security, the infected or some threat we’ve not yet uncovered. I’ll even protect you from Maxwell if it comes to it.”

Emma continued to look at him. After a couple of quiet moments, her shoulders sagged as her strength faded for a moment. She sighed, her chin dropping briefly onto her chest before looking back at Jack.

“I don’t know for sure that I can trust you but I’d really like to believe I can. It’s been a couple of days since I slept because I’ve been on the run since it all started... I’m just so damn tired.”

“You’re safe now.” Jack told her, shifting to lay a hand comfortingly on her shoulder and briefly smiling. “Or at least as safe as you can be here. We need to get out of this hospital.”

“Right.”

“I’ve got to call this in so we can confirm the extraction point.”

“I understand, but there’s one more thing I’ve not mentioned.”

“And that is?” Jack asked, leaning back and removing his hand from her shoulder.

“There was some talk amongst the scientists at Bluefields just before the outbreak - and a brief mention in the data I downloaded - about there being the propensity for... mutation.”

“Mutation?”

“I don’t know much more than that, but it said that the infected had the potential for mutation.”

“Into what?”

“I’ve no idea.” Emma told him, her eyes locked on his. Jack nodded, believing her.

“I’m going to make my report, and then we can see about getting you out of here.” Jack told her, standing and reconnecting his radio.

Hall had gone up to Maxwell’s office, making the report directly to him. He sat in his chair, listening carefully. Once she was done, he lit another cigarette, drawing on it heavily before speaking.

“And he hasn’t come back online yet?”

“No. I waited for a few minutes but he’s still—”

“Hall, come in.” Jack interrupted, his voice coming through her earpiece.

“He’s on now, sir.” Hall reported. “Jack, what’s going on?”

“Put him on speaker.” Maxwell instructed. Hall nodded, tapping her tablet so Jack’s voice started to come through the device instead of her ear piece.

“I’ve made contact with Doctor Reed. She’s got data we can hopefully use to create some kind of vaccine as well as enough material to indict Bolvinox for creating the virus, assuming we’re still able to do that by the end of this.”

“How is Emma carrying this data, Jack?” Maxwell wanted to know.

“A flash drive she’s carrying around her neck.”

“Is there any way to get that to a working terminal and upload it here?”

“The power’s out in the hospital, and I don’t think that’s our best move anyway. We need to get her to safety as she has some understanding of how this began.”

“Understood, Jack, but I want you to understand that the flash drive is priority one - more so than Emma herself.”

“What are you telling me?”

“If she’s in a position where she won’t survive, you’re to retrieve the data and bring it to us, is that clear?”

“Compassionate as ever, Maxwell.”

“It’s about the survival of the human race, Jack. I would love to see her returned to safety, but the data is vastly more important. I can have another team sent—”

“No. Bolvinox has a security team here and they’re heavily armed. They’ve got at least one sniper and one rocket team, and there are more of them in the hospital. More boots on the ground here are just going to lead to casualties.”

“So what are you suggesting?” Maxwell questioned.

“There are nine other survivors, so we’re going to try to find a stealthy way out of the hospital and quietly make our way to the park. We’re going to need to have that chopper arriving at the same time we do. If Bolvinox has more people out there, I don’t want the chopper to alert them to the extraction point and give them time to get in position and ambush us before we can get on board. If I don’t like the park, then we’re going to need to go to the secondary extraction point.”

“Understood.” Maxwell responded.

“What’s the ETA on a chopper if you send it now?”

“About twenty five minutes with the necessary deviations.” Hall answered.

“Walking time to the park?” Jack wanted to know.

“A group your size and assuming minimal contact with the infected, it would take you approximately ten minutes.”

“Fine. I’ll tell you when to get the bird in the air; we need a few minutes to make sure the group is ready to travel and to do a supply check.”

“Give us the signal when you’re ready.” Hall stated simply.

“And Jack?” Maxwell added.

“Yeah?”

“Make sure that data gets back to us.” Maxwell asserted, leaning forward against his desk.

“That’s why you brought me in. Don’t doubt me now.” Jack told him acidly. “Ramsay out.”

Hall closed the line of verbal communication and watched as Jack reactivated his helmet camera, an image of Doctor Reed appearing on screen for a few seconds as though to confirm her presence before Jack closed it off.

“So it seems like he’s going to be able to complete the mission.” Hall commented, looking to Maxwell. Immediately, she saw that he looked troubled. “Is something wrong, Sir?”

“Have you put in any information requests on Bolvinox?”

“I submitted the requests to the appropriate agencies, sir, but I’ve not heard anything yet. A preliminary search we did ourselves didn’t reveal anything special about Bolvinox. Do you think there’s something we’ve not been made aware of?”

“These days I don’t think we can rule anything out. Chase up those requests, I want everything there is to know about Bolvinox and any private security teams they employ on my desk within the hour.” Maxwell declared, leaning back and looking at his computer screen.

“Should we perhaps deploy a second team regardless of Major Ramsay’s wishes? If this data is as vital as he’s asserting then we should take steps...”

Maxwell tapped his fingers on his desk while taking another long pull on his cigarette, and then he looked towards Hall.

“Prep fire team twelve, get them ready for deployment just in case, but we’re going to give Jack a little more time to work. I brought him in for a reason.” Maxwell stated. Hall nodded.

“Is there anything else, sir?”

“Not at this time. Get me that Bolvinox information.”

Hall nodded, turned and left the office. Back on the walkway, she started to go back towards the stairs, preparing to go down and instruct a few of the technicians to follow up on the information requests about Bolvinox.

Jack looked at Emma while she explained the situation. She’d arrived in Dewbury as the outbreak reached the city; having been laying low and attempting to figure out what her next move should be. As she had the data, she knew Bolvinox would be coming for her - indeed, they’d made several efforts to catch her that she’d narrowly avoided. Not knowing who she could trust, she didn’t feel safe walking into a police station or going to a military base. So she’d travelled for days without a plan, stopping in Dewbury with refugees from Chicago as the first cases were reported. She’d become attached to a medical group and been taken to the hospital they were now hold up in. It didn’t take long for the hospital to be attacked. Understanding what they were dealing with, Emma tried to secure the facility and, at the very least, provide a safe haven while she figured out the best next move.

“I’d hoped that in the confusion and the chaos the Bolvinox security people wouldn’t be able to find me. We worked quickly - there were more of us then - to secure the ground floor and create a fortified area we could defend with whatever we could use.”

“What did you do then?” Jack questioned.

“After that we secured the second floor as a fall back, but we stayed on the ground level as long as we could. Everything seemed to be going well until someone drove through the front doors and that damn car alarm started going off like it was ringing a dinner bell. We retreated to the second floor, but eventually the infected made it through so we came up here. There weren’t as many infected up here so we quickly dispatched them, shored up everything and hoped we could last long enough for some kind of rescue.”

“So how did you come to reach out to the military? What changed?”

“What changed?” Emma asked, shaking her head. “Simply a lack of options. There’re just so damn many of them and we were trapped... I didn’t see any other way out.”

“So what did you do?”

“While we were on the ground floor there was a soldier who died. I took his radio from what was left of him and used it to get in touch with his commanding officer. A lot of ringing around and I was put in touch with Maxwell. He wanted to confirm my identity so I borrowed that laptop and did a video call; I showed him a fraction of the data and told him he could have the rest when he got me and the other survivors out.”

Jack nodded. It was interesting to discover what had happened in the events leading up to their meeting, if only so he knew how strong Emma was.

“So, Doctor Reed,” he addressed her more formally than he had previously, “ostensibly, you’ve been leading this group of survivors?”

“Call me Emma.” She instructed. “And yes. Why?”

“I just want to make sure that when you give the order to leave the others will follow.”

“I understand. And I suppose you’re leading that group of soldiers?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you said you were in a cabin in the woods this morning.”

“That’s true too.” Jack said, smiling briefly.

“You look a little young to be retired, Major Ramsay.”

“Call me Jack, and I didn’t retire.” Jack told her. He sighed, feeling that as she’d explained so much he should offer her some kind of explanation, but also not wanting to squander their time with a lengthy, unnecessary conversation.

“Well?” She pressed. Jack shrugged.

“I was on a mission in... some place.” Jack started. “My team and I were serving a dual purpose of both investigative and strike team out there. Well, most of us; Ty was elsewhere on a support operation, leaving me and the rest of the team in-country. It took a couple of weeks but we finally managed to arrange a meeting with our targets. I was to go alone, but the moment I arrived at the location I knew something was wrong. It turned out that my true identity had been leaked to the local militia who had sent word back to our targets. With my true purpose compromised, I was taken hostage, both for ransom and interrogation. Turns out me and this other guy, Grier, were both suspected of being traitors, so to appease the higher ups, I was burned and when they eventually went for Grier he was killed while they were trying to arrest him. Grier was actually the traitor... a pity they didn’t find out sooner.”

“Oh my, what happened?”

“I was held captive and tortured for close to six months but I managed to escape. I made my way back to the States and, with Ty’s help, I managed to settle down.”

“How did they learn about your true identity?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I know the one responsible for the order to leak it was Maxwell. He was my CO and, ultimately, the only one with full knowledge of our operation.”

“Holy shit.”

“Yeah. The real kicker is that Maxwell and I used to be friends, but I guess in the grand scheme of things, a friend in this line of work is a somewhat relative term.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s life.” Jack responded, shrugging casually. “Let’s check on the rest of your people, make sure everyone is good to move out then try to figure out a plan to get the hell out of here.”

“How are we going to escape?”

“There’s an extraction point in the park not far from here. As you heard, we’re going to try to synchronize our evacuation from this building with the travel time of the helicopter so we can arrive at the same time they do. That way any of Bolvinox’s people out there shouldn’t have an opportunity to cut off our avenue of escape. Barring that, you must also have heard me mention a secondary extraction point?”

“It sounds like a really good plan, but what if it doesn’t work?”

“Beyond that, there’s a travel corridor out of the city we can use providing we can secure a vehicle.” Jack reassured her as he stood up. Emma didn’t look convinced.

“Are you sure?”

“I am. I’ve done this kind of thing before.” He told her, smiling confidently as he reached down. She took his hand and he helped her to her feet. With a sigh of resignation she stooped to pick up the lantern and then followed Jack back into the corridor. The group had moved down to a nurse’s station at the far end on the right. The survivors were lingering there with most of the team standing amongst them - all but one of them.

“Where’s Bridges?” Jack demanded as he came closer.

“Went to find the latrine.” Tyrone responded. He glanced at Emma. “Doctor.” He acknowledged.

“Jack says you’re going to get us all out of here.”

“We’ll do our best.” Tyrone responded.

“Sir,” Cross came over the radio, “we’ve repositioned in a building just west of the hospital. Sightlines aren’t as good but we’ve got some cover and we’re clear of the infected for the moment.”

“How’s it looking out front?’ Jack wanted to know.

“There are still a decent number of them lingering around the front entrance; I want to say about a quarter of what was there before.”

“Understood. Any indication where the Bolvinox security personnel are?”

“Not yet. Rodriguez is scanning the surroundings, but it’s slow going. There are a lot of places they could be hiding.”

“I want to know as soon as you have something.” Jack responded.

“I’m here!” Bridges called out from a corridor on Jack’s left. Jack glanced in his direction and shook his head frustratedly.

“No one missed you.” Smith told him.

“Aww, you’re breaking my heart.” Bridges returned sarcastically as he came closer.

“If you two are finished, we need to talk about ways out of this death trap.” Jack told them aggressively before glancing at Emma. “Are there any vehicles nearby you’re aware of?”

“I think...” She trailed off looking distant for a moment. “I think there was an ambulance near the east entrance to the hospital, but I saw it when we first arrived, so it could easily have been taken by someone else long before now.”

“It’s worth checking.”

“What are you thinking, Jack?” Tyrone wanted to know.

“I’m thinking that a distraction of some sort would probably be in our best interests, and that a vehicle might be perfect for that.” Jack explained, looking at the other survivors. They were a mixture of average looking people, none that were particularly strong or athletic looking and none dressed in such a way that might imply they were anything but a civilian.

“No firearms?” Jack questioned.

“No. There were, but we lost them on the second floor.” Emma responded.

“All of you be ready to move out as soon as we give the order.” Jack told them.

Exhausted, but relieved to have the hope of escape, they nodded to confirm their compliance.

“Okay, we need a few minutes to check our gear. When we get back, let’s go over how we’re going to get out of this.” Jack announced, nodding to Tyrone. Bridges and Smith followed as Jack walked away; Emma started to come too, but Bridges stepped in her path.

“Stay with the others, Doctor Reed.”

“If this is relevant to how we’re going to get out of here, then I want—” She started, but Jack turned around and attempted to defuse the situation, resting his hands on Emma’s shoulders.

“It’s not relevant to the plan I have to get you and the others to safety, I promise. I just need to go over the supplies my team and I have. Please, wait with the others. We won’t be long.” Jack told her as reassuringly as he could. She looked at him, her eyes flashing momentarily with frustration before she abated and returned to the group of survivors by the station while Jack joined his team up the corridor.

“Okay, ammo?” Jack asked.

“Used about a quarter of mine.” Tyrone responded.

“Same, maybe a little more.” Smith reported.

“Yeah.” Bridges added unhelpfully.

“So we’re good on that. We’re going to need quite a bit if we’re forced to hold down a position for any length of time.”

“So what’s the great plan you’ve got?” Bridges wanted to know.

“We’re going to call in the helicopter when the team is ready; it’s a ten minute hike to the extraction point so we’ll wait here a little while so we can arrive at the same time they do - that should reduce the risk that Bolvinox will get in position before we’re there... not to mention the infected being drawn in by the helicopter.” Jack explained.

“So, you’re planning on getting all these people out?” Bridges asked.

“Of course.”

“I’m just saying...” Bridges trailed off, lowering his voice a little so it didn’t carry down the hall. “I’m just saying: we’d move a lot faster with just the doctor, or better yet, just the flash drive.”

“You want to leave them behind?” Jack asked incredulously.

“Our mission was to extract the data, not haul a bunch of people to the extraction point. You’ve not seen how riled up those things can get when there’s a big enough group of people - when there’s a big enough meal. Something about a large group travelling together draws them in like a vacuum sucking up dust if there’s nothing to distract them.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that.” Jack told Bridges. “I suppose I should mention the second part of the plan.”
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Finding a window overlooking the east side of the hospital was easy enough, and with the aid of night vision they were able to locate the abandoned ambulance. It was powered down; no lights, no siren, and as such, had few undead around it.

“I’m not sure why I have to be the one to do this.” Bridges complained as they looked out of the window.

“Because I said so.” Jack responded; he didn’t add it was also because although he was a good marksman, he was also an annoying shit and if anyone could draw in a large crowd of the undead, he was confident Bridges would be able to manage it.

“So, assuming the ambulance works, that I’m able to draw in a crowd of the infected and attract the attention of Bolvinox so they think we’re going the other way, how am I supposed to get to the damn helicopter?” A surly Bridges wanted to know.

“You’re not going to go that far out of the way. Once you’ve led them in the wrong direction find somewhere you can ditch the ambulance where it won’t be easily detected, then double time it to the extraction point. Make sure it won’t take you any longer to get there than it will take us. You may want to run.”

“I’ll be with you to keep you safe.” Smith told him condescendingly.

“And when are we pulling out?” Cross asked over the radio.

“A little before we do. When Ty and I were there, the north side looked clearest, but you’ve probably got a better idea than we do.” Jack responded.

“Understood.”

“Once you join the convoy, Ty and I will cover the front while you and Rodriguez cover the rear; we stay moving quickly, avoid as much enemy contact as possible and go straight to the extraction point.” Jack declared firmly.

“Understood.” The team responded, though Bridges was a little more subdued in his response than the others.

“Bridges, Smith, start making your way down now. Check on the status of the ambulance and make sure it’s operational.”

“On it.” Smith answered. Bridges said nothing and simply followed his comrade as she set off to a stairwell they’d identified on their way to the window, which would be closer to the ambulance.

Tyrone and Jack were left alone looking through the window; Tyrone said nothing, simply staring out into the gloom.

“You’re not a fan of my plan?” Jack questioned, sensing his friends unease.

“It’s a good plan.”

“So what is it?”

“Nothing.”

“If you’ve got something to say, spit it out before we hit the road.” Jack told him shortly. Tyrone glanced at him, and then towards the door of the room they were in. He took his helmet off and gestured for Jack to do the same. Jack shrugged questioningly, but complied.

“Are you sure this is for the best?” Tyrone asked.

“Splitting the team up?”

“Leaving the flash drive with her. If she goes down—”

“That could to happen to any of us. The infected don’t seem to be entirely picky over who they eat.”

“But the Bolvinox security team is; they’ll be gunning for her first. If you or I had the drive, even if she—”

“We’re not going to let anything happen to her.” Jack interrupted tersely. “I gave her my word.”

