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Prologue

Memorandum

 


To: The Joint Chiefs of Staff

From: Dr. Martha E. Durbin

Director, Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention

Date: January 17, 2021

 


Findings

The GO-3 field team
confirms that the Rubrum mortis
virus is synthetic. Origin: unknown. Purpose:
unknown.

The “Red” is spreading through the air from
the Karachi and Jakarta epicenters at an alarming rate. We estimate
that the jet stream will carry it to the United States in
approximately forty-three hours, and total global saturation will
be achieved in another three to four days. Incubation period is an
astonishing thirty minutes and death occurs within hours.

The CDC projects a mortality rate of
99.9955%. Atmospheric toxicity is estimated to persist for 150-200
years.

 


Recommendation

Immediate implementation of Protocol
Omega.


Chapter One

Paige Allyn

 


Nine Years Later

Raven Rock Mountain Complex

Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania

 


Paige watched her father step cautiously
into the gray, OSHA Level-A hazmat suit—an Atmo suit—and drag it up
over his legs and torso. She helped tug it over the air tank
strapped to his back, making sure the suit didn’t snag on anything.
John Allyn then pulled the facemask over his head and snugged his
hands into the gloved arms. Paige grasped the thick, plastic
zipper, and with practiced care, slowly zipped the suit shut. The
Tychem fabric was tough, but repeated stress could wear holes in
it, and holes jeopardized the airtight seal that was absolutely
vital. In the toxic air outside, a rip, however small, meant an
agonizing death.

A burst of static erupted from the small
speaker on the wall-mounted console next to her.

“Testing, testing,” a
tinny, metallic voice said, followed by another crackle of
static.

Her father’s voice came from inside the suit
via the two-way radio. Paige pinched the tiny button on the
over-the-ear mic dangling along the side of her face.

“Check,” she replied.
“Air?”

“I have air,” her father
answered.

Paige spoke into her mic again. “Commencing
suit check.”

“Proceed.”

Paige began studying the suit, using her
small hands to smooth out wrinkles and folds. She searched for
imperfections, holes, rips, anything out of the ordinary, anything
that looked like a flaw or felt out of place or that might
compromise the integrity of the suit’s environment. An Atmo suit
was designed to create a totally encapsulated, vapor-proof habitat.
Anything less meant certain death. The Red still contaminated the
outside air and would for God only knew how long.

“Suit check complete,”
Paige said into her mic after several minutes. “We are a
go.”

She gave her father a thumbs-up to emphasize
the point.

“Great.”

Her father turned around slowly with short,
shuffling steps to face the sealed antechamber exit door that led
to the airlock room, which stood between them and the wide open and
terrible world outside.

The antechamber in which they stood formed
part of the original entry tunnel to the facility, which had been
walled off at both ends so it could serve as a buffer between the
underground complex and the airlock room. Since the room remained
mostly sealed off, the air inside had a stale, musty smell, and dim
fluorescent lighting cast eerie shadows. Even though the concrete
walls were over fifteen feet thick, moisture still leeched in
through the seams, leaving trails of white mineral deposits on the
walls.

“Ready when they are,” he
said.

“They’re late … again,”
Paige replied, not trying to hide her irritation.
“Jerks.”

“Stow it,” her father
scolded. “Remember, we need them.”

“The hell we
do!”

“Paige, I understand your
anger. I do. But your mother is never going to walk up that road.
Blame her all you want, but it’s not their fault.”

Paige bit back a reply and dropped into a
chair beside a desk inside the dank antechamber they occupied,
gazing intently at the flat-screen vid display in front of her. The
monitor carried the feed from the outside cameras. She tilted the
joystick to rotate the vid-cam lens and centered the screen on the
rendezvous pad—a large, circular chunk of cement pavement.
Originally, the round slab had been painted with bright-orange
industrial enamel and outlined with white markings and lights
around the edges.

“It’s a helipad,” her
father had once explained. Not anymore. It had degraded into a
cracked, crumbling patch of concrete that looked like a bizarre
scab on the land.

Paige had seen a helicopter exactly once in
her entire seventeen years of life—the day she and her mother
arrived at Raven Rock, only a week after her eighth birthday—but
her memory of it had faded, just like the hopes that she would ever
leave this place. Today, nine years after the great die-off, large
portions of the helipad’s paint had chipped away, and tufts of
grass grew in the jagged cracks that marred its surface. And her
mother? Paige had worked hard over the years to scrub every trace
of her from her memory, but it was like trying to wash off a really
embarrassing tattoo.

“Rendezvous plus five,”
Paige said into her mic, glancing over at the digital clock built
into the wall in front of her. “I don’t think the Neanderthals are
coming.”

“I’m getting tired of your
attitude,” her father said flatly.

“Whatever. I—”

Her voice cut off suddenly when she detected
motion on the vid screen.

“Paige, what is
it?”

“Wait,” she said in a
slightly rising voice, “I think our prom dates are here.” She
studied the screen, her eyes squinting as if to sharpen the image.
“Yep, we got ourselves four Outsiders walking in from the
east.”

She watched three grown men, along with some
younger dude, approach the underground facility she called home. A
boy. The sight of the Outsiders unnerved her. They moved around
outside without Atmo suits. Medically, it shouldn’t be possible,
but there they were.

“Okay, I think it’s
showtime,” her father said. “Spin open the door.”

She rose from her chair,
taking one last look at the vid feed of the group assembling on the
helipad ruins outside. Stepping carefully around her father, she
strode over to the antechamber door, grasped the metal wheel, and
firmly twisted it counterclockwise. The airtight seal broke with a
small whoosh, and Paige heaved the door open, the heavy steel
hinges squeaking in protest. Then her father stepped through the
opening and lumbered forward in his suit like a strange alien bug.
As soon as he cleared the threshold, she closed the door behind him
and sealed it shut, giving the wheel an extra oomph to snug it tightly. In the
airlock room, her father had only his suit and a ten-ton blast door
separating him from the toxic world beyond. He would open that door
himself by punching in the code on the dial pad adjacent to the
door to initiate the automated opening sequence.

Paige cleared her throat as she returned to
her chair and spoke into her mic. “Antechamber door closed. Seal
confirmed. Emergence is a go. Repeat, emergence is a go.”

“Check. Commencing outside
door sequence on three.” After several moments of loud breathing,
he continued, “Three, two, and open.”

A couple of tense minutes passed before
Paige saw her father on the vid screen, emerging outside, walking
stiff-legged down the walkway toward the assembled group of
Outsiders at a slow and deliberate pace. She glanced quickly at the
instrument readings on the console before her. The air outside
hovered around thirty-three degrees Celsius, which meant the
environment inside the suit would get hot and humid fast. An
airtight bubble encased her father, but the sun’s rays would get
through and heat up the atmosphere inside. With no temperature
control inside the suit, her father would be drenched in sweat when
he returned.

Paige watched her father approach the
assembled group. One man, the tallest, stepped forward and held up
his palm in a gesture of greeting. He had a pinched smile and his
cheeks were hollow. She had seen this man before. Carl, her father
had said—the leader of the Outsiders. Judging from his black hair
streaked with gray, she guessed him to be in his late forties or
early fifties, and he had a rail-thin frame. He looked human like
her, but he was immune to the Red, which made him as different from
her as a monkey from a zebra.

The others with Carl stared like they were
at the zoo and her father an antelope with two heads.

“What are you gawking at?”
Paige blurted at the vid screen, as if the people outside could
hear her. “We’re not freaks.”

Except, they kind of were.

The scientists in the Hole divided the
surviving remnants of humanity into two categories: Stage One,
those with no immunity to the Red, and Stage Two, those lucky few
who won the lottery and were immune—whether deserving or not. Paige
was a Stage One. All it would take would be for her to suck in one
deep breath of the outside air, and within minutes, the infection
would race through her system until it killed her. She knew the
statistics—the average time from infection to death was
six-point-one hours.

Paige swallowed a yawn, squinting at the
screen and trying to make out the image of the youngest of the
Outsiders—a boy, a newbie she hadn’t seen before. He might be her
age, she thought, give or take a year or two, and he stood off to
the side facing away from the assembly, aloof, staring up at her
video camera. She studied his eyes, but she couldn’t make out their
color in the black-and-white feed. His expression looked fierce,
maybe even angry.

“What’s your problem,
dude?” she said to the screen in an annoyed voice.

On total impulse, she raised her right hand
in front of the display and unveiled her middle finger at his
image. She twisted the joystick to get a better view of his face.
Then, she almost fell out of her chair.