“And in any other circumstance you know I’d back you all the way. But there’s a bigger picture here, a sort of end of the world kind of picture. If she gets wounded by a sniper and the infected tear her apart before we can reach her then getting that drive back will be almost impossible. We take the drive now and that risk is mitigated by a hell of a lot.”

“So you’ll take the drive and leave me to it?” Emma questioned angrily, appearing in the doorway. “I thought I could trust you!” She snapped, her eyes focusing on Jack. He started towards her, passing by his friend.

“And you can. While I can understand Ty’s concerns, you keep the drive until we get back to base. I’ll make sure you don’t get hit.”

“I don’t know, Jack. Maybe I was right, maybe I should—” She was saying, Jack interrupted her by stepping close and taking hold of her shoulders.

“You’re doing the right thing coming with me. The plan I have is sound and we will all do everything we possibly can to keep you, and the other survivors, safe.”

Emma still looked a little rattled, glancing around Jack towards Tyrone.

“He’s right, Doctor, we’ll make sure you’re all safe. I was just thinking of some alternatives, nothing more.”

“Well, they’re pretty shitty alternatives!” She snapped at him, and then sighed. “Fine. But if I think you’re going to ditch me or if you try to take the drive—”

“We won’t.” Jack assured her. “Now, please, make sure the others are ready to roll. We‘re going to be moving out soon.”

Jack released Emma and she, once again, looked at him as though she was trying to decide whether she should trust him or hit him. Seemingly deciding to do the former, at least for the present, Emma turned and left, stepping out into the corridor and walking away. Jack listened for a few moments, and then looked back towards Tyrone.

“Smooth.” He said.

“You know I’m right.” Tyrone responded as he came closer.

“I don’t know that and neither do you. We’ve pulled targets out of places with worse odds than this in the past.”

“The infected—”

“Are slow, stupid and easily baited. If this plan goes off without a hitch we may not even see them.”

“And you know what the odds of that are, right?”

“What’s wrong? This isn’t like you.”

“Nothing’s wrong. It’s just...” Tyrone trailed off then shook his head. “Nothing. Let’s go.” Tyrone concluded, slipping his helmet back on and pushing past Jack. His behavior was certainly odd, Jack mused, but right at that moment it didn’t matter. The job was still ahead of them; Jack could mend fences with his friend later.

Bridges and Smith reported that the south east stairwell was clear of the infected and the ground floor on that side seemed to be relatively free of hostiles also. From the window, Jack watched as they approached the ambulance and secured it, first checking the rear then climbing into the cabin.

“It’s clear. No sign of the driver or any medical technicians. Probably eating someone.” Bridges reported.

“Your glass is always half full, isn’t it Bridges?” Smith asked.

“Cut the unnecessary chat.” Jack instructed them sharply. “See if it’ll start up.”

“Yeah, gimme a minute to make sure the sirens aren’t going to blare into life when I turn the engine on.” Bridges answered. A minute later, the headlights on the ambulance came on.

“It’s working, sir. Should we get it in position?” Smith wanted to know.

“Yes. Bring it up to the doors as if we’re going to load these people in the back, just in case they’re watching.” Jack instructed. “Hall, are you there?”

“Go for Hall.”

“Send the chopper; we’re going to be heading out soon. Tell them to take a slightly more circuitous route so it doesn’t come straight over the hospital and lead the infected or Bolvinox to the park.”

“Already instructed. We’re sending them now; ETA is still twenty five minutes.”

“Understood. We’ll be there.” Jack told her before addressing the rest of his group. “Everyone, we’re going to be heading out in a little under fifteen minutes. Check your gear, lock and load; we can’t afford any screw ups.”

Jack kept watch at the window for a little while longer. He scanned the street to see if any infected were making their way towards the hospital; drawn either by the sound of the ambulance backing up or the presence of the living on the street. Fortunately, Jack could see none and he imagined if there were any coming from the south end of the street, which he couldn’t view, Bridges or Smith would have said something. As satisfied as someone could be in that situation, Jack turned to regard the buildings. He saw no indications of a sniper team. He’d also considered earlier that if they were covering every side of the hospital, they’d have had a number of opportunities to fire on Jack already - starting with the first moment he peered out of the window. Certainly, they’d fired on Rodriguez and Cross, so perhaps their own snipers were currently attempting to locate them; it seemed a reasonable possibility, but reasonable was a far flung ideal these days. He surveyed the scene a while longer, checking his watch to monitor the time. As the moment they needed to leave came closer, Jack decided to get moving.

Turning away from the window Jack left the room and followed the route to the south east stairwell Bridges and Smith had taken; it was also where the Emma and the survivors were assembling in advance of the evacuation from the hospital.

“Cross, Rodriguez, time to move.” Jack told them over the radio as he approached the stairwell.

“On our way.” Cross responded for the pair.

“Is it happening? Are we going?” Emma asked, a look of fearful excitement on her face while she tightened and relaxed her grip on the handle of her axe nervously.

“Yes.” Jack responded simply.

Tyrone still seemed as though he had something on his mind, but Jack ignored him and moved to the head of the group. He turned and faced them, addressing the group as a whole with his final instructions.

“Okay, this is what we’re going to do!” He called out loudly. “Tyrone and I will be in front, Doctor Reed just behind us then the rest of you. Move in a single column; move quickly and keep pace with us. We have a limited window of opportunity to evacuate Dewbury by the closest point of escape; if we miss our ride it's going to be a longer run through a more hostile area of the town.”

“We’re going to be joined by two more team members as we travel; don’t be alarmed as they may not have much of an opportunity to announce themselves.” Tyrone added.

“If the infected come at us, keep moving; if I give an order, follow it immediately. Don’t hesitate, keep your head and we’ll all make it out of this alive.”

“What if these security people - these Bolnox guys - come at us?” One of the male survivors demanded.

“If we are engaged by any hostile forces then listen for our instructions.” Jack told him. “I can’t say for sure what’s going to happen out there, but as long as we’re working together we’ll be fine.”

“Easy for you to say.” The same man returned. “You’ve got a gun!”

“If you’re carrying a gun that makes you more of a target. You’re better off as you are.” Tyrone told him, his voice mildly aggressive.

“Okay, let’s go! We don’t have any more time!” Jack called out, opening the door and raising his weapon. As the other survivors would be using their own lights, it wouldn’t be possible to continue using night vision, so he activated the flashlight mounted to the side of the rifle, as did Tyrone, and moved into the stairwell. He led the way down the stairs, glancing back to ensure the column was moving along with them. To his relief, they were.

“Bridges, Smith, it’s go time.” Jack told them over the radio.

“Understood.” Smith responded.

He could only imagine they were pulling out now, surging away from the hospital as though they’d been loaded up with some precious cargo - the very cargo that Bolvinox was so eager to recover. While the sirens were necessary to pull away any infected, it would potentially undermine the ruse that Emma was on board - after all, if they were trying to avoid the infected, then something that would attract them would hardly be used - but even with that consideration, he knew they’d be forced to check. He hoped Bridges was as good as he thought he was, and that Smith was as sharp as she seemed. If not...

Jack decided not to think about it. This was the job. He’d sent men and women into danger before, and knew if he was going to be continually involved in the battle against the undead, he’d likely have to do the same again. As he pounded down the stairs, checking the flights below for infected and the doors they passed for any indication they may suddenly be torn open to send a stream of zombies straight at them, Jack realized he’d never had any doubts about himself. It wasn’t exactly a surprise; in his line of work he needed to act and react, sometimes without time to think. Instinct had driven him; instinct born from some place within him that simply made him good at what he did. Upon reflection, it wasn’t instinct alone, it was instinct strengthened by experience. He trusted that every tactical decision, every snap response, was the correct one. Why then, in that moment, was he concerned? Shouldn’t he have split the team up? Perhaps it was because he’d been out of the game? Maybe that’s what Tyrone saw? As they sped past the door to the second floor, Jack decided not to think about the doubt niggling at him; he focused his will forward, certain that he’d done what was both correct and necessary. He decided to trust not only his team, but himself too; now more than ever, there was no room for doubt.

Jack opened the door to the ground floor and peeked out; the corridors immediately to the left and right were clear of infected, though they were definitely not far away. Low growls, rumbling moans and - new amongst the noises made by the infected so far - there was a high pitched screech that sent an unusual chill down Jack’s spine. He glanced back at Tyrone and they shared a look of mutual concern. Focusing ahead, Jack led the way into the corridor and moved to the right, heading in the direction of the east entrance to the hospital. They moved quickly and as quietly as possible, though inevitably there were some soft squeaks of rubber on the floor and the sound carried uncomfortably. Fortunately, the group was making good time and it wasn’t long before they were at one of the two cased openings to the east side lobby. It was, much as the rest of the hospital was, a scene of carnage. The doors leading outside were in the middle of the wall across from the cased opening Jack was preparing to advance through; with the reception desk on his left and a gift shop much further across. Around the free wall space were seats either for temporary visitors or non-urgent patients, with a bank of seats right in the middle. These were adorned with torn apart skeletons, congealed blood and gore, and non-consumable parts of the human body. The room was heavily laden with the stench of blood, strong enough for Jack to be concerned it would turn the stomach of those passing through. There was, however, no other way for them to go at that moment, so Jack went through the opening into the room; sweeping it again for threats before pushing across to the doors. They were normally sliding automatic doors, but they had been opened manually - perhaps by Bridges and Smith - and the way forward was clear. Hearing gagging from the group behind as they advanced into the blood-drenched site of the massacre, Jack sped towards the doors and moved outside, securing the entranceway. There was a wide avenue where people could be dropped off by car or ambulance, with more parking spots beyond. A number of cars were still there, though visibility was more limited now that they were using only their flashlights; however, Jack could see no sign of hostiles, either infected or Bolvinox security, so he gestured for the group to hurry up as he started to cross towards the parking lot. He and Tyrone reached the first cars within a few moments.

“Cross, what’s your position?” Jack asked quietly, not wanting his voice to carry too far.

“About halfway along the north side, no targets in sight.” Cross returned.

“Keep moving; we’ll be crossing the parking lot.” Jack told him as they started to move down an avenue within the lot; cars or empty places for them on either side.

They were clear of enemies, both living and dead, all the way through to the other side of the lot. After crossing over a metal divider around the edge they were on the street around the hospital. Ahead of them were a number of nondescript apartments, stores or buildings of unknown purpose - perhaps offices. It was clear of all hostiles for the moment, but Jack didn’t want to linger. The path to the park took them to the right, and then they would need to take the next left at the junction. Following it all the way would get them to the park’s west entrance, which was roughly central in its perimeter. All they needed to do was avoid contact with the infected and Bolvinox and they’d be in the clear.

“Okay, we’re stopping the ambulance and coming back. There’ll be a real holy shit number of zombies following us though!” Bridges reported crudely.

“Understood.” Jack told him as he started leading the column to the right, advancing down the route which would eventually turn off towards the park.

“Shit!” Smith came over the radio. “We’re taking fire!”

“What’s happening?” Jack asked, continuing to move quickly despite the confusion coming over the radio.

“Someone’s firing on us from—” Bridges was saying just before the communication cut out amidst a burst of static. Distantly, there was the sound of an explosion.

“Bridges? Smith?” Jack questioned, continuing to move while bringing one hand to his helmet, pressing the earpiece in an effort to detect even the faintest amount of noise coming over the radio.

“Bridges?” Tyrone reiterated. Jack glanced back at him and they shared a concerned look.

“What’s wrong?” Emma wanted to know.

“Just keep moving!” Jack instructed her gruffly. Someone gasped from the rear of the column. Jack sidestepped and turned, leaving Tyrone to lead the column, raising his weapon ready to bring down a target if it was caught in the beam of the flashlight.

“Friendlies!” Cross called up. He and Rodriguez had been running flat out to join them, arriving at the rear of the column breathing heavily.

“Understood.” Jack responded, turning back and keeping pace with the group, but preferring to walk alongside the column so that he could react swiftly should the need occur, without his view being blocked by survivors behind him.

“Is something wrong with the others?” Emma pressed.

“I don’t know, but right now we need to get to the—” Jack was saying when a closer, high pitched screech cut through the air from the rear.

“I really don’t like the sound of that.” Tyrone declared flatly.

Jack looked back towards the hospital, shining his flashlight in an effort to detect the source of the sound. It issued again, cutting through the dark like a knife.

“Ramsay...” Smith came weakly over the radio. “We’ve been hit.”

“What happened?” Jack questioned, while pausing to continue to peer into the gloom in an attempt to pinpoint the source of the sound.

“Drone or something, blew the damn ambulance over. Bridges is out cold.”

“Jack!” Tyrone called, forcing Jack to start retreating backwards so he didn’t lose the group in the murky darkness - just as the noise came again, louder and even closer this time.

At the edge of the beam, Jack saw it. Thinner, more wiry than any infected he’d seen so far and, in addition to its visual difference, it was sprinting. It was running full pelt towards the group, while issuing another blood curdling screech. Despite the speed with which it was travelling, it was erratic, as though the limbs it was running on were alien and unknown to it. It staggered to the side, nearly stumbling as it did so before getting back on track and redoubling it effort to catch up with them. Was this one of the mutations Emma had mentioned, or was this simply a newly turned individual who had died so recently rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet? Regardless of why it was moving as swiftly as it was Jack took aim and fired - though the target was pretty much at the maximum range of the weapon. As the bullet left the barrel it stumbled, causing Jack’s shot to go wide, so he calmly took aim again and fired several more shots, some clipping the creature in the upper mass but none finding their intended target as its movements were too unpredictable. The infected stumbled again, falling on its front and starting to claw its way along the ground; just as suddenly as it went down, it rose back up and arrow straight, headed towards Jack. This time, his shot was true. A fresh scream was stifled in its throat as a gory expulsion of viscera shot from the back of its skull in line with the ragged entrance wound in the creature’s forehead. Unfortunately, the screeching cries of that infected had alerted other, more ‘normal’ creatures and they were shuffling about in the gloom at the edge of the light. Some were beginning to growl or moan, to produce a rumbling choir of discordant undead voices as they sought the flesh of the living. Jack turned and ran to join Tyrone at the front of the column, his mind partially elsewhere.

“Smith, can you get Bridges out of there?”

“Trying!” She returned over the radio, exertion laden in her voice. “Damn it we’re taking fire again!”

“Ramsay, should we—” Cross started.

“Negative, we’ve got to get these people to extraction.” Jack responded. “Smith, you’ve got to hold out! Get Bridges to cover and hunker down, we’ll come and get you as soon as possible.”

The radio carried no fresh word from Smith or Bridges. Were those noises barely audible in the distance gunshots and, if so, were they shots being fired at his teammates? Jack couldn’t be certain. As much as he wanted to go and help them then and there, he had to focus on getting Emma to safety; her data was too valuable.

“Do your friends need help?” One of the survivors questioned.

“Keep moving!” Tyrone barked aggressively. Jack glanced at him sideways.

“We’ll loop back around after we’ve gotten Doctor Reed to the extraction point.” Jack told him.

“We’ll see.” Tyrone commented. Jack wondered what he meant by that, but let it go for the moment.

Ahead, there were a number of screeches and surging out of the darkness came more sprinting infected.

“Incoming!” Jack called out, raising his weapon. There was a trio of them, with other infected likely on their heels. He fired, a burst of shots that were aimed at the closest creature’s legs, cutting them out from under it. The fiend howled and collapsed, before beginning to crawl as quickly as it could towards the group. Jack lined up the now far easier headshot and executed it before shifting to the next target. Tyrone gunned it down before Jack could pull the trigger, a perfectly timed headshot obliterating the creature’s skull. Together, they switched to the next target, and simultaneously cut it down.

“What the hell?” Tyrone questioned.

“Never seen them before, I take it?” Jack asked him.

“No, but it sure as hell changes things.”

The group continued moving, fear evident on their faces at the undeniable sounds of the infected behind them. Somewhere, not very far away, could be heard the screeching of the new, fast moving undead. Jack hoped they wouldn’t encounter many more of them, but was prepared should they be pressed again.

“Smith?” Jack tried again.

“Still taking fire!” She returned. “Bridges came to and we’re in a store across the street, but we’re being pressed on all sides! We need support!”

“We need to drop the target at the extraction point first. Hold out until then.” Tyrone told her, an iciness in his tone that Jack was unfamiliar with. It reminded Jack of his own abandonment years ago.

“Smith, I promise we’ll come and get you and Bridges when we can, but you’ve got to hold out until then.” Jack reassured her.

She didn’t respond and they didn’t hear from Bridges. Hoping they were simply holding their own, Jack continued to press forward. He quickened his pace, urging those following to do the same. As they neared the park, the droning, thunderous sound of a helicopter’s rotors became apparent, the noise getting louder and louder as they neared the extraction point. As the waist high boundary wall of the park came into view, the distant silhouettes of trees standing out amidst the blackness as the flashlight beams picked them out, they became aware of the infected. They were coming in from streets to the left and right, a half dozen at least on each side, and there were certainly more behind them.

“This is Eagle Five Nine, we’re on location but the infected are closing in!” The helicopter pilot came over the radio.

Gunfire erupted in the distance, loud enough to distract some of the infected that had previously been surging towards the group. They stopped and stumbled, nearly falling over in their stiff-limbed efforts to turn about. Jack and Tyrone set to work, firing upon and executing these new threats with far more ease than the sprinting creatures. Dull thumping from the rear indicated Cross and Rodriguez were engaging more of the infected. Regardless, Jack pressed on, moving and firing, engaging targets as they appeared in the lights, he led the way to the wall and assessed the situation. Dozens more of the undead were in the street, some advancing to intercept the group others heading towards the loud, rumbling helicopter in the park.

“So much for it being a clear extraction point.” Tyrone commented snidely.

Jack and Tyrone hoisted themselves up over the wall onto the grass and continued firing, picking off the infected that were getting too close while the rest of the group clambered up. It wasn’t difficult, but the party they were escorting was exhausted and it took them precious minutes to join Jack and Tyrone. Coming through the park were more of the relentless undead, seeking out the source of the flesh they appeared to be able to smell. Jack and Tyrone fired on them while Cross and Rodriguez engaged the infected in the street.

“Faster!” Tyrone barked as he reloaded his spent magazine, while Jack checked the scattered corpses of infected in the area they had cleared for signs of movement. Not all that far away, the lights of the helicopter could be seen in the gloom; the unmistakable sound of gunfire could also be heard, and they could see muzzle flashes as the crew held back the encroaching infected, the guns on the side of the machine also ablaze.

“Friendlies approaching from your west side!” Jack informed them as the group began to move again. The infected closed in behind them, their bodies pressing up against the waist-high wall while their arms stretched out so that their fingers could claw at the ground behind it in a clumsy attempt to clamber up after them. Rodriguez, using his sub-machine gun, and Cross, were firing on them while Jack and Tyrone tried to keep the front and sides clear of threats. They moved slowly over the grass before passing onto a path that led directly to the helicopter. Visibility was poor as the bushes and trees obscured the beams from their lights as they attempted to scan for targets.

With the group flagging a little, they pounded the pavement towards the helicopter, their guns falling silent, leading Jack to believe that they had defeated the infected in their immediate vicinity.

“Ramsay!” Smith came over the radio. “Ramsay, we need—” She started, but was silenced before finishing.

“Smith?” Jack questioned. “Smith!”

“What’s wrong?” Emma asked again.

The group reached the helicopter and a pair of soldiers jumped down, helping the survivors to climb inside. Emma moved off to the side with Jack, much to his frustration.

“Get on the helicopter, Emma.” Jack told her firmly.

“Ramsay we need your help!” Smith declared roughly. “Bolvinox is—”

“Jack?” Emma pressed.

“Jack, we need to go.” Tyrone declared curtly.

Cross and Rodriguez took on a defensive formation, protecting the helicopter and the survivors from any infected that might be approaching them stealthily as the droning of the helicopter was so loud that they couldn’t hear them moving at the edge of the light. The soldiers who had disembarked loaded their passengers as quickly as they could, as it was clear they wouldn’t have long.

“Bridges and Smith are pinned down.” Jack said looking squarely at Emma. “I’m going to go and get them. Board the helicopter and go straight to Maxwell.”

“I’m not going without you.” She said, looking more than a little concerned.

“I’ve got to get—”

“No you don’t.” Tyrone interjected. Jack looked at him, shocked.

“What?”

“They, like all of us, are expendable. We had to collect the doctor and her data and we’ve done that. They could be dead by now for all we know.” Tyrone explained coldly.

“What the fuck, Ty? They’re you’re team!” Jack exploded.

“And I’d expect them to do the same! The mission is more important!”

“The mission is complete! Emma is—”

“Who is this?” A voice cut over the radio; it was rough, carrying an east-coast accent that definitely didn’t belong to Smith or Bridges.

“Ramsay.” Jack returned coldly.

“I’ve got your people. Bring Doctor Emma Reed and the USB drive to us and we will return them.”

In the background, there was a muffled, masculine scream followed by what sounded like Smith attempting to speak through a gag. The signal suddenly went dead; silence coming through the ear piece as though the other device had been deactivated.

“Jack, we need to leave. Now! We can send another team if Maxwell authorizes it.” Tyrone insisted.

“Please, someone tell me what is going on!” Emma demanded. Jack looked at her.

“Bolvinox has taken Bridges and Smith hostage and they are demanding we exchange them for you. Now, I’m going to go and help them, but you need to board the helicopter.” Jack told her as calmly as he could. Gunfire sounded abruptly as Cross and Rodriguez worked to keep the infected clear of the helicopter.

“We’re coming too.” Cross announced, moving closer. Rodriguez nodded.

“No, you’re not! We’re going back to base with the doctor as ordered.” Tyrone told them, a cold calmness in his voice.

“If you go without me, won’t they kill your teammates?” Emma questioned.

“We’ll just have to make sure they don’t see us coming.” Jack told her. She looked nervously between Jack and the helicopter. With trembling hands, she reached under her shirt and took hold of the drive hanging on the chain around her neck, pulled it up and over her head then handed it to Tyrone.

“I’ll... I’ll help, but we can’t let them have the data.” Emma said, sounding acutely uncertain. Tyrone took the drive but apparently wasn’t satisfied.

“No, Doctor, you’re getting on the helicopter.” Tyrone instructed.

“No, I’m not, and you can’t force me to!”

“I believe I can.”

Jack moved between her and Tyrone.

“Take the data back.” Jack instructed. “That’s what your mission is. I’m going to get Bridges and Smith; if Emma wants to risk her life, then it's her choice to make.”

“You’ve gone soft, Jack. This isn’t how the Coalition does things.”

“I’m not with the Coalition anymore, remember?”

Jack eyed Tyrone and they stared hard at each other for a long moment. Jack couldn’t believe the change in him; this cold uncaring attitude was totally out of character for his long time friend and comrade. There was no time waste in pointless dispute.

“Jack... ”

“Ty, this isn’t up for debate. Take the data back. Now!” He issued aggressively.

Tyrone continued to stare Jack down for a moment, then turned to one of the soldiers, handing off the drive.

“Take this back to Maxwell. Deliver it to him personally.”

“But, sir—” The soldier started to counter.

“Just do it!” Tyrone ordered, and with obvious reluctance the soldier took the drive being offered to him. Tyrone turned back to Jack. “Let’s go.”
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Jack led the group away from the helicopter as it rose up, the ground and air disturbance forcing them to duck down as they sprinted into the darkness; moving away from the position they knew the infected to be, hopefully in a direction of safety. He gave the command to switch to the backup frequency and the group adjusted their equipment, which, with luck, would prevent Bolvinox from listening in on any of their communications. Hearing Jack, Hall had already switched and he requested that she also monitor the primary frequency, just in case Bolvinox’ private security attempted to contact them. With that done, they moved out; Emma just behind Jack, Tyrone to his left and Cross to his right, with Rodriguez bringing up the rear. They surged through the park, fortunate that the sound of the helicopter seemed to be drawing the infected away from them as there were only a few that crossed their path, and these were put down silently. They hurried to clear the park’s south exit, moving vaguely in the last direction they’d known Bridges and Smith to be, while also getting themselves into some kind of cover should Bolvinox investigate the helicopter’s landing site.

“Jack, what the hell’s going on down there?” Maxwell demanded over the radio.

“Bridges and Smith were taken hostage by Bolvinox. They’re demanding we hand over Doctor Reed and the data in exchange for their safety.”

“You’re not seriously—” Maxwell started.

“Not at all, but she’s volunteered to come and help us retrieve them.”

“Damn it, Jack, we need her back here!”

“The data has been passed along; you’ll be receiving it shortly.”

“That’s not the point.”

“The point is you brought me back in because I get the job done; the job is done. Now I’m volunteering for the next.”

“Which is?”

“Not to leave anyone behind.” Jack returned icily. “Besides, if we can capture a couple of these Bolvinox goons, they might have some useful information.”

Maxwell didn’t say anything. The line simply went dead. Jack knew he was probably quite pissed, but he didn’t care. They left the park and crossed the street into an abandoned bistro. It wasn’t a particularly wide building, but it was surprisingly deep, with a few booths along the right wall and a couple of out of place tables and overturned chairs on the left. There was a great deal of disturbance in the centre, with tables scattered across it and chairs pushed underneath. It appeared to have been hastily arranged as a barricade; the pitiful collection of bones and congealed blood behind indicating it hadn’t been overly successful. Jack led the team into the kitchen, checking the back door to make sure the rear alleyway was clear and also accessible, before they took a moment to talk.

“So, what’s your plan, Jack?” Tyrone asked. There was an edge to his tone that Jack couldn’t mistake.

“Get your people back then head to the secondary extraction point. Problem?”

“Yeah, my problem is that it’s the same old shit with you, Jack. You’ve never been able to simply complete a mission. This civilian or that non-combatant; always something extra, some little thing you needed to do. It’s that bullshit that got you disavowed and it’s the same thing that’s going to get us killed!”

“You could’ve gone on that chopper and left, Ty.” Jack told him. “You know, kind of like you did last time.”

Tyrone eyed him coldly.

“You know?”

“I didn’t until just now. You were my brother, Ty; all the shit we did together, all the ops we ran, it didn’t even occur to me that you could’ve had something to do with me being burned - until I saw how willing to follow orders you were just now. You’d leave two of your team to potentially be eaten by the undead rather than go off task in a slight way to rescue them. That made me think about something Maxwell said earlier; he told me he never needed to find me that he always knew where I was. I figured it was something else - some way of tracking me I hadn’t considered. I couldn’t even imagine it was you who told him... right up until now.”

“Sorry to interrupt, but what the hell are you talking about?” Emma wanted to know.

“I followed orders.” Tyrone said, ignoring Emma’s request.

“So you were the one who tipped them off?”

“Yeah, and I’d do it again, Jack, because that’s what I was ordered to do. That was always the difference between us; you’d risk our lives to do things that weren’t in the mission profile, and yes, you’d save lives most of the time that would’ve been lost if you hadn’t. I went along with it for years and years because you were my C.O. and you were my friend, but sometimes, Jack, you have to focus on the task in hand. There was a leak and there were two people it could be. Orders were given and I couldn’t let my sentimentality get in the way of the job; that’s something you never learned: to just follow orders.”

“And you always follow orders.” Jack told him disparagingly, shaking his head and turning away.

“You’re pissed at me for being a good soldier?”

“Just disappointed you weren’t a better brother.” Jack told him honestly.

The group fell into an awkward silence. There was tension between Jack and Tyrone and Jack wasn’t sure it wouldn’t turn to violence at some point. He’d spent all those years hating Maxwell and Tyrone hadn’t had the balls to tell Jack that he had been involved in getting him burned. Perhaps guilt had motivated Tyrone to help him, or maybe he was secretly ordered to by Maxwell, who had insisted he’d always believed in Jack’s innocence. Anger pumped through Jack’s system with every beat of his heart; a warm, unpleasant flash that was making his temples throb. Unfortunately, now wasn’t time to deal with it. On the streets were the infected and, somewhere in the city, Bridges and Smith still needed their help. Bolvinox security would likely have moved them by now, especially if the number of infected in pursuit of the ambulance had been as significant as Bridges suggested. Jack turned to face the group, finding Tyrone leaning against an oven, Rodriguez by the door keeping an eye on the dining room, and Cross by the fridges on Jack’s left. Emma was in the middle - literally and figuratively.

“It looks like you guys have some unresolved issues.” Emma stated unnecessarily.

“It doesn’t matter.” Jack announced. “Bridges and Smith still need our help, so to my mind nothing has changed. Bolvinox haven’t contacted us yet; that means they’re probably waiting until they’ve got them to a more defensible position.”

“What does that mean with regard to what you can do?” Emma wanted to know.

“It means if we can figure out where they’re going we might be able to intercept them.” Jack responded, bringing his hand up to his ear piece. “Hall? Hall, come in.”

The line was silent for a little while then the woman’s voice came over.

“This is Hall.”

“Can you redirect a drone to sweep the streets south of our current position? Perhaps you can locate the Bolvinox security team.”

“Standby.” She stated. A few silent moments passed then she spoke again. “It’s going to be at least ten minutes before we can redirect an air unit to that location. Maintain your current position and await further intel.”

“Understood, but try to hurry up. Ten minutes is a hell of a lot of lead time. Also, have another helicopter ready to pick us up at the secondary extraction point.”

“Yes, Major Ramsay.” Hall responded a little shortly before the line cut out.

“Rodriguez, how are we looking out front?” Jack asked, looking around Emma.

“Clear.” He stated simply.

Jack nodded.

“Okay everyone, take a minute but stay on guard. If the infected come for us, we’re out the back door and moving in the direction of Bridges and Smith’s last known position.”

Tyrone said nothing, he just moved to the furthest corner of the kitchen. Reading his expression Jack knew he wasn’t sulking, Tyrone was enraged and keeping his distance so that it didn’t come to a head. Cross looked at Rodriguez then back to Jack.

“I think you’re doing the right thing, sir.” He commented before going to join his mostly silent companion. This left Emma and Jack alone by the back door.

“Seems like a lot of drama just happened. Are you going to be able to work together?”

“Of course. We’ll be fine right up until the job’s done. After that...” Jack trailed off, glancing towards Tyrone and feeling that now familiar flash of anger. “Well, then we’ll settle our problems.”

Emma shook her head.

“I guess that’s that then.”

Jack looked at her and smiled briefly.

“Why did you decide to stay? I figured you’d want to be well clear of this city.”

“Oh, I do, but...” Emma said, her silence lingering for a few moments. “I thought at first you’d come all this way for the data, but the way you spoke... I guess I started to believe you’d come to all this way to rescue me.”

“I did.” Jack told her.

“That’s what I started to believe. So when you were going to stay behind to go to rescue your teammates and I could possibly help, I guess it just seemed like the right thing to do.”

“It’s admirably brave of you.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Emma said, smiling briefly. “But I do want to try to do what I can to help. I can’t help but feel responsible for... everything.”

“You worked at the company, but you didn’t design the virus. The people who did, by the sound of it, reaped what they sowed.”

“But not the chief engineers, I think. The true masterminds behind the virus are probably still out there, hiding in some bunker or something.” Emma responded.

“Why would you think that?”

“Bluefields may have been a place where they were experimenting with the virus, but from the little I gleaned from the data and what people were saying before the outbreak, it wasn’t where the virus was created.” Emma informed him.

“Do you have any idea where it was created?” Jack wanted to know. Emma shook her head.

“No, I don’t. And I’m not sure that’ll be in the data; that was mostly related to the virus itself.”

“So where would such data be held then?”

“There’s a master list of facilities somewhere on Bolvinox’s servers, but something this dangerous and illegal might not be properly registered.”

“Yeah, that figures.” Jack said with a sigh.

“So what’s the plan?” Emma asked.

“If we can’t track Bridges and Smith via a UAV then we’ll have to wait for Bolvinox to set up the meeting. We’ll recon the area, come up with a plan of attack then get our people back. We may, if you’re up for it, have you play along as though we’re handing you off to them.”

“But you won’t really do that, right?” Emma wanted to be assured.

“Of course we won’t. Now, there’s something else.” Jack said, reaching for his side arm and pulling it from the holster. “I want you to have this; it’s not suppressed, so when it fires the sound will carry quite a ways, so try to use it only as a last resort.” He advised, glancing meaningfully at the axe in her other hand.

Jack handed the weapon to Emma and she held it, a little uncertainly at first, but her fingers slid around the grip and she seemed to be weighing it.

“I haven’t fired a gun in years.” She confided as she thrust it into the waistband of her jeans.

“But you know the basics?”

“Yeah. Dad was a cop; he had me handling firearms as soon as I was big enough to hold them and to understand the danger they represented.”

Jack smiled briefly as he retrieved a couple of spare magazines and handed them to Emma, who stuffed them into her jacket pocket. She looked at him appreciatively. Perhaps because he’d been too long on his own or perhaps because there was something growing between them born of the danger they were sharing, Jack found himself momentarily very comfortable looking into her eyes. Ever the professional, however, he immediately forced this thought aside and considered something practical for him to be doing.

“Let’s see if we can find something to drink before we go on. We’ve still got a few minutes before the drone will be retasked.” Jack suggested.

In the conference room, Hall brought up the last known location of Bridges and Smith on the map. The drone appeared as a green triangle, its designation printed beside it. Crossing over the entire city, it was still about five minutes out from being able to survey the target area. Maxwell was sitting at the head of the conference table, not smoking for the first time that evening, which was unusual. He looked as calm and steely as normal, but she couldn’t help but wonder if he was angry with Jack about the decision he’d made.

“There was no closer unit that could be reassigned? No satellite we could borrow?” Maxwell questioned.