The camera movement had apparently caught
the guy’s attention. Lazily, he lifted his hand up and flipped off
the lens, as if he had seen her gesture and returned it. After her
mouth dropped open in shock for a moment, Paige couldn’t help
laughing at this stupid Outsider boy who waggled his eyebrows at
the camera and grinned.

“I could almost like this
boy,” she said under her breath.

Paige’s attention turned back to her father,
who had raised his hand in greeting to the Outsiders. His voice
simultaneously came through the suit’s outside speaker and the one
next to her.

“Greetings, Carl,” he
said.

“John,” Carl replied.
Paige could hear the man’s words through the external mic on her
father’s suit, but it sounded more distant and distorted—a sexless,
electronic warble.

“You asked to meet, Carl.
What’s up?”

“We have news and
supplies.”

“How about the news
first?” her father answered.

Carl nodded solemnly and said, “We made
contact with another group, three hundred miles west of here near
Zanesville, Ohio. About seven hundred and fifty people.”

Paige’s eyebrows arched in surprise. Another
community of immune survivors? Not completely unexpected. They had
long hypothesized that more survivors had to exist around the
country, around the world, but to hear actual confirmation of a new
settlement made Paige sit up straight.

“They want us to join up
with them,” Carl went on. After several moments of uncomfortable
silence, he said, “We’re thinking on it. Their place is big enough
to accommodate both of our groups. Ours isn’t. And they got better
land and better defenses.”

“I see,” Paige’s father
said. “That is a piece of news. I—”

“We haven’t decided,” Carl
cut him off. “It wouldn’t be until next spring at the earliest. And
we wouldn’t abandon you. We’ll work something out.”

Paige’s heart sank like a granite rock in
water. Abandonment. Again. One hundred and two people clung to life
inside the underground, former government facility known as Raven
Rock. The population had fallen far from the original 910 CDC
specialists and family who had fled here to escape the onslaught of
the Red, tasked with finding some way to defeat the disease. Life
entombed inside a concrete bunker was harsh and many had died along
the way.

“I told you we couldn’t
trust them,” Paige said out loud as if her father could hear her
without her mic clicked on.

Everyone in the Hole had been tested for
immunity in the early days, and those very, very few who possessed
it had left Raven Rock a long time ago to live on the outside. Her
mother had been one of those lucky few. She left, promising to
return after locating other survivors, but she never came back and
Paige never saw her again. On most days, she couldn’t decide whom
she hated more: her mother for leaving or the Outsiders for
stealing her.

“We need your help if
we’re going to find a cure,” Paige’s father said.

Paige grimaced at this admission. The hard
reality was they did need the Outsiders. The United States
government built Raven Rock to be self-sustaining, and technically,
it succeeded. They had enough MREs to last for another twenty years
at least, and the water recycling plant hummed along nicely,
turning sewage back into drinking water. But they had lived under
the goddamned ground for nine years, and they depended on the
Outsiders for so much else.

“Any progress?” Carl
continued, changing the subject.

“If we could get the new
adjuvant we spoke of the last time,” her father answered and
shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Which brings us to the
supplies,” Carl said. He turned to the boy Paige had been watching
earlier and said, “Jake, get the box.”

Jake bent over and lifted a two-foot-square
cardboard box from the ground where it sat beside him. The box was
packaged shut with gray duct tape, its corners ragged and battered.
He surrendered the box to Carl, and then he gave the camera a mock
salute while smirking at it … at her. One side of Paige’s mouth
tried to twist up in a smile, but she forced it back into a
straight line.

“We managed to find the
Alsona Laboratories in Philly and get the items on your list,” Carl
said, holding the box out to her father. “We collected quite a few
other meds and chemicals, but we’re still inventorying them. We’ll
have a list you can look over soon. This is some of it.”

“That’s tremendous,”
Paige’s father said with excitement as he accepted the box from
Carl. “And the DS51?”

Carl’s shoulders slumped. “I had it in my
hands. But we ran into problems.”

“Problems?” her father
asked.

Carl shrugged. “We lost two on the way back,
one at Wilmington, Delaware. We had a run-in with a mind freak and
… and Tim brought it. He had the DS51 in his backpack.” He paused
to clear his throat. “Later, we lost Kent to a pack of wolves.” He
shrugged again. “We’ll return for the backpack when things calm
down a little.”

What is a mind freak?