“No, sir. We’re spread thin as it is and pretty much everything has already been assigned. I had to pull a few strings to get this one even for a few minutes.” Hall responded.

“I see. How long until the data USB arrives back?”

“At least twenty minutes, sir.” Hall answered.

“Get it uploaded immediately, Elizabeth. I want our people working on it straight away.”

“Understood, sir. Also, I’ve managed to acquire some information on Bolvinox; should I bring it up on screen?”

“Yes.” He confirmed.

Hall tapped on the screen and swiped, uploading the documentation onto the screen that made up the surface of the conference table. They appeared as individual documents that Maxwell would be able to read, enlarge or minimize as he saw fit.

“Anything stand out?” Maxwell asked as he leaned forward and began to review the information.

“I didn’t have a lot of time to look through it, sir, but it’s clear they have ties to... Well, us.”

Maxwell looked up at her, raising his eyebrow in curiosity, then back down at the information.

“By us, you mean our organization I’m assuming.”

“Correct. It was five years ago, but General David Haddenfield assigned a team to assist them in the recovery of a spy satellite that had fallen out of orbit.”

“What was the mission?”

“The device landed in the north of Italy and, at the time, the Italian’s weren’t connected to the Coalition. There were also other parties interested in recovering the satellite to extract the data it had stored. So a team went in undercover, made their way to the crash site and attempted to collect it.”

“What happened?”

“A fire fight with some third party, private security company; there were casualties on both sides, but eventually they were beaten back and we recovered the satellite.” Hall summarized.

“So how does this tie into Bolvinox?”

“That’s where things get a little murky, sir. There’s one heavily redacted memo that mentions there being a biological collection unit on this satellite. Its purpose appears to have been an experiment to collect any space-borne bacteria that might accumulate on the device over the course of its operational lifetime. The memo pretty much ends there and the other agencies are having a hard time finding the original version of it. But this information was kept in the same location as instructions to create a new company.”

“Bolvinox.” Maxwell said, tapping on the table and opening up a larger version of one document.

“Correct, sir. Bolvinox as an entity didn’t exist until six months after this operation to recover the satellite. It’s my suspicion that Bolvinox was created as a front to investigate the bacteria for any useful properties.”

“But why?”

“I’m not sure, sir. Bolvinox’s function on the surface of things was the creation of drugs that might cure or counteract the effects of the flu, the common cold and a number of other fairly generic ailments.”

“So this research gave them access to...” Maxwell trailed off, making a move along gesture with his hand.

“This gave them access to a number of highly contagious, though not directly life-threatening, viruses.” Hall stated, glancing at the screen and seeing the drone closing in on its target location. “I’ve a thought, sir.”

“Don’t hold back, Elizabeth.”

“I think the Coalition created Bolvinox to study the bacteria rather than farm the research out to someone else. Maybe the initial tests showed some unique property that might be exploitable. Not necessarily for military purposes; perhaps it was simply something that could be used to help fund our activities off the books. Then something went wrong.”

“You think we created this virus? Either by accident or on purpose?”

“If we created Bolvinox and Bolvinox created the virus, then it seems to be a clear chain of events, sir.”

“So, Elizabeth, where’s this General Haddenfield now?”

“He went dark around the same time Bolvinox was created, sir.”

“Has he retired? Is he still on the payroll?”

“I’ve not had time to go over the information extensively, sir, but as I scanned through it I saw nothing that might lead us to where he is or what happened to him.”

“Find him, Elizabeth. Dead, alive or as one of those damned zombies, I want him found.”

“Understood, sir.”

“And get in contact with anyone left alive in a senior position at Bolvinox.”

“Their headquarters was in Chicago, sir, and that sector was completely overrun. I can put in search requests, but I can’t promise you we’ll find any of them quickly - if at all.”

“Do what you can, Elizabeth. Bolvinox has some questions to answer and they’re not the only ones.” Maxwell told her, reaching for his cigarette packet.

“Sir?”

“Haddenfield couldn’t have done this alone. If he set up Bolvinox it was on someone’s orders. As it wasn’t me who gave them, it must have been at least one of the other Chiefs. I need to make some calls.”

“Understood. Should I give you the room?”

“No, I’ll do it after the next contact with Jack. How long on the drone?”

Hall looked at her computer and tapped on the screen.

“It’s coming online any minute now, sir.”

“Good.” Maxwell said as he put a light to his cigarette. “Get Jack on the line.”

Jack emptied the bottle of water, feeling a lot more settled after rehydrating. Between the heat of the season, the near constant exertion and the promise of more battles to come, he had known he and the rest of the team needed some refreshment. They’d also found some cold cuts and ate them hurriedly, a boost to their systems in an effort to stay at their peak. Emma ate too, with a ravenous hunger that led him to wonder just how long it had been since she’d eaten. As he considered asking if she wanted him to find something else for her, Hall came over the radio.

“Ramsay, are you there?”

“Yeah, Hall, go ahead.”

“The drone is coming on site now. I’ll send it to your tablet.” She responded. Jack retrieved the computer from the pouch hanging off to his side and brought up the feed.

“Thermal?” Jack questioned simply.

“Yes.” Hall told him as the camera feed flickered as it shifted to the thermal camera perspective. The burning wreck of the ambulance was very evident, as were the numerous cooler figures on the thermal scan - the infected - lingering in the street. Then, on what Jack assumed was a rooftop, was a single, living figure, evidenced by a very high temperature. Whoever he was, he was burning up as though he had a fever.

“That could be a Bolvinox sniper, waiting for us to come into the area to search.” Jack announced. Tyrone moved around to look over his shoulder.

“Knowing he’s there we can probably get around him. Rather foolish of them to leave him on his own.”

“They’re probably stretched thin.” Jack stated.

“We sure as hell are.” Tyrone agreed gruffly.

Jack continued to examine the feed as the drone moved around. It was apparent that there wasn’t anyone else still alive in the area. Smith, Bridges and whoever Jack had spoken to on the radio were gone, along with an unknown number of Bolvinox security personnel.

“How long do we have the drone for, Hall?” Jack wanted to know.

“As long as a refugee centre or column doesn’t get attacked, we’ve got it for as long as we need.”

“Okay, what would be a good, defensible building within a... ten block radius of that site?”

“Standby.” Hall told him.

“In the meantime, we’re going to attempt to take that sniper alive. If we can get our hands on him, then we’ll interrogate him for information.”

“Jack, one more thing.” Maxwell stated.

“Yeah?”

“If you have the opportunity to take the commander of the Bolvinox security people alive, then do so. Things are coming to light here that require us to have both a certain amount of evidence as well as additional information before we can proceed.”

“Anything we should know about?”

“Not at this time.” Maxwell responded. Jack wasn’t surprised; he’d have been more shocked if Maxwell had told him everything.

“Fine. We’ll start with the sniper and work our way up from there. If you get a possible location on Bridges and Smith, send it to my tablet.” Jack instructed. He took one last look at the map of the area and the routes available to the snipers position before turning it off and sealing the device back in the pouch. He retrieved his weapon from the countertop - where he’d placed it to use the tablet - just as there was a distant, high-pitched screeching.

“Get back to us as soon as you’ve got that sniper in custody.” Maxwell responded before the line went dead.

“Okay everyone, we’re moving out!” Jack instructed as he crossed to the rear door. He glanced at Emma. “Stay close.”

Emma nodded and moved to be closer to him, the pistol still tucked down the front of her jeans while she gripped the axe tightly in both hands. Tyrone was behind them, with Cross and Rodriguez following along. Jack pushed the door open and checked the alleyway again, ensuring there were no immediate threats before he stepped out. The air was starting to get clammy and he heard a very distant rumbling similar to thunder, leading him to believe there might be a storm on the way.

“Great! Zombies, mercenaries and now it’s going to rain.” Jack commented as the team followed him out. Emma snorted a laugh, making him glance at her briefly.

“Sorry. It’s been so long since I laughed at anything.”

“You must be hard up if you find Jack amusing.” Tyrone commented.

“What can I say? I found a new appreciation for humor in prison.” Jack responded acidly.

To the right the alleyway gave access to the street; heading down it was the most direct route to the ambulance - and the sniper’s line of fire. Instead, the best path to take, Jack decided, was left, behind all the buildings in the row before exiting on the next street. From there, it was a question of working around a little then taking some more alleyways to bring them to their target; assuming none of those pathways were obstructed by the infected, debris or some hitherto unknown problem of course.

“Come on.” Jack said softly, heading down the alleyway.

There wasn’t much in the way; a dumpster half rolled into their path, an assortment of scattered trash, cardboard boxes, bottles and food waste. Fortunately, Jack didn’t see any remains - neither skeletal nor infected - so he was able to lead the way easily. They were using their flashlights to light the way, partially out of consideration for Emma. Jack had also seen that the power was on in the block they were heading towards, so their night vision wouldn’t be all that useful. Reaching the end of the alleyway, Jack peered around both corners, checking for infected; there were a few milling about closer to the park, but to the right - in the direction they would be travelling - it seemed relatively clear. Moving around the corner and raising his weapon, Jack started to lead the way, staying close to the wall and moving at a quick walking pace. He heard the others moving just as quickly behind him, so Jack maintained his pace. He kept it up as he picked his way down the street, towards the glow of light where the power was on in the next block over. As they entered the better lit area, scanning for infected threats became considerably easier; the sound of them was drifting down the street, though there was still no sign of them. In fact, it was clear right up until the street before the sniper was posted.

Jack recognized the street name on the corner and brought the troop to a stop. It was the intersection that, on the right, would lead to the wreck of the ambulance.

“It’s going to be worth checking the store where Bridges and Smith were captured.” Jack announced to the rest of the group. “Once we’ve taken out that sharpshooting son of a bitch on the roof.”

“Why?” Cross asked.

“In case Bridges or Smith were able to leave us some kind of clue as to where they were being taken.” Tyrone responded, apparently on the same line of thought as Jack - just as they used to be.

“So how are we getting up there?” Cross asked.

“He’s posted on a four story apartment building. It’s the tallest on the block and, depending on how good he is, he’s got good sightlines on all avenues of approach.” Jack responded. Looking around the corner again, he couldn’t see any indication of the sniper, though this was hardly surprising. Distance and his own attempts to conceal himself would make it very difficult for Jack to see him from ground level. There was, however, a clear view of the burning wreck of the ambulance, and it was opposite this that Smith and Bridges had taken shelter in the store. Surrounding the ambulance a dozen infected were milling about, seemingly without any intention of moving on. Perhaps the heat of the fire was placating them, Jack considered, but whatever the reason for their stillness, they would follow anyone who attempted to enter the building from the front. Likewise, going in through the rear entrance would bring them shuffling around on the trail of their scent - which would also alert the sniper. It was a problem, but not one without a solution.

“We’re going to have to be really careful: stealthy, silent and above all, fast. If we can, I want us to do this without firing a shot.” Jack stated.

“Any suggestion on how we can do that?” Tyrone asked raising his eyebrows.

“Emma, I want you between the two pairs of us, just in case something goes wrong, so we can cover you. We’re going to cross this street as quickly as we can, advance to the next alleyway then locate the fire escape of the apartment building. If we’re in luck, it’ll be easy to reach and we can ascend to the rooftop.”

“Maybe the doctor should stay here, just in case we have to engage the enemy?” Cross suggested.

“No; she’s too valuable an asset. We can’t let her out of our sight.” Tyrone insisted.

“Thanks, I think.” Emma responded sarcastically. “But there’s no way I’m staying here on my own, without either a much bigger gun or a tank, and I don’t think you have either of those to spare.”

“Let’s move.” Jack announced, smiling wryly as he refocused on the task in hand.

As a group, reorganized as per Jack’s instructions, they crossed the street hurriedly. It was possible the sniper had seen them and chosen not to fire, or, if they were lucky, perhaps he hadn’t. They looped around as Jack had instructed, eventually reaching the alleyway. With great relief, Jack observed it was clear of infected and, just ahead, was the black metal fire escape that would grant them access to their target. It wasn’t lowered so Jack quickly moved to rectify it. Letting his weapon hang on the strap over his shoulder he gestured for Tyrone to help him move the dumpster from the end of the alleyway. Together, the pair dragged it until it was directly underneath; moving it as quietly as possible to ensure they didn’t attract the nearby infected or alert a likely already wary sniper to the danger approaching his rear flank.

Once in position, Jack clambered up first, reaching up and grabbing the lower rung of the ladder and dragging it down slowly; the metal joints squeaked against themselves, but moved easily enough. With that done, Jack signaled Cross and Rodriguez to be on watch, then he began to climb. He moved up to the first landing then retrieved his weapon, holding it with one hand while he moved up the steps, around and up until he reached the last set of stairs; his eyes vigilantly watching the rooftop in case the sniper fired down on them. Thus far, however, they had been in the clear. Jack signaled for the others to follow, waiting until the whole group had joined him and were as ready as he to advance.

As satisfied as he could be, Jack carefully took a few steps up, peering over the waist high perimeter wall of the building. As he did so, a loud snap issued followed by a scattering of brick fragments and dust; the latter almost in the same instant as the sound of the gunshot rang out. Jack darted back just in time, glancing at Tyrone.

“Flash?” Jack questioned. Tyrone nodded, reached for his grenade belt and retrieved a cylindrical device. He pulled the pin and launched it over the ledge; a moment later, a loud bang belted out into the night along with a blinding flash. Wasting no time, Jack powered the rest of the way up onto the roof, raised his weapon and aimed it in the direction he assumed the sniper to be. The figure had slumped and dropped his rifle, though it was just within reach should he recover quickly enough.

“Freeze!” Jack barked as he sprinted towards the sniper, weapon held ready to fire should he make a move Jack didn’t like.

“Not... likely.” The man returned, coughing. Jack flicked his flashlight on, shining it into the gloomy face of the man and took stock of him. He was younger than Jack by the look of him and had a nearly clean shaven head; he was also deathly pale, his eyes red rimmed and an obvious sheen of sweat was covering his forehead. The man collapsed and rolled away from his weapon, laying on his back and continuing to cough, aspirating flecks of blood onto his face.

“He’s infected.” Tyrone announced.

Jack scanned the man with his torch and observed the torn leg of his trousers, a bloodied bandage visible through the ragged scraps of cloth.

“I’m dying. But they said if I got you to come up here, they’d make sure...” He said, losing his sentence in another coughing fit.

“Jack!” Emma called out, still by the fire escape.

“Stay there!” He yelled over his shoulder.

Jack took a couple of steps closer to the sniper, knelt down and took his side arm, tossing it back towards the fire escape.

“Why did they want you to get us up here?” Jack wanted to know, looking at the sick man. He truly looked as if he was dying, coughing uncontrollably and spluttering more blood.

“For her.” He managed to get out, pointing towards Emma.

Jack looked back Emma then returned to the sniper. He didn’t quite understand what he meant; there weren’t any other Bolvinox people in immediate the area, as they would have shown up on the thermal scan unless they were inside the building of course.

“Jack!” Tyrone called out just before he began firing his weapon. Jack stood and took aim, attempting to locate Tyrone’s target amidst the darkness; he barely caught sight of the object flying towards them, hurtling at almost imperceptible speed towards the rooftop. He aimed and began discharging his own weapon, taking a few cautious steps back as he attempted to put a little distance between himself and the drone that was coming towards them. Sparks flew and the machine banked down and to its left moments before it would’ve slammed into the rooftop of the building. That didn’t stop it from detonating, however; a moment after it slammed into the side of the building it exploded, the drone devastating the front of the structure. A fireball, containing chunks of brick and whatever was within the apartment where it exploded hurtled out into the street. Debris rained down at the same moment the facade of the building began to crumble, the masonry splitting and shattering as it began to pull away from the edge of the rooftop. Jack and Tyrone began to lose their footing, stumbling as they attempted to prevent themselves from falling forward as the roof slowly began to slope down - the front of the building falling away leaving it without support. The sniper coughed, spluttered and attempted to roll over and crawl; Jack reacted swiftly, darting forward and snatching his arm he dragged the wounded man backwards  - while the PVC covering the rooftop began to tear away, losing its support as whatever was beneath crumbled. Jack scrambled backwards but wasn’t fast enough as a fresh split in the roof was forming behind him.

“Jack!” Tyrone roared in warning; he felt Tyrone’s powerful hands on his upper arms as the other man attempted to drag him back, the two men fumbling as the front quarter of the structure started to collapse with one floor dropping down to the next successively until it hit the street with a thunderous, resounding rumble, a cloud of dust rising and spreading in its wake. Tyrone fell backwards, taking Jack with him, the latter still dragging the sniper. They’d just cleared the second crack as the terrible, cacophonous sound of more of the building collapsing obliterated all other sounds - then a second explosion detonated and more of the structure blasted out with a resounding boom.

“Leave him!” Tyrone stated coldly.

“We need him!” Jack shot back.

Jack rolled off Tyrone and they scrambled to their feet. Jack resecured his grip on the sniper’s arm, dragging him back as the building rumbled; flames licking up through the holes in the rooftop, cracks and splits forming as it threatened to totally collapse in on itself. Tyrone got to his feet and made his way to the fire escape, gesturing for the others to start heading down. Jack reached the fire escape long after the others had started down. He stooped, grabbed the sniper’s body and hoisted it over his shoulder. The man was heavy, but it was the only way he could get him down the steps with enough speed to escape without injury from any further collapses or explosions. Having to twist awkwardly to make his way down the steps with the man over his shoulder, Jack was only a quarter of the way down as a third explosion tore out a section of wall in front of him, just above where he was standing on the fire escape. Masonry shot over his head and slammed into the wall on the other side of the alleyway, licks of flame erupting from the new hole. The fire escape rattled, the devastation of the building loosening the fastenings so that as Jack worked his way down, the structure was shaking and dangerously close to coming away from the building altogether. What was causing the other blasts Jack wasn’t sure; he could only imagine that the Bolvinox security team had planted other explosives within the building in the hope of trapping or killing the whole group. The how didn’t matter, but it gave his mind something to think about instead of his racing heart as he followed his team down, hearing their urgent cries for Jack to hurry so that they could ‘get the hell away from the building’. Jack breathlessly started making his way down the last set of steps, the heavy, limp figure on his shoulder not moving or resisting - barely even breathing. He reached the top of the ladder as Tyrone dropped down onto the dumpster with a heavy thud and a rough growl. Jack was just behind him; he didn’t want to climb down so he followed Tyrone, hopping down through the gap and onto the dumpster. He landed as carefully as he could, not wanting to twist his ankle or slip and break a limb. He did, however, nearly slip, twisting and beginning to fall off the dumpster, but a firm grip from Tyrone steadied him, then the two men dropped off the dumpster together and sprinted along the alleyway as a fourth explosion obliterated the lower section of the fire escape, the frame clanging away and the ladder falling to the ground. Jack stumbled, but managed to keep running with Tyrone's support.

“Ramsay!” Hall issued over the radio. “Ramsay, what’s happening?”

He didn’t answer, he was too focused on survival; Hall’s question would have to wait. They were running, moving all the way to the far end of the alleyway just in case there were more explosive devices. Rodriguez and Cross spilled out of the alley first, weapons raised to secure the area, Emma just behind them. She glanced back at Jack but he gestured with his free hand for her to keep going, pointing to a building across the street - a convenience store from what he could see of it.

“This guy looks like doesn’t have long, we need to get what we can from him!” Jack called out, not caring how the man might feel hearing himself being talked about in such terms.

Tyrone moved to Emma’s side, his own weapon raised and covering her from any danger to her right. Jack followed along, his weapon hitting his side as he ran and his shoulder hurting from the pressure of the man hanging weightily upon it. Cross advanced faster than the others, reaching the double doors of the convenience store, shoving them inward and swiftly beginning to secure the interior. Jack watched as he fired a few shots, moving methodically down the main aisle in the centre of the store, taking out targets presumably hidden behind the aisles on the left. Rodriguez, Tyrone then Emma went through ahead of Jack, who entered last and headed for the cashiers station on the right. Tyrone shoved the register and a few display items off the top, giving Jack the room he needed to drop the man heavily on the counter; manipulating him so he was laying full stretch. Cross passed by in Jack’s peripheral vision carrying a mop. Jack glanced to the doors and saw him slide the pole between the two U-shaped handles. There was, however, a lot of glass - framed by wood - on the doors and the wide window that would be vulnerable, but hopefully they wouldn’t there very long.

Emma moved to Jack’s side and began to examine the sniper with him. Jack was searching for any devices or any form of identification while she peeled back the sniper’s closed eyelids.

“Pupils are dilating, skin clammy.” She reported. “Fever is high too.”

“How long?” Jack wanted to know, ripping open pockets and searching them, finding ammunition for the rifle they’d left behind and the pistol Jack had discarded.

“This is definitely the last stage of the infection.” Emma told him.

“Hey!” Jack declared, slamming the man’s chest. It restored a minimal amount of consciousness, but not enough for questioning. Emma assisted him by slapping the man’s face, retracting her hand as he took a raggedy breath. He coughed, seemingly coming around a little.

“He...” He started, coughing before attempting to speak again. “Help me.”

“Listen to me.” Jack told him forcefully. “There’s no cure. There’s no way to stop what’s happening to you. But there’s something you can do that’ll help others.”

“F-Fu—” He started to curse, but Jack shut him down with another slap to the face.

“Enough of that. You may not want to help us out of some kind of misguided loyalty, but here’s what’s going to happen: either you help us - tell us what we want to know - and we make sure you don’t come back as one of them; or we let you turn, but make it so you can’t walk or crawl. You’ll flop around for days, weeks even, unable to move. Maybe you’ll get lucky and we’ll drop an airstrike, or maybe you’ll have to wait until we start cleaning up the cities. The choice is yours: rest in peace or rest in pieces.” Jack issued with ice in his tone. Though his eyes were glassy and he was clearly losing the battle with the virus, comprehension about his future dawned on him.

“W-What do you want?”

“Are Bridges and Smith still alive?”

“Yes... taken for questioning.”

“To what end?”

“Find out how much you know.”

“Fine. Where did they take Bridges and Smith?”

“Don’t know.” He said before coughing again, more blood issuing from his mouth. “Didn’t tell me.”

“How are they getting out of the city?”

“Helicopter... Multi-story car park.”

Jack suspected it was the same location that had been identified as the secondary extraction point they had intended to use themselves.

“Why did they leave you behind?” Emma asked him.

“Draw you in to kill you with that drone strike.”

“I thought you wanted her alive?”

“They just... They just want her dead before she can talk about what she saw. Please...” The man trailed off weakly.

Jack tried to consider if there was anything more to learn from him.

“How many of them are left?”

“Ten.”

“Who’s in command?”

“Jared... Brown.” He responded weakly. Jack froze, staring hard at him before quickly rounding on Tyrone.

“You said Brown was killed?” Jack blazed. Tyrone looked confused.

“That’s what I read.”

“He wasn’t on a mission with you?”

“No, he was reassigned to a different command from Maxwell. A few months later we heard he’d been killed.”

Jack looked back at the sniper and wondered if he was lying; the biggest argument against that being how he would know the name would mean something to them. Then again, the name wasn’t all that unique, it could be a different Jared Brown, but still... Jack had some concerns.

“And your name?”

“Sutton... C... Carl Sutton. Please... Kill me.” The man pleaded. Jack looked to Emma.

“There’s nothing else we can do, right?” He wanted to confirm.

“Right.” She said, stepping back.

“We need to get moving!” Cross called out, drawing Jack’s attention to the window. A dozen infected were shuffling into the street; it wasn’t clear if they had come because Jack’s team had drawn them or if they were simply moving around in search of food. Jack turned back, raised his weapon and aimed at his head. It was a little more kindness than perhaps was deserved, but Jack put a single shot through the sniper’s head and prevented him from turning. He went limp, the blood spraying onto the display behind the counter.

“You okay?” Jack asked, looking to Emma and seeing that she was obviously shaken. She faced him and nodded.

“Just...” Emma started. “If it comes to it, please don’t let me turn.”

Jack nodded, and then refocused on his team.

“Back door everyone! Move out!”
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Hall re-entered the conference room, tablet held in the crook of her arm, her eyes meeting Maxwell’s penetrating gaze.

“Sir, Major Ramsay has just been in contact. The commander of the enemy force is apparently Jared Brown.” She explained as the door shut automatically behind her. She stepped forward, taking her usual place near the middle of the conference table. Maxwell’s expression turned to a deep frown.

“And he believes this to be same man who was a former member of his team?” Maxwell questioned.

“He believes so but, sir, Brown was killed wasn’t he?”

“So we’ve been led to believe.” Maxwell told her. “I’ve made a few calls and received a report that suggests Haddenfield was also killed, but there’s no listed cause of death, no location of burial, and no notification of his replacement.” Maxwell said, a troubled look crossing his face as he casually reached for yet another cigarette.

“What do you think is going on here, sir?” Hall asked.

“Well, Elizabeth, I think there’s been an operation running for some time - one that I’ve not been made aware of.” Maxwell told her as he opened up a document on the computerized tabletop and slid it on the screen across to her. The document touched the edge of the tabletop screen and made a dooting noise. A reciprocating beep on Hall’s tablet indicated that the file had been sent to her; she looked down at her tablet and reviewed the file.

“What’s this?”

“That’s a list of operatives who’ve been listed as killed in action over the past decade. Look into them; I want everything short of their body in front of me within the hour.” He told her.

“This is a lot of names, sir.”

“That it is. Most of them I’m relatively certain are dead, but I’m not liking this, Elizabeth. I don’t like being kept in the dark and I like it even less that it seems like our organization is in some way responsible for this virus.”

“There’s a name here, Carl Sutton, says he died five months ago, but he was the sniper for Bolvinox that Jack shot a few minutes ago. A mercy killing,” she added. “He had the virus and was about to turn.”

Maxwell said nothing, but Hall could almost see conjectures and questions flitting through his brain.

“Sir, at this point, might it not be best to contact the Director?”

Maxwell’s eyes flicked to Hall for just a moment before he refocused on the electronic documents before him. She knew that Maxwell could contact the head of the Coalition - an unnamed person known only as the Director - and that Maxwell had supposedly been in contact with him on a semi-regular basis since the outbreak began. She wasn’t sure why there was a hesitation in his response, and then Maxwell began to explain himself.

“Let me ask you this, Elizabeth: this virus, if it was based on bacteria discovered on that fallen satellite, for it to be as potent as it is and have been developed in such a relatively short time it must have been a well funded operation, correct? A lot of manpower and resources?”

“I’d say so.”

“Therefore, to me, it follows that there must have been a certain level of oversight. So we need to be aware that either we’re going to report our findings to a Director who is unaware that a significant portion of his organization has been working in secret against the ideals we stand for, or we’re going to report to a Director who has masterminded the whole thing.” Maxwell told her, the unlit cigarette still between his fingers. “It’s a unique problem, one that I don’t think we can have too much information about before carrying it up the chain.”

“I understand, sir.” Hall told him. “I’ll get you the data you’ve requested.”

“Good.” Maxwell stated simply as he reached for his lighter. He looked more fully at Hall, his gaze drifting to the leg where her firearm was holstered. “And keep that handy.”

“Sir?” Hall questioned with obvious surprise.

“There’s every chance that people aren’t going to like the questions that are being asked, if that’s the case, they may seek to stop us.”

“But with everything that’s going on in the world, do you really think—”

“At all times, in all situations, there are people who are solely concerned with self preservation. It’s the same with organizations. Maybe they’re thinking they should let it all blow over and they can come out on top after we’re all dead, or maybe they’re planning on bringing out a vaccine or a cure and presenting themselves as the saviors we need. I’m sure either outcome would be worth quite a lot to them.”

“It’s a little hard to imagine someone could be thinking of this as a situation they could profit from.”

Maxwell smiled.

“How long have you been with us, Elizabeth?”

“Five years.” She responded honestly.

“Take a seat.” Maxwell instructed. Hall complied, sitting down at the table and wondering what was on his mind.

“Fifteen years ago I was in Czortzia. Ever heard of it?”

“No, Sir.”

“It’s a tiny, breakaway country not that far from Poland. They got hit hard after the Berlin Wall fell and, well, let’s just say some less than desirable elements were able to assume almost complete control. We’d been invited in country by the last of the legitimate government; they needed our help to eliminate a crime lord. Victor Prusnichev was his name. He was a sick, disturbed son of a bitch; he thought nothing of ordering the slaughter of the inhabitants of whole neighborhoods if there was even a suggestion someone amongst them was considering standing against him. Whole families, Elizabeth. He was merciless.”

Hall nodded. It was disturbing that humans were capable of such savagery; she’d seen some of it firsthand and knew it to be true.

“It was Jack’s first assignment with me too. The shit hit the fan, the other members of the team were killed and I was wounded; we were hunted through the streets by Prusnichev himself. He wanted to capture us alive so he could make an example out of us.”

“What happened?”

“Backed into a corner, I ordered Jack to leave me behind, get to the extraction point and save himself. Stubborn as he is, Jack refused; he fought like hell, killed Prusnichev and pulled us both out of there.” Maxwell answered, stopping after enlightening her to light his cigarette. Hall still wasn’t sure what this had to do with her original question.

“I can see why you’ve a strong bond with him, sir, but what does this have to do with our current situation?”

“Prusnichev’s organization was so massive it could put legitimate businesses to shame. The infrastructure, we learned, contained politicians from all over the globe, as well as legitimate business leaders and shady arms dealers... He even had shares in quite a few companies over here, and they were all happy to be part of it. The point I’m making is, although Prusnichev was viewed by most people as being a brutal dictator pretty much in control of his own country, he had ties right across Europe too, and those ties were willing to turn a blind eye to the murders taking place across the continent and the wholesale slaughter in Czortzia, because the profits were high.”

Hall nodded her understanding.

“You think it’s no different to what this secret division is doing with the zombie virus.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.” Maxwell stated, taking a long pull on his cigarette. “These creatures - the infected - they’re operating on a primal instinct. It’s appalling what they do, but they are simply attempting to fulfill a need; truthfully, there’s no malice in it. But the people who created the virus, they knew exactly what they were doing. I don’t know if we’re really going to be able to turn this around, I don’t know if it’s even possible at this point, but before the end I want to make sure those bastards pay for it.”

Hall nodded, stood and collected her tablet.

“I’ll get those names for you, sir.”

“Thank you, Elizabeth.”

Hall turned to leave the room, already starting to put in the research orders.

By the time Jack and the others were halfway to the parking structure, it had become quite cloudy overhead and rain had started to fall. Thick, heavy droplets spattered the ground, soaking the pavement and making it slick. As they made their way down side streets, avenues and alleyways, there was a definite tinge of red in places where the rain was washing blood from bones or the bodies of the infected. Somehow, the closeness of the air and the moisture also combined to make the stench even worse. It was probably the worst smell Jack had ever experienced and, as they trudged along the streets, Jack occasionally let out a stifled, but rough cough; he heard it occasionally repeated by the rest of the group, who were also probably suffering the same churning in their guts that he was. Nevertheless they pressed on, advancing as quickly as they could, skirting around groups of infected and streets blocked off with wrecks, debris or other junk that was making it difficult to pass by with ease.

The group was keeping up a steady pace, but once they were about five minutes out from the parking lot they were forced to stop, ducking into the lobby of a small hotel while Jack talked on the radio, also affording them an opportunity to catch a breather.

“Jack,” Hall came over the radio, “based on what you said we re-routed the drone to the parking lot. It is the same one that was marked for your secondary extraction point, and UAV sweeps have indicated there are twelve figures on the top floor of structure. We couldn’t risk getting in close for a better look as the drone may have been shot down.”

“That tracks with what the sniper told us. Ten of them, plus Smith and Bridges.” Jack responded.

“There’s an unknown helicopter coming in low across the city, due to arrive in about twenty minutes.”

“Understood.” Jack responded. To his mind, it was possible they’d decide to kill Bridges and Smith rather than risk them getting loose in transit and foiling their escape plan, so with the enemy transport incoming, he knew their time was growing short. “Anything else?”

“There’s a significant infected presence around the building.”

“Define significant?”

“I’m seeing hundreds of them on the streets around the structure. There isn’t a clear route so, if you’re going to reach Bridges and Smith, you’re going to need punch right through them.”

“And if we do that we’ll be fighting Bolvinox up front and the infected from the rear.”

“Jack, you need to consider getting Emma out of there.” Maxwell interjected. “She’s too vital to lose.”

Jack glanced at the doctor and considered what his superior was saying. Had Bolvinox set up the meeting to exchange her for Smith and Bridges the pair would have been safe - at least for a while longer, but they hadn’t even attempted to get in touch again. It was possible they thought she was already dead, killed in the drone strike and explosive trap they’d left in place for them. Leaving two of his team behind to face certain death wasn’t something he was prepared to do, however, and he had the feeling Emma would rather stay with them and at least attempt a rescue than turn round and head for the road to ensure her own safety. So, as the closest extraction point was where they were going anyway, to Jack’s mind the only way out at this point was to go through the hell that was ahead of them. Besides, he had one last plan up his sleeve.

“Negative. We all stay together.” He replied in clipped tones. “Are there any other drones in the area?”

“Not that we can detect.”

“Good. I don’t want another explosive surprise. Get our bird in the air; if this works out we’re going to need immediate extraction.”

“Understood. There’ll be an additional fireteam on board to help with crowd control should you need it.”

“Fine. Tell me about the parking structure.” Jack instructed.

“It’s five levels in height, with ramps on the west and east sides.” Hall responded. “Inside appears to have limited numbers of infected and there are columns that could be used for cover when Bolvinox opens fire, in addition to parked vehicles.”

“Do you have any armed drones you can send our way?”