The Red did one thing really well: it killed
people fast. It hit animals, too, but it had an erratic impact, at
least based on the stories the Outsiders passed on to them. The Red
didn’t kill beasts. It changed them, mutated them. At least some of
them, anyway. Monsters now prowled the countryside and the ruins of
the once-great cities.

“I’m sorry,” her dad said.
“We—”

Carl waved his hand to cut off the words.
“Don’t. It wasn’t your fault, we all get that, but the losses
didn’t go down well. May be a while before we can go back. I need
time, John.”

Paige returned to studying the guy named
Jake, who seemed to have lost interest in his companions. He had
close-cropped dark hair and wore camo pants and a blue,
short-sleeved shirt. A world ago, he might be a senior in high
school, but the pistol on his hip made him something more—not a
man, but not a boy, either. Paige watched him yawn, shuffle his
feet, and stare down at the ground.

He’s bored. He wants to be gone from
here.

A jerking motion on the vid-screen snapped
her back to reality. Focusing, she saw the source of the movement:
her father had fallen to his knees, and his hands clutched at his
chest. Paige leaped from her chair, her jaw open in shock.

“Dad!” she yelled into the
mic.

“Aaahh,” he moaned in
response.

“I’m coming
out.”

“No,” her father managed
to say with a grunt. “Stay inside.”

Paige had lost her mother to the outside
world. She would not lose her father too.

“Take deep breaths and try
not to move,” she answered. “I’ll get you back inside and down to
the infirmary.”

He tried to say something, but the hoarse
sounds failed to coalesce into words.

Paige rushed to the nearby equipment
lockers. Moving quickly, she strapped on an oxygen bottle, slid the
bulky breathing mask over her face, and then stepped into a hazmat
suit. She flopped the hood over her head and zipped the suit shut.
A feeling of claustrophobia lingered on the edge of her anxiety for
her father, like a predator circling its prey. Once encased in the
Atmo suit, Paige strode toward the antechamber door, walking
stiffly while trying to adjust to the suit environment.

In moments, Paige entered the airlock room
just as her father had done earlier. In front of her lay the blast
door—the final exit from the facility, which her father had closed
after he exited. She marched over to the instrument panel beside
the door, jabbed in the code with her gloved finger, and stepped
back as the outside door lumbered open. As the breach grew wider,
the outside air rushed in and washed over her, carrying with it the
Red that contaminated it. She imagined the deadly virus enveloping
her like an army of creepy-crawlies probing for the slightest
opening through which they could wiggle and kill her.

Once the blast door had fully opened, she
stood frozen in place for several moments, transfixed by the sight
of the outside world lying only meters in front of her.

Then her mic crackled.

“Hey, what’s going on in
there?” a man asked, sounding slightly annoyed. The voice belonged
to Don, who was part of the security team monitoring the emergence
operation. Technically, she should have called in the situation
immediately, but if she had, security would never have let her go
out to help.

“Man down outside,” Paige
answered tersely. “I’m suited up and heading out to
assist.”

She didn’t hear his response because
suddenly red strobe lights snapped to life and the emergency siren
began to wail.

What are those bozos doing in there?

“Shit,” Don muttered in
her earpiece. “Paige, someone in Ops triggered an emergency
lockdown. Idiots! Listen, sweetie, stay where you are. Do not go
outside.”

She ground her teeth in
frustration and anger at being called sweetie.

“I’m going to get my
father,” she shot back. “You can either help me or get out of the
way.”

“We can’t override a
lockdown,” Don replied frantically. “The portal entrance is going
to close in ten minutes and remain sealed for sixty-five minutes.
You don’t have enough air to last out there for more than a
half-hour.”

“Then I better stop
wasting time talking to you.”

With the blast door now fully open, there
was nothing left but to step through it. So she did. A moment
later, she squinted at the painfully bright sunlight that streamed
unfiltered through her faceplate. Then she gasped in mild shock as
the familiar black-and-white vid screen display of trees and grass
and concrete confronted her in vivid tones of green, shades of
brown, and hues of orange. The vast blue sky overhead enveloped her
like an enormous canopy. She hadn’t seen the sky with her unaided
eyes in nine years.

No time to gawk. Focus!

She walked steadily toward her father’s
unmoving, prostrate body, trying to fend off the fear that tore at
her mind.

Oh God, he’s dead … no, I
can’t think that.

Her father had fallen over onto his back,
faceplate turned up to the blazing overhead sun.