“I’m not sure. We’re pulling the last group of survivors out of a refugee centre in a school, so all our aerial assets are engaged. We’re also about to lose the recon drone you’re using.”

“Fantastic.” Jack commented dryly. He stepped out of the lobby and scanned the area. They still had a distance to go, and there were a few infected shuffling about at the end of the street.

“What are you going to do, Jack?” Maxwell questioned.

“We’re going to make a call. Monitor the main frequency, I’m changing back to try to communicate with them and see if we can throw them off guard.”

“Be careful.” Maxwell instructed unnecessarily.

Jack changed the frequency on his radio back to the frequency he hoped the Bolvinox team was still monitoring.

“Hey, your setup failed. We’re still alive and so is the doctor.” Jack declared. He waited for several long moments, still surveying the street for something that might help them later. After a minute had passed, Jack was about to try again when he heard the same raspy voice from earlier.

“Jack, is that you?” It questioned. The inflection of the words, the accent - despite the distortion over the radio - made it possible for Jack to recognize the voice this time.

“Jared. I heard you were dead.”

“I heard you were being tortured in a prison somewhere.”

“I was, but apparently you weren’t dead.”

“Maybe I was.” Jared responded. “Sorry about the drone and the explosives; it wasn’t personal, but that doctor needs to die and the data she’s carrying needs to be destroyed. I don’t suppose you’d like to put two in the back of her head for us for old time’s sake?”

“Not a chance in hell.”

“That’s unfortunate, Jack. You always were a bit squeamish.”

“Not squeamish, just not comfortable killing witnesses. There was a rumor going around a while back that you did that once, but I didn’t want to believe it. I guess I was wrong.”

“It’s not about killing witnesses or anything like that, Jack, it’s about doing what needs to be done for the greater good.”

“And how is killing Emma and destroying that data she’s carrying for the greater good?”

“Wish I could tell you, Jack, but it’s need to know.” Jared told him, letting out a long sigh. “I guess we’re at an impasse.”

“You still have two of my mine. I want them back.” Jack informed him.

“I’m not sure you’ll want them. Well, maybe Smith, but Bridges is an annoying little shit. He never stops talking, but never says anything we want to hear.”

“If you kill them you won’t have to fake your death, Jared. I’ll kill you myself.”

Jared laughed.

“Still a tough guy. Is the doctor still with you?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell you what; give us the flash drive and you can keep the doctor and these two.”

Jack waited, pretending to consider what Jared was suggesting.

“Put them on; give me proof of life and you can have the drive.”

“There’s that bleeding heart of yours again, Jack.” Jared said.

“Ramsay! Don’t give the bastard anything!” Smith roared.

“Right, but help us too!” Bridges called out. There was a loud thumping sound and a grunt of pain. Jack wasn’t sure who had been struck, but it made a little flash of anger pass through him.

“We’re leaving in twenty minutes, Jack. If you’re not here by the time our ride is I’m going to have to retire Bridges and Smith.” Jared told him. Jack caught sight of a large, black van at the far end of the street, back the way they had come, giving him an idea.

“We’ll be there.” Jack told him, reaching behind to change the channel on his radio while turning to head back into the lobby.

“We don’t have the drive.” Tyrone declared, stating the obvious.

“They don’t know that though.”

“And they’ll probably try to kill us as soon as they see us.”

“Yeah, that too.”

“Not to mention the infected.” Tyrone added.

“I hadn’t forgotten.” Jack said, staying near the doors. “Problem?”

“No. Just making sure you know how deeply we’re in the shit.”

Jack smiled.

“Just another day at the office, right?”

Jack had briefly checked in with Hall, allowing him to confirm the plan in advance. Once everything was prepared, at least as much as it could be, Jack retrieved the van from down the street, finding the keys - and the hands of the driver - still inside. He drove back up to the lobby and most of the team loaded themselves into the back. Rodriguez, however, went on foot to his location; it was risky sending him alone, but the silent soldier insisted it would be better for him. Reluctantly, Jack agreed and the plan was set in motion. Jack was behind the wheel with Tyrone in the passenger seat beside him. Cross and Emma were in the rear, sitting and holding on tight to the strips of fabric normally used to secure cargo.

“This is going to be one hell of a fight, Jack.” Tyrone announced.

“Yeah. Even if we get up top quickly, we still have to hold out for an extraction.” Jack responded, glancing sideways at his comrade. “Bet you’re wishing you got on the helicopter now.”

“You know it wasn’t personal, right? I had orders.”

“It’s hard to not take it personal, Ty. After everything we went through, all the jobs we did...” Jack trailed off, glancing at him again. “It just puts things in perspective.”

“So what? When this is all said and done are we going to have to settle things? Like you talked about settling things with Maxwell?”

Jack grinned.

“It’s funny, but the zombie apocalypse kind of changes your way of thinking.” Jack responded as he drove past a group of infected on their hands and knees, visibly devouring someone.

“How so?”

“The thing that enticed me to working for the Coalition was the suggestion that it was a true multi-national group; that they’d work with anyone who was interested in preserving peace and enforcing global laws. We weren’t just enforcing the will of a particular nation; it was about the common laws that we all believe in.”

“It’s a great ideal.” Tyrone agreed.

“But inevitably we couldn’t keep it going; too many people wanted us to focus on their problems, their issues, and to hell with everyone else. It was fracturing the organization. I sometimes wonder if I’d still have been working there today even if I hadn’t been captured. I’m actually kind of surprised you are.”

“I’m still a few years out from retirement. I’ve been a soldier or an agent my whole life, it’s all I know. Tammy’s got hospital bills and the kids are in college, and that shit ain’t cheap. I’ve got people who depend on me, and I had to keep going, Jack.”

Jack wondered what Tammy’s hospital bills were related to, as Tyrone had never mentioned this in any of the communications they’d had. Then again, Jack realized it had been a very long time since they’d actually spoken. While he wanted to ask about Tammy’s condition, he knew now was neither the time nor the place.

“I understand. And you don’t have to worry; I’m not going to be settling up with you or Maxwell. What happened is in the past and we’re going to keep moving forward.”

“I have to say I’m surprised. I figured you’d at least want to have some stern words with me.”

“Oh believe me, Ty, we’re going to have some words.” Jack told him, almost smiling. “But it comes back to why I joined the Coalition. This thing - the infected - they’re global now. There’s not going to be any creeds or ideologies to separate us, it’s just going to be about the living fighting against the dead. We’ll have a truly common goal to unite us and maybe that unity will lead to something better after we get things under control again.”

“You really think that?” Tyrone asked. Jack shrugged.

“I always thought I’d kill Maxwell on sight. Then he came, explained what was going on, now I’m going to work with him until this job is done.” Jack explained. “If I can be turned around then there’s definitely hope for everyone else.”

They drove for a little while longer. Strangely, Jack felt comfortable to be back with Tyrone and heading into battle. He wasn’t sure if they were really friends anymore, but the truth was, he would rather be riding into hell with him than anyone else.

“Where are your wife and kids, Ty? Did they get to safety?” Jack asked.

“Last I heard, yeah. They’re in a safe zone in California.”

“Good.”

“They moved a lot of military families to safety straight away. Hard for soldiers to fight when they’re worrying about their loved ones. Though they didn’t get to everyone in the worst hit areas.”

“Anyone we know?”

Tyrone glanced at him and nodded.

“Maxwell’s wife for one. Not sure about his son. I tried to ask him once, but he’s a private guy.”

“I guess that explains why he started smoking again.”

“Drinking too. I swear I don’t know when he sleeps either, because he’s always up in that damn office looking over reports, making calls, moving pieces. If he’s hurting because of a loss then he’s not shown an ounce of it.”

Jack couldn’t help but feel a small amount of admiration creeping up on him for the old soldier. He’d not considered up until that moment what he might be going through on a personal level, and yet there it was.

They drove the remaining, admittedly short, distance to the parking structure, pulling up half a street away. At the far end was a massive throng of infected, not moving in any particular direction, seemingly lulled into a stupor. A few were intrigued by the van and were starting to move towards it with the slow, confused shuffle that seemed characteristic of them. Fortunately, at that moment, there didn’t seem to be any of the runners, for which Jack counted his blessings. He glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard and saw that they hadn’t taken more than five minutes to drive the remaining distance, meaning they had to get through the horde and up to the top floor of the structure within fifteen minutes. Glancing at the few high rise apartments on either side, Jack hoped that Rodriguez would be able to get into position by the time they needed him.

The parking structure itself was generic and lit from within with white lights; the outside seemed to be some kind of white concrete, with gaps between each floor allowing them to see inside. Looking up to the roof, Jack couldn’t see any indication that anyone from Bolvinox was looking down at them, however, Jack was relatively confident they knew they were there. If not now, then they would be as soon as they made their assault on the parking structure. Jack glanced into the back and looked thoughtfully at Emma for a moment. He wasn’t entirely confident he should be dragging her into this, but it was far too late to back out now and she was safer with them wherever they went than being left back here. There was a third option, one he felt obligated to give her.

“Emma, if you want to, you can take the van and try to get out of the city. I’ll leave my radio so you can communicate with Hall and she can guide you out. It won’t be easy, but—”

“No. You might need me up there. I’m going to help you.” She stated determinedly. Jack had seen a flicker of fear in her eyes before her spirited statement, but he simply nodded and returned to looking out through the front windshield.

“All right, let’s do this.”

Jack pressed down on the gas and the van began to rumble forwards. The closer it came to the mass of infected, the more the undead were drawn to it by the sound of the engine. Agitated, they turned on their stiff limbs and began to approach it. The van surged forward, the nearest members of the horde were obliterated; their broken bodies knocked out of the way or crushed under the wheels. Jack ground his teeth and pressed harder on the pedal, flooring it as they reached denser numbers. Ploughing into them, Jack could feel the engine straining as the packed bodies slowed the forward momentum of the van. The infected before them were being crunched beneath the hood and front wheels while those at the sides assaulted the side panels, slamming fists and bodies against it. The moaning and roaring surrounded them, the noise so loud it unsettled Jack to his very core. The driver’s side window cracked as an infected holding a brick slammed into it, the first he had seen to use a weapon, but Jack focused on pushing forward, exerting all of his strength and weight on the accelerator. The vehicle continued forward, creating what Jack could only imagine was a terrible, bloody swathe through the infected that was swallowed up by new creatures following the van.

“Suddenly, I’m not in love with this plan, Jack.” Tyrone said, gripping his weapon tightly as the van slowed down a little. They were still a dozen or more feet from the entrance of the parking lot when the driver’s side window shattered inward, glass fragments landing on Jack’s lap and upper body. Hands clawed through the opening, snatching and attempting to reach for Jack’s arm so they could drag him out. Jack didn’t let it distract him; he continued urging the vehicle forward, gripping the steering wheel tighter and willing it to keep moving - and not to stall.

As the cacophony of the undead rose higher still, the van burst through the last line of the infected throng and the vehicle powered forward with a sudden burst of speed, propelling them into the parking lot. He wrenched the wheel to the left, and accelerated hard towards the first up ramp, slowing and turning onto it when he reached it. The infected were in hot pursuit, the sound of the horde roaring and growling behind them clearly audible even as they sped up the ramp; Jack floored it again, going as fast as he could before slowing at the top and making a three point turn so that the van was re-aligned with the ramp. Jack opened his door, previously stuck fragments of glass becoming dislodged as he did so, and stepped out. Tyrone went out the passenger door while Cross opened the rear loading doors, allowing him and Emma to bail out. Jack looked down the ramp and saw there were no infected there - even though they could be heard - meaning they had enough time to carry out the next stage of the plan.

Jack took the keys from the ignition and hurried to the hatch over the gas cap, flicking it open then unlocking the cap, which he opened as Emma approached, a measured strip of rag in hand. Jack took it from her, listening to the sound of the infected getting closer and closer as he fed the rag inside. Once it was in place, he took the lighter from Emma then glanced down the ramp, to see the first group of infected shuffling into view.

“Let’s go!” Tyrone barked, his voice sounding as though he was now at the rear of the vehicle. Jack flicked the lighter and set the rag on fire before hurrying around to the rear with Emma. Cross had shut the doors and together they heaved the van forwards; the wheels were stiff at first, but with their combined efforts they started it rolling. Once the front wheels were over the lip, it only took one final shove before it began to speed down the slope - just as a large number of infected neared the bottom of the ramp. The van crushed their bodies with its weight as it powered into them, reaching the lower floor just as the flame reached the gas tank, igniting the fuel within and causing the vehicle to explode. Jack took a moment to watch the devastation; the flame licking out from the blast, the shower of fragments and the van lurching onto its side. It hadn’t quite blocked the lower ramp, but Jack hoped it would slow them down.

“Time to move!” Jack ordered, causing the group to spur into action.

Though their time was limited, they still needed to slow down the infected to ensure that, if they were successful in their bid to rescue Smith and Bridges, they wouldn’t be on them immediately. So periodically, Jack and Tyrone would peel away from the others as they ran towards the ramp to the third floor so they could break the driver’s side window of a car, disable the parking brake, and push it into the main avenue. It wasn’t an extensive barrier, but it would slow down the larger groups as the infected tended to take the straightest path available to them. When possible, they would put two vehicles into the avenue, forming a stronger barricade... which might be needed earlier than they thought, as they could clearly see infected at the top of the ramp they had originally driven up.

“Ramsay,” Rodriguez started over the radio, “they’re not on the roof anymore. I’m going to try to get line of sight on the next floor down.”

“Understood.” Jack responded, leading the way up the ramp to the third floor.

They hurried, repeating the same actions they had on the lower level, trying to set up some car barricades to slow the pursuing infected while also attempting to continue making decent time.

“Jack, the Bolvinox chopper is nearly on site; you’ve got maybe ten minutes.” Hall informed him.

“And ours?”

“Looks to be twenty.”

“Great. Drone support?”

“Not at this time.”

Jack sighed and continued to hurry. Moving the vehicles was exerting, but as they reached the ramp up to the fourth floor, Jack realized there weren’t any infected behind them at that moment, so it was at least providing them with much needed time.

“Ramsay. I’ve repositioned. Smith and Bridges are alive, but they’re waiting for you on the next floor.” Rodriguez reported.

“Do you have a good line of sight?”

“Yes.”

“Wait for my signal. We’re going to try to take Brown alive.”

“You’ll have to identify him.”

Jack closed out the line of communication and took a moment to breathe. Looking back, they had managed to make one full width barricade with four vehicles and another with two cars. Hopefully it would be enough as the infected were definitely still in pursuit; not only were there the growls and moans of the regular infected, but there were now the unmistakable howls and screeches of the runners. The explosion, while necessary to stop the initial pursuit and slow the infected down, had had the knock on effect of drawing in more of them. Whether it would turn out to be the wrong choice, Jack could only hope he’d live long enough to find out. Looking to Emma, he had one final instruction for her.

“Stay behind us; they may try to take a shot at you as soon as they see you. When the fight starts, get to cover immediately. Return fire as necessary, but don’t put yourself in unnecessary danger.”

“I understand.”

“Good. It’s time to spring whatever trap they’ve set for us.” Jack announced.
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Jack went up first, Tyrone to his right and Cross on his left. They formed a protective wall in front of Emma as they moved cautiously onto the fourth level. As unsettling as the infected behind them were, the sight of Brown, flanked on either side by a black-clad soldier with the others in strategic positions, was definitely more intimidating. They were obviously professionals, and while the undead were dangerous enmasse, a single operative in a good position could be incredibly lethal - as Jack knew from personal experience. In front of Brown and his guards were Bridges and Smith, down on their knees. At that distance, Jack couldn’t tell the extent of their injuries, but Bridges was clearly bloodied. Cars had been rolled out to form cover for another pair of soldiers, one on the left and one on the right. Partially hidden behind columns on either side was another operative. That made seven targets, meaning there were three unaccounted for. There were also stairwells, one in the corner behind them and one at the opposite end of the lot, so Jack made a gesture for Tyrone to check the one behind them out while he tapped the line open.

“Rodriguez, can you get eyes on three of them in cover that aren’t in our line of sight?”

“Negative. They may have doubled back up top, but I can’t confirm.”

“Keep your eyes peeled.” Jack instructed, holding his position while Tyrone checked the stairwell. He heard the door open as Brown shouted to them.

“Jack!” He bellowed, his voice echoing in the lot.

“It’s clear.” Tyrone reported quietly as he moved back towards the group. Once they were together again, Jack started to move forward, but drifted a little to the left, where a concrete pillar and a parked car would afford them some protection when the bullets started to fly; roughly near the halfway point between themselves and Brown.

“Brown!” Jack responded as they came to a halt near their position of cover. Jack, Tyrone and Cross’ weapons were raised, and Jack had let his finger slip to the trigger. Looking at the adversaries arrayed against them, there were a lot of weapons pointed right back at them.

“Where’s the good doctor?” Brown wanted to know.

“She’s here.” Jack responded.