“Dad!” Paige yelled into
her mic.

No response.

 The Outsiders were backing away
from her father, as if the Red had stolen his body and used it to
take human form. Not everyone, though. One person—that odd,
middle-finger-flipping boy, Jake—ran forward to kneel beside her
father. He glanced up at her with a grim but strangely defiant
expression as she approached. He was going to help her.


Chapter Two

Jake

 


Jake eased the derailleur into place on the
rear hanger of the ten-speed bike clamped into the chrome bike
stand in front of him. He gritted his teeth in concentration,
shutting out the noise of babbling voices coming from outside his
shop—the din from the crowds streaming in from the fields and
heading toward lunch in the food hall. A few months ago, he would
have joined them, but he no longer ate lunch. Slowly, he tightened
the mechanism into place with a 5mm Allen wrench, letting out the
breath he held in a rush when the screw snugged tight.

Bikes were the main way people in Edentown
got around, and for Jake, they were the center of his universe—all
day, every day. He was in charge of the bike shop and had been
since last year, right after his sixteenth birthday. Jake had a
knack for the simple mechanics of a bicycle—cleaning gears,
repairing chains, replacing brake pads, and the constant scrounging
for parts and tires. Bikes had become critical to Edentown once the
gas went bad years and years ago and cars stopped running.

“Hey, kid.”

Jake twisted around to
face the person speaking, but he knew the voice without having to
look. Only one person called him kid. That would be Carl.

“Busy?” Carl followed
up.

“Not really,” he replied,
“but I reserve the right to say ‘yes’ if I don’t like whatever it
is you want me to do.”

Carl smirked at his response. He stood in
the shop doorway, leaning his six-two frame against the doorjamb
with his arms crossed over his chest. He wore his usual blue jeans
and work boots, along with a gray plaid flannel shirt that had
frayed at the elbows.

“We’re going to the
Bunker, Jake. Could use a fourth man.”

The Bunker. The name they gave to the Raven
Rock Mountain Complex. The place went by other names, some not as
pretty, but they all meant the same thing—a hermetically sealed tin
can buried under the ground.

Jake sighed dramatically at the mention of
the destination. Although a trip to the Bunker fell far down on the
list of places he cared to visit, it nevertheless presented a rare
chance to get outside the walls for once. Yes, Jake could work
wonders with bikes, and truth be told, he liked what he did, but he
yearned for a job that took him beyond the defenses that encircled
him and the rest of Edentown like a prison.

His first choice would be to join one of the
salvage teams that regularly ventured out to the ruins of nearby
towns. A team might spend days away from Edentown, pillaging old
buildings for valuable stuff. He didn’t know if the urge inside him
represented some kind of warped desire for adventure, or simply a
restless itch to hit the road, an itch that days spent fixing
chains and sprockets could never scratch.

“I'm your guy,” Jake said
with a confident smile as he grabbed a towel to wipe the grease off
his hands.

On his way out the door, Jake snagged his
gun belt from the peg on the wall, where it hung holding a pistol
and a knife. He buckled the heavy leather strap around his waist as
they walked over the muddy ground toward the front gate. No one
went outside the walls without a gun—one of the rules they all
abided by. And not just a rule, but also common sense. In a world
full of new apex predators that saw humans as tasty prey, only a
fool went outside unarmed.

Jake, Carl, and two other men—Adam and
Ben—walked four mountain bikes through the main gate of the
Edentown complex. The gate rose twenty feet wide and fifteen feet
high, and it consisted of thick aluminum panels welded together.
The massive hunk of metal rested on wheels that rolled along rails
embedded in the concrete foundation that served as the entry area.
When the gate wasn’t locked into place by metal pins, the wheels
rolled so effortlessly that a small child could shove the doors
open.

Once outside, the group mounted their bikes
and pedaled down the well-maintained road that led from Edentown’s
front gate to old Route 16, where they turned left and headed east.
The roads around Edentown were regularly traversed and patrolled
within a ten-mile radius, but people traveled outside that circle
infrequently and did so at great risk.

“Hold up,” Carl shouted
and raised one hand after they had ridden for an hour.

Jake dismounted at the signal and walked
over to where Carl had stopped and stood straddling the frame of
his bike. Carl pointed to a wet patch of soil next to the crumbling
asphalt road they were traveling on. Pressed onto the moist dirt,
everyone saw the sharp, well-defined paw print of a large animal
with five clawed toes. The impression was as large as a dinner
plate.