“And the drive?”

“With her.”

Jack, now that he was closer, could see that that Bridges had been beaten badly; a split over his left eye, his lip cut and a severe amount of blood down the left side of his face leading Jack to wonder if they’d taken one of his ears. It wasn’t possible to see, but fortunately, Bridges still seemed fairly alert, though he was obviously in pain. Smith had a swollen cheek and bruising was setting in around her right eye, but it seemed as though Bridges had taken the brunt of it. Both of them had zip ties around their wrists, binding their hands together.

“My people aren’t exactly unharmed.” Jack told him, leveling his weapon right at Brown. He hadn’t changed much, just a little older with more scarring on his rounded face. Brown’s hair was still shaved to the scalp and the five o’clock shadow dirtying his face made him look older still.

“To be fair, they weren’t exactly going to be alive much longer. Name, rank and serial number, like good soldiers is all they gave, as well as an unending stream of nonsense from Bridges. They wouldn’t tell me if the data had been uploaded already or not, so I had to get creative.”

“Brown is the bald one right by Bridges and Smith.” Jack told Rodriguez very softly, barely moving his lips as he reported the priority target to the sniper.

“Acknowledged.” Rodriguez answered back.

“Jack, I’ve got a ride to catch, so let’s move this along.” Brown declared. “Let’s see the doctor.”

Jack glanced behind and saw Emma beginning to move around the group. She’d slipped her firearm back into her jeans and was raising her hands up - holding the axe in them - as she stepped out from behind Cross.

“I’m here!” She called out.

“Excellent. You bring me the drive and I’ll let Jack take his two people out of here.”

“Take the two by Brown, Rodriguez. Ty, Cross the take the two on the left - behind the car and column. I’ll go right.” Jack instructed quietly as Emma began to take a couple of tentative steps forward.

It had all been discussed and it had all been agreed to; Emma has told Jack that she trusted him to keep her safe, but now was the moment of truth. She had to keep her nerve and advance a little, just to make them lower their guard a fraction - an opening that would allow them to reduce the advantage Brown had to almost nothing. Then it happened; the two front-most Bolvinox soldiers shifted their aim to Emma.

“Now!” Jack called out as he aimed and fired at the enemy behind the car on the right, his shot slamming right through his forehead; the attack went out in perfect synchronization as Tyrone executed the one behind the car on the left while Cross fired at the soldier behind the column, the sudden violence catching those targets off guard. One of the pair by Brown dropped suddenly, a gory expulsion of blood spurting from the side of his head as he fell. Jack was preparing to take aim at the one behind the column, firing the kill shot just as he observed Smith spurring into action before Rodriguez could fire his next kill shot. She rose up and slammed her bound hands into the soldiers’ face, disorienting him, Rodriguez gunning him down as he staggered backwards. Brown was starting to react, moving into cover as he raised his assault rifle. Jack darted forward, grabbed Emma roughly by the arm and spun her around with him, so that she was in front of him - then he heard gunshots. Sudden pressure on Jack’s back winded him, sending him stumbling forward as he dragged Emma and himself into cover behind a car. Tyrone was already there, firing rapidly at Brown while Cross went to the other side, darting behind a pillar as he also shot at Brown. Jack, breathing heavily slumped behind the car.

“Oh, my God, are you okay?” Emma questioned, Jack barely feeling her hands on his back.

“Yeah, the armor caught it, I think. Are you hurt?”

“No, but you got shot!” She exclaimed.

“It’s not the first time. Stay down.” Jack told her, his back aching as he took a kneeling position.

“That was a little easy, don’t you think?” Tyrone asked as he ducked down.

Jack stood and watched as Smith ran pulling Bridges alongside her, and bringing them towards the car Jack and the others were behind. Brown rose up and fired in their direction, one shot going right through Bridges’ leg, making him gasp loudly and fall to the ground. Jack launched a trio of shots that drove Brown back into cover as Smith dragged Bridges clear.

“Are you okay?” Jack asked, crouched and turning to check Bridges and Smith. The former had obviously suffered the worst of the interrogation. He had lost his left ear, his nose was clearly broken and now the outside of his right thigh was bleeding. Jack quickly used his knife to cut the ties free, allowing both Bridges and Smith full use of their hands.

“Yeah. Bridges... He made sure they focused on him for some reason.” Smith said as she ripped off her sleeve and applied pressure to Bridges’ wound.

“Chicks...” Bridges stated, trailing off a little as a gasp of pain escaped him. “Chicks dig scars.” He declared.

Smith shook her head. There was a look in her eyes of concern and possibly guilt.

“I could’ve taken it, you didn’t have to.”

“I couldn’t let them hurt—” Bridges started, but a salvo of bullets tore into the car they were hiding behind, interrupting him.

“Incoming! Stairwell, their side.” Rodriguez reported. “Launcher!”

“Take him down!” Jack roared, peering overhead as the gunfire suddenly ceased. At the far end of the level the final trio of Bolvinox soldiers had appeared; one covering the other two with his automatic. Before Jack could act they fired the rocket launcher, not towards Jack and the others, instead launching their missile out towards the high rise building across the street where Rodriguez was.

“Rodriguez!” Jack yelled in warning, but as he did the rocket struck the floor where Rodriguez was set up. Jack didn’t know if it hit the room he was in, but there was now a gaping, smoking hole on that floor, so it seemed likely he was injured - if he was still alive. The trio split up, with one moving into cover on the right - Cross missing with his shots as he disappeared from view - while the other pair sought shelter behind a vehicle.

“Rodriguez, you there?” Tyrone questioned, but there was no response. In any case, there was nothing they could do for him at that moment.

Jack and Tyrone came out of cover and fired towards Brown, Cross suppressing the right-side soldier, but then the launcher team popped out of cover. Jack fired at them but they had already taken aim and fired at Cross.

“Incoming!” Jack called out. Cross darted away from the pillar moments before the weapon struck; chunks of concrete and dust flew into the air as it sent Cross hurtling to the floor. Dazed, but determined, Cross started to crawl forward. Emma darted out, grabbed onto his arm and helped him to his feet, and then she assisted him back to Jack and the others. Now, without the suppressing fire from Cross, the soldier on the right fired at them, a shot hitting Tyrone in his shoulder armor. He grunted and ducked back down.

“The car.” Bridges said, pointing underneath it.

“What?” Jack asked, looking at him.

“It’s wired!” Bridges exclaimed. Jack’s eyes widened in alarm and he swiftly shifted to a near prone position so he could look underneath the vehicle they were hiding behind; sure enough, there was a large brick of explosive.

“Move!” Jack yelled, standing and firing in a spray from one side to the other to prevent incoming fire. Tyrone moved quickly, sprinting towards a nearby pillar, laying down covering fire as soon as he was in position. Smith had hauled Bridges to his feet, and with his arm over her shoulder, they were hobbling as fast as they could after him, not stopping until they were sheltering behind a nearby car. Cross and Emma left last, leaving Jack in the open, firing his weapon until it clicked empty. He turned and started moving towards Tyrone, discarding the empty clip and reloading automatically, but before he was halfway there the explosive beneath the car detonated. The force knocked Jack off his feet and he lay prone as a wall of heat washed over him. He’d just managed to reach the minimum safe distance to survive, his armor having absorbed the majority of the impact, but he was disoriented from the blast. He heard the sound of clattering metallic fragments all around him, which was immediately replaced by a high pitched ringing. Jack slowly rolled onto his back; looking back, he saw the burning, twisted wreck of the car on the left, having lifted and rolled over onto its roof. At the far end, however, the launcher team was getting back in position to fire. Jack, feeling as though he was moving in slow motion, leveled his weapon; the launcher team aimed and, as they prepared to fire, one of them fell back, his blood spattering over his friend. Jack aimed at the other and squeezed the trigger several times - unable to hear the report of the weapon - and watched his target fall backwards. The one in cover on the right jumped out and was shot through the neck by Tyrone. This left Brown as the only one left alive. He was, however, nowhere to be seen. Jack shook his head, the inbuilt ear protection of the helmet and his natural recovery allowing his hearing to return - although the ringing was still there. He stood, weapon raised and pointed where he’d last seen Brown.

“It’s over! Throw down your weapon and surrender, Brown.” Jack called out.

There was no response at first; all he could hear above the ringing in his ears was the ever encroaching growling and roaring from below. After thirty seconds however, the rifle Brown had been holding was flung out into the open space.

“Sidearm too!” Jack barked, taking a couple of steps closer. Tyrone and Cross came in on the either side.

“No line of sight.” Rodriguez announced, still alive and focused after the explosion that had decimated the part of the building he’d been in; news which lifted Jack’s spirits.

“Are you injured?” Jack asked him.

“No.” Rodriguez responded calmly.

Jack continued advancing towards the car, but Brown made no more movements.

“Jared, if you’ve got anything in your hands when we come face to face we’ll blow you the hell away.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Brown responded, his voice a little hard to hear.

Jack, weapon ready to fire as soon as he identified a threat, rounded the corner where Brown was in cover. He was sitting on his rear, legs splayed in front of him, with an obvious look of defeat on his face. In his right hand, he held his sidearm, the barrel pressed to his head.

“Lose the gun.” Jack instructed, coming to a stop with Tyrone and Cross flanking him.

“No, I don‘t think I will.”

“You’re coming with us. You’re going to tell us everything you know about Bolvinox and who’s behind this virus.” Jack declared. Brown shook his head.

“I’m a dead man. They’ll never let you talk with me.”

“I don’t see anyone left alive.”

“This is way bigger than you can imagine, Jack. This game is being played at a way higher level than our paygrade.”

“Game?” Cross questioned aggressively. “Millions of people died in this outbreak, all across the world and you think this is a game?”

“It’s all a game, Jack.” He told him, ignoring Cross. “You know that. Sometimes they sacrifice a piece or two in order to make another move later on. Like they did with you.”

Jack wondered what he meant by that, what move was it that was made after Jack had been taken prisoner, but it wasn’t relevant at that moment.

“Last warning; put the gun down or we’ll make you.” Tyrone growled.

“They’re going to take it as a given that the data has been uploaded by now. I guess that might change their plans somewhat, but not enough. I’d wish you luck, Jack, but I know what’s coming. You’d have been better off letting that drone take you out.” Brown warned ominously. Jack took a step towards him, but Brown reacted immediately, pulling the trigger. The other side of his head exploded outward in a shower of blood, bone and brain tissue; his body slumped to the side, taking with him the evidence they so badly wanted him to share.

“Damn it!” Jack snapped, lowering his weapon.

“Jack, what’s going on down there?” Hall wanted to know.

“Brown killed himself and the rest of his team is dead.” Jack reported.

“The Bolvinox helicopter just turned away.” Hall told him. “But your transport is ten minutes out. Can you hold that long?”

Screeches from below indicated that there were running infected on the way, the sound almost a challenge to Jack and other survivors in that moment.

“We’ll do our best.” Jack said. “But if you can get us any air support, we’d definitely be able to make use of it.”

“I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything.” Hall told him.

The screeching intensified; Jack looked back towards the ramp and saw a pair of running infected with shadows of more not far behind.

“We have to hold them here for as long as we can. We’ll retreat slowly up to the top floor and, if necessary, bottleneck them on the ramp.” Jack instructed.

“I’m not sure we’ve got that kind of ammo.” Cross stated glumly.

“Good thing we’ve got knives then.” Tyrone said.

The running infected turned in their direction, three more not far behind them.

“Rodriguez, fire at will. Once the chopper arrives, get up to the rooftop of the building you’re in and we’ll extract you.” Jack continued.

“Good luck.” Rodriguez told them. With final instructions to his team given, Jack glanced at Emma.

“Stay with me. We’ll get you out of here, I promise.”

“I appreciate that, Jack, but if you can’t... remember, I don’t want to turn into one of them.” She reminded him, stepping into the space between him and Tyrone, axe in one hand, pistol in the other. Jack nodded, then refocused back on the infected, joining the firing line that Tyrone and Cross had made a couple of paces ahead. Smith and Bridges moved up too, forming a defensive line against the incoming infected. Bridges, fabric now bound tightly around the flesh wound on his leg, glanced at Ramsay.

“I guess I should thank you for coming to get us.” He commented, bringing a weapon stolen from one of the fallen Bolvinox soldiers up to a ready position as he took his place on Cross’ left.

“You can thank him at the same time I thank you.” Smith told him dismissively, standing beside him with her own looted weapon at the ready.

“Bridges, Smith, take any that get just outside ten feet, Emma, save your shots for within that distance.” Jack said, giving final instructions. “Ty and I will take their legs, Cross will finish them off.”

Aiming at the first, screeching running infected, Jack fired, not aiming for the head but instead for the creature’s legs. It attempted to dodge, but he kept firing and eventually made contact. Tyrone aimed at the other and brought it down, then, while they used their hands to claw their way forward, dragging their ruined legs behind them, Cross finished them off with a clean head shot. The next trio was coming forward, running with indifference to the fact that they would soon trample their fellow infected. The head of the lead one was suddenly jolted violently to the side, an expulsion of blood and gore tearing out the left side of its skull. Another fell in similar fashion, gunned down with extreme precision by Rodriguez and his rifle.

“This isn’t so bad.” Tyrone commented as he lined up a series of shots at the next running infected. It dodged, but was still hit by the salvo, to collapse onto the back of another, now dead, infected.

No sooner had Jack comprehended his words than the true danger of their position made itself known. Though difficult to see, the heads of a dozen or more of the slower, shambling infected clambering up the ramp became visible. Almost immediately, more runners - five of them - pushed their way through them, knocking some down as they surged around the top of the ramp and screeched threateningly before they sped towards the defenders. So far, none had crossed half the distance from the ramp to where they were holding the line, but as the dozen slower infected began to reach the top of the ramp, he saw there were more moving up from behind. Jack knew they would soon be yielding ground to the infected; he only hoped they could buy enough time with each infected they felled. Aiming towards the leading infected, he fired; some shots went wide as the runner darted with an almost supernatural speed. The majority, however, found their mark, tearing through the muscles in the creature’s upper leg. It fell down, to be finished by Cross while Jack moved on to the next target. Rodriguez executed another pair in quick succession; Tyrone and Jack drilled into the remaining pair, cutting down their legs with quick, almost snap shots. These running infected flopped forward, going down after Cross’ headshots in almost the exact place the previous ones had; their bloodied, broken bodies making something of a small mound that Jack hoped would slow the advance of those in the rear.

The next threats came from the shambling infected; now two dozen strong, this throng shuffled and stamped forward. Some with outstretched arms in anticipation of a meal, others moving in a hunched over way; their backs and legs stiff while their arms flopped loosely at their sides. Jack leveled his weapon, aiming down the sight, and began firing at their heads. Speed caused some to miss, hitting the upper chest, neck or going wide, others found their mark, dropping the infected to the ground. Tyrone and Cross joined the salvo, firing at the approaching infected mass as they continued their approach, crushing the fallen underfoot as they came closer and closer.

“Reloading!” Tyrone called out, forced to let up on the defense as his weapon ran dry of ammunition. The slowing of gunfire caused the right flank of the infected to gain ground, but as Jack made to fire on these targets, his assault rifle clicked empty.

“Damn! Me too!” He reported, ejecting the spent magazine and reaching for a replacement as Tyrone completed the action, beginning to fire once again.

Slamming the fresh magazine into the weapon, Jack chambered a round and resumed firing - just as Cross’ was also depleted. The growling, howling, roaring horde was drawing closer; no matter how many of them they gunned down it seemed there was another ready to take its place. Rodriguez supported them as best he could, gunning down targets intermittently, while the firing line continued to slaughter those in the front. Jack was certain that the two dozen that had initially surged up the ramp were now almost certainly dead, replaced by another two dozen, with another, larger group beyond that. The infected were continuing to come - an undead tide without end, a sea of snapping jaws, clawing hands and terrible, harrowing sounds. As they reached the point where the running infected had fallen, trampling their corpses just as they had trampled on others, a high pitched screech cut through the awful moans and runners pushed through the crowd, surging forward faster than Jack or Tyrone could take aim at them. Bridges and Smith opened fire, the first time they had done so, and cut down two of the three runners that had broken through; the third came even closer, so Emma lined up a quick shot and fired, missing the first, second and third time as she attempted to headshot it, then shifted to its leg and shot out its knees. Smith fired the final shot, executing the crawling creature that was almost within arm’s reach of the line.

“They’re still coming!” Cross called out.

“Hold your position!” Jack barked, lining up more shots, cutting down more of the seemingly endless horde. He knew it was inevitable that they would need to retreat, but he wanted to hold out a little longer - to make the infected bleed for the ground they were about to yield to them.

Beneath the growling was the constant stifled sounds of their assault rifles, punctuated by the much louder reports of the unsuppressed weapons used by Bridges and Smith. The infected were now just on the ten feet mark, so close the stench of their decaying flesh was stronger than ever.

“Pull back!” Jack called out. “To the bottom of the ramp!”

He turned, placing one hand on Emma’s back as she followed suit, turning to run the distance to the next place they would make a stand. He heard more shots behind, glancing to see that Bridges and Smith had held off a few seconds to kill a few outliers before they also turned to retreat. Bridges was moving with minimal support from Smith, the leg wound seemingly not inhibiting him; Jack felt momentarily impressed by the younger man and his ability to fight through the terrible pain he was obviously enduring. Once Jack had reached the next point of defense, he spun around, Tyrone and Cross doing the same, and they began to lay down covering fire for Bridges and Smith as they backed away.

Smith and Bridges were staying just ahead of the encroaching undead, but only just. Jack fired on the ones closest to their rear, firing as precisely as he could, though not every shot was a clean kill.

“Bridges, Smith, Emma, up the ramp!” Jack ordered, knowing they wouldn’t be able to hold the lower section for long. Bridges and Smith reached the ramp and started to advance up it slowly. Emma hesitated, seemingly not sure whether she should follow instructions or stay and offer any help she could. Finally, the decision was made and she started to move, grabbing Bridges around the waist to help him in case the elevated ground made him unsteady.

On their own, Jack, Tyrone and Cross continued to fire, their rounds killing or debilitating each target they found, even though it seemed as though there was no end to the incoming threats. The undead were closing, spreading out and widening rather than staying in a simple column. They spilled out from the right flank, forming a ragged, misshapen line that came at them quickly. Meanwhile, screeching indicated more runners pushing through from the rear of the group. One burst out from the centre of the undead mass and Jack quickly responded, gunning it down with a headshot that it failed to dodge. Nonetheless, they pressed and pressed, closing to within ten feet once again.

“Up the ramp!” Jack ordered, not turning and running this time. Instead he moved cautiously and quickly, retreating while continuing to fire. Cross did the same while Tyrone spun around and surged up the ramp.

“Bridges, Smith, covering fire!” Jack called out. Jack fired until his magazine ran empty, only then did he turn to run. He reloaded as he went, ejecting and finding his next replacement magazine. He drove the replacement home as he was nearing the halfway point of the ramp, then he heard the screeching of the runners behind him. He turned, leveling his freshly reloaded weapon while backing up. Cross, he discovered, had only just reached the bottom of the ramp, the infected mere feet from him. Bridges and Smith were firing around him, taking out infected left and right, when a runner pushed through the group, its unnatural speed allowing it to snare Cross in its grip.

“Cross!” Jack called out, firing at the runner, hoping to dislodge its hand from the back of his armor.

“Rams—” Cross started, but the runner dragged him back into the group and they descended on him. Cross screamed - a horrible, agonized sound as the infected horde slowed and fell upon him.

“Frag out!” Tyrone called; his voice loud and booming above the pained screams of their dying comrade. Knowing there was nothing that could be done, Jack started up the ramp, hoping the grenade would finish Cross and put an end to his suffering. Jack saw Tyrone rear back and launch the explosive. Moments later, there was a loud detonation. The screams ceased, as did a number of howls and moans, but the sudden, violent loss of a comrade was a severe blow to them all. They had been forced to watch helplessly while he was dragged down and ripped apart - so swiftly and so easily. It was an unnecessary - but terrible - reminder of what fate lay in store for them if they weren’t able to hold out.

“Hall, how long on extraction?” Jack demanded as he reached the top of the ramp.

“Seven minutes.” Hall responded. “They’re going as fast as they can.”

“We don’t have seven minutes!” Jack told her coldly, while looking down ramp at the horde before him. The grenade had devastated their front line, but there were still many of them... too many, and more were on the way.

Reforming the firing line, Jack was the first to take aim and fire, squeezing off shot after shot, dropping an infected with a headshot with most, winging and slowing others when they failed to hit their mark. It was a constant, unending barrage, each bullet creating a gory, bloody wound in a creature at the bottom of the ramp. The infected were slowed by the elevation, some falling over and beginning to claw their way up hand over hand as they desperately brought themselves closer and closer to their prey. Bridges and Smith focused on executing these, while Tyrone and Jack gunned down those still standing. To Jack, it seemed as though it was merely the forward impetus of the wave of infected behind that was pushing them up the ramp. And they were slowed further by the bodies of the dead, which proved to be a barricade made ever higher the more they killed, causing some to lose footing and collapse backwards, knocking down the infected behind as they fell.

The survivors continued to battle against their undead foe from the top of the ramp, and for a moment Jack began to think they might be able to hold out; that if they could keep gunning down the infected then perhaps they would make a wall of corpses that might slow them down even further. Jack’s weapon clicked empty; he ejected the empty magazine and drove home the fresh one. It was then he realized his ammunition was running desperately low. Screeching indicated the next wave of runners were on the way. Jack attempted to identify the targets in advance, hoping to nail the runners before they broke through the lines of the shuffling horde, but the huge number they were facing shielded them - and then a trio of runners burst through. They had no difficulty charging up the ramp, and they were nearly halfway up by the time Jack was able to shred the legs under two of them, Tyrone dropping the third. Emma fired a series of shots, most of which missed, but she was able to finish off two; Tyrone executing the final one with the last round of his magazine.

“Last one!” Tyrone alerted Jack as they resumed their assault on the encroaching wall of infected.

The pile of bodies were indeed slowing down their advance, but they were still coming like an inevitable, unceasing tide, slowly gaining ground until they were nearly a third of the way up the ramp. Jack found he had totally lost track of the minutes. Did they have to hold out for the full seven still or was it much closer now? Distantly, he thought he could hear the sound of a helicopter, but it was hard to hear anything over the constant, drone of gunfire and the chorus of the undead. Suddenly his magazine ran empty again; he ejected the magazine and loaded a fresh one, realizing that the undead were encroaching closer and closer. Tyrone called a warning that he was about to launch his final fragmentation grenade, and when it detonated it slaughtered a great number of the undead mass near the base of the ramp. The horde, however, continued to surge forward, despite the casualties that were being inflicted upon them.

“I’m out!” Smith reported. Bridges continued firing, six or seven times before he snarled in frustration.

“Me too!”

Emma fumbled with her reload, the axe gripped under her arm, but once she’d chambered a round she raised her weapon and killed a pair of crawling infected.

“Jack, this is my last magazine!” She informed him.

“Shit.” Jack responded, almost to himself.

Losing the additional suppressing gunfire from Bridges and Smith allowed the infected to advance quicker. Jack was aiming more carefully, firing less and intending to gain a kill with every shot rather than simply being satisfied to at least wound or slow an infected with every hit. Tyrone was also firing slower, conserving his ammunition as best he could; the result was that the infected were now steadily encroaching, clambering up to about half of the ramp and showing no signs of slowing.

“Back!” Jack instructed his team to begin their retreat. His mind raced with tactical possibilities; soon they wouldn’t be able to hold their ground, so escaping and attempting instead to reach another extraction point was the only thing they could do. He fired as he took careful steps back, and then took a moment to glance over his left shoulder to see that there was a structure in the far left corner that would house the stairwell down. Assuming no infected had made their way inside, perhaps they could descend all the way and then... what? The parking structure was surrounded.

Tyrone fired and his weapon ran empty, forcing him to switch to his sidearm. He squeezed off shots with as much accuracy as he could, as quickly as he could, but even with Jack’s final bullets, it was barely denting the infected as they neared the three-quarters mark of the ramp.

“What’s the plan, Jack?” Tyrone questioned as they continued their retreat, moving away from the ramp and in doing so losing line of sight on the lower sections.

“Hold out as long as we can; if extraction doesn’t arrive by then we take the stairs over there and retreat to another extraction point.” Jack explained as he took a couple of careful shots at two infected who had advanced faster than the others.

“Ramsay, get clear of the ramp, now!” Hall barked over the radio.

Without asking for clarification, Jack did as he was instructed, grabbing hold of Emma’s arm and turning to run. Tyrone did the same, Smith and Bridges running together. He didn’t know why they needed to get clear, but the answer came a few moments later. A frighteningly loud explosion detonated behind them, the lack of force suggesting it wasn’t on top but was somewhere on the side of the building. The structure shook however; a violent shockwave that made the wounded Bridges stumble and drag Smith down with him. A second explosion followed not long after, this time shaking the building far more violently, making it seem as though it might collapse at any moment. Jack risked looking back as they continued to flee, seeing a massive hole in the side of the structure where whatever had caused the damaging explosion had torn into the ramp and the wall.

“That was your drone support, Ramsay.” Maxwell told him over the radio.

“Pat yourself on the back later, where’s the damn helicopter?” Jack demanded.

“Inbound, standby!” Hall told him.

Jack and the team came to a stop, looking back to the ramp which seemed to have been destroyed by the airstrike, then ahead of them as the loud sound of the stairwell door being forced open boomed across the top floor of the building. From it, a fresh stream of infected poured out, a dozen at first, then dozens more - a murder of zombies, Jack’s tired mind thought as he watched them coming closer.

“Back! We’ll try to climb down the rubble!” Jack instructed, starting to retreat, aiming his weapon and firing the last few shots he had in his magazine, Tyrone blasting a few quick snapshots at the infected, killing some but not enough.

“The helicopter’s inbound, Jack, just hold your position!” Maxwell told him, the sound of a helicopter definitely audible. The question was who would reach them first: the infected or their escape vehicle?

“Jack?” Tyrone asked.

“Stand your ground. Maxwell, you’d better be right.” Jack responded, letting his weapon fall to his side as he reached for his knife.

The infected were coming, moaning, roaring, growling: Tyrone gunned down those he could before his pistol ran dry, forcing him to reload while Emma fired off her final shots. Jack was ready to go down fighting, but he hoped that Maxwell was going to pull through for them - that the helicopter he could hear would arrive in time to save them, rather than simply see their bodies being dragged down by the infected.

“Jack!” Emma called out, fear lacing her voice. “I’m out of ammunition!”

The only gunshots now were from Tyrone; he killed some, winged others. They were still coming. Jack briefly thought of his promise to Emma and whether it would be necessary to fulfill it. As Tyrone’s weapon clicked empty for the last time, he drew his own knife and joined Jack as he moved to the front. Emma discarded her firearm and held the axe in both hands, a determined - but fearful - expression on her face. They stood ready, prepared to stab, cut, slash and gouge the infected for as long as they could. There were, Jack knew, too many of them, but he sure as hell wasn’t going down without a fight. Jack drew back, preparing to stab an infected that was within three feet of him - just as the heavy, mechanical droning of the helicopter drowned out all other sound. Light bloomed onto the area followed by heavy, automatic gunfire and the infected in front of Jack disintegrated under weapon fire. Risking a glance upwards, Jack saw the helicopter strafing past, the mounted machine guns being operated by a soldier who was laying down suppressing fire on the infected. The helicopter sped past, the weapons shredding the infected that were streaming out of the stairwell. The immediate threats were all dead, but there were more ready to emerge. The helicopter started to come around, the weapons on the other side of the helicopter blazing into life as the crew continued their assault on the enemy. Jack watched, relieved, but still highly aware they needed to get away before more joined the battle. The helicopter hovered, lowering itself down towards the top of the structure, the side door sliding open wider allowing them access. A trio of soldiers dropped down, training their weapons on the stairwell, firing at the first sign of an infected coming through.

“Get the hell aboard!” The pilot came over the radio.

Jack ran over to the helicopter and turned, waiting to help his team board. Smith and Bridges were first, the former clambering in and, with her and Jack’s help, Bridges was up too. After him went Emma, Jack supporting her as she climbed up and in, followed by Tyrone. Jack barked for the soldiers to board, leaving him alone on the rooftop. Satisfied no one was left behind, other than Rodriguez, Jack climbed aboard the helicopter. The vehicle lifted up immediately, banking across so it was over the street. Jack crossed to the other side of the helicopter and opened the other door wider, looking at the rooftop of the apartment building. Out of a central doorway Rodriguez emerged, sniper rifle hanging on his back and submachine gun in his hand. He let it fall, the strap keeping it attached to him, and he sprinted, charging towards the edge of the rooftop. Jack knelt down, feeling a strong hand on his back armor to secure him. Behind Rodriguez, a half dozen infected shuffled after him, but were failing in their attempt to pursue him as he reached the edge of the rooftop well ahead of them. Rodriguez placed one boot up on the wall and launched himself out, grabbing the landing strut of the helicopter with both hands. He swayed precariously, but Jack leaned down as far as he could, reaching out with one hand to help Rodriguez - who reached up and grabbed it; exerting some considerable strength against Jack’s wrist. Once certain his grip was secure, Jack began to haul Rodriguez up, bringing him into the helicopter cabin. The doors were shut by two soldiers and the helicopter began to bank, turning away. Breathing heavily, looking around at the survivors, Jack felt an immense relief and satisfaction. This feeling was tempered by the sadness Jack also felt over the sudden loss of Cross. As they escaped the hell below them, Jack took a moment to think on their fallen comrade.
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Jack was exhausted. The flight back was the first time any of them had had to catch their breath. He’d checked in with all of his team and, finally, with Emma. Bridges was going to make a full recovery, according to Smith, although he’d be living the rest of his life without an ear. The leg wound, she assured Jack, wasn’t enough to keep him off his feet provided it was tended to as soon as they got back to base - much to Bridges’ disappointment. Smith was certain she had no lasting injuries, reiterating that Bridges had shown uncharacteristic selflessness and had taken the worst of the aggressive interrogation.

Tyrone didn’t have much to say; he was still a little broody about Jack’s sudden change of plan when Smith and Bridges were taken prisoner, and it was in the air that the past was coming between them. Nothing was said about it, but Jack knew they’d need to deal with it before the next mission. Rodriguez was silent. When he was told of Cross’ death he seemed to slip further into his preference for nonverbal communication. He nodded at the news, nodded when asked if he was uninjured, then closed his eyes. Jack wondered just how close the two men had been - whether they’d been friends for long and if they’d been serving together for some time. Questions that he was curious about, but supposed didn’t matter much now. Rodriguez didn’t seem to want to talk about it and Cross was dead. There was still a lot of work ahead of them though, so Jack took his seat beside Emma and looked at her for a moment before engaging her.

“You holding up?” He asked.

“About as well as I can.” She told him. “I’m exhausted, hungry and sad. Cross, the way he just went down... It’s my fault.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“But if he hadn’t come for me, then maybe he’d—”

“This is happening everywhere. Our first task was to rescue you, then it became about getting our teammates back, and it really helped us that you volunteered to risk yourself for them. You aren’t responsible for his death, but you are responsible for helping to save two lives, and probably a hell of a lot more with the data you were able to retrieve.”

Emma looked at him, a confused look in her eyes that gave way to minor relief. She leaned into him, placing her head on his shoulder and he, almost instinctively, placed his hand on her shoulder. They stayed in that position until the helicopter came in for a landing about twenty or so minutes later. Allowing everyone else to disembark first, Jack and Emma were the last ones to emerge. Bridges was waving off a stretcher and was instead moving, with Smith’s assistance, away in the direction of the medical tent. Standing a half dozen paces away, with Hall just behind him and a trio of soldiers guarding the pair, was Maxwell. Jack led the way to him as the helicopter powered down behind him.

“Jack, Emma, glad to see you’re both uninjured.” Maxwell announced.

“I’m glad you decided to pull us out of there this time.”

“I suppose it’s too much to think this might mean we’re even?” Maxwell asked as he pulled a cigarette out of the packet.

“You’d probably suppose correctly. But let’s just say...” Jack trailed off, taking a breath as he looked at the older man. “Let’s just say the past is in the past.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Maxwell said, smiling briefly before looking at Emma. “It seems we’ve a lot to talk about. The data is already being processed by a dozen or more experts in their fields, but the sheer amount you recovered means it's going to take us a little while.”

“I’ll help you as much as I can.”

“We’d appreciate that.” Maxwell told her. “We’ll schedule a full debriefing a couple of hours from now. Until then, get some rest.”

Emma looked to Jack for a moment. He nodded and smiled at her.

“Go ahead. I’ll be around.”

Reluctantly, she stepped away. Hall moved to her side and escorted her towards the command centre, leaving Jack and Maxwell alone.

“Seems she’s attached to you.” Maxwell commented.

“After the shit we’ve been through, I think it would bond anyone together.”

“True enough.”

“How are things going?”

“The city is all but free of friendlies; one centre still needs to be evacuated but they’re getting hit hard by some kind of running zombies. Weirder things have been getting reported too, but we’ve got no confirmation on them.”

“And overall? Have we lost more ground?”

“It’s pretty bad out there right now, Jack. We’re holding our ground in some places, losing it in others; we need something from this data to give us a better chance.”

Tyrone came up behind Jack with Rodriguez.

“Listen, if you need to get some chow and a drink now’s the time, otherwise there’s plenty more work for you to be getting on with.” Maxwell told them.

Jack looked at Tyrone, then at Rodriguez before refocusing on Maxwell.

“Where are we needed?” Jack wanted to know.
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