“Bear?” forty-year-old
Adam asked.

Adam was a small man with a bald patch on
the top of his head. A scraggly, brown beard dangled down his chest
and he wore wire-frame glasses. Jake heard the man had been an
accountant in the before time, but he had no clear idea of what an
accountant even was.

“Big sucker,” Carl
confirmed. “Day, day and a half old. Stay frosty,
folks.”

Bears were a threat to Edentown’s livestock,
particularly in the fall, but they’d take down a man as soon as a
cow if offered the chance. Jake had seen a bear exactly once when a
Village hunting party shot one and brought it back a couple of
years back. The beast was as big as a full-size bulldozer. So it
went with the Red—people died, animals got bigger, and then more
people died.

The bike ride over to the Bunker took
another half-hour, during which time they neither saw nor heard any
sign of a bear or any other monster.

Edentown was located outside of what used to
be Waynesboro, Pennsylvania, which had become little more than a
deserted sprawl of crumbling buildings and homes veined with
cracked asphalt and interlaced with tussocks of grass. Over two
hundred people lived in Edentown, which had been a large, corporate
farming complex back in the day. They had electricity. They had
water. They had food. And they didn’t have the Red.

Toward the end of the ride to the Hole, Jake
pedaled up alongside Carl as they descended a narrow lane with old
farmland reclaimed by nature on both sides and asked, “What’s the
deal, anyway?”

“Need to deliver some
stuff from the Philly trip and talk about Zanesville,” he said
flatly.

“What’s to talk about?”
Jake countered. “We’re leaving. So, goodbye and good
luck.”

“It’s not that simple,
kid.”

Actually, it was, as far as Jake could see.
For years, they had helped out the Bunker people the way kind, good
neighbors did when adversity strikes, but enough was enough. Jake
agreed with the growing swell of opinion in Edentown that the time
had come to stop risking their lives for a group of human moles
living in a cave under a mountain. They were walking dead, anyway.
As Nate liked to agitate, the most humane thing that could happen
would be for the Red to breach the facility and take them all out
at once. Put them out of their misery and free Edentown from having
to worry about them.

“Raven Rock can’t last
forever,” Jake said, slowing his bike to take a sharp turn in the
road. “It’s only a matter of time before something breaks down and
the outside air gets in.”

“You think they don’t know
that?” Carl shot back. “They’ve been playing Russian roulette for
nine years. Believe me, kid, they know the score.”

“So, what do we do about
them when we move to Zanesville?” Jake pressed. “Come back and
check on them every few months? Seems like a waste of
time.”

“Who says we’re moving to
Zanesville? Or, if we do, that all of us are going?”

This statement confused Jake because he had
thought the council had already decided on this and that packing
for the trip would soon start.

“But Nate—”

“Is an asshole,” Carl cut
in. “More importantly, he doesn’t call the shots around here.
Understood?”

Jake nodded and pedaled faster to keep up
with Carl, who seemed determined to pull ahead, as if he no longer
wanted Jake’s company. The conversation had reached an end.
Clearly, Carl balked at packing up Edentown and moving them all to
Zanesville. In one way or another, they would always be tethered to
the Bunker. It would cling to them like a cannonball chained to the
leg of a prisoner. Jake ground his teeth in frustration, the same
frustration he had heard many in Edentown voice recently,
particularly after losing two men on Carl’s recent wild goose chase
to Philly to help the Bunker people.

“Stay sharp, Jake,” Carl
said.

“I know how to use this,
you know,” Jake said, patting the gun on his hip.

“Have you ever actually
shot anything?”

Jake shook his head.

“Then you don’t know how
to use it yet.”

Jake sighed. “I don’t see how that is going
to happen. You almost never let me outside the walls.”

Carl glanced over at him as they rode,
studying his face. “Well, then what were you doing outside the gate
yesterday?”

Jake flinched and stared back at Carl,
signaling that his guild. “I was just testing out a bike I fixed.
It was only for a bit. Besides, there were plenty of people in the
fields.”

Partially true. Yes, he
had been outside on a bike he had fixed, but he slipped out not to
test the bike, but to test himself. He wanted to take the bike up
the dirt path to the top of nearby lookout hill, where they had
built a log watchtower. The track made a long, steady ascent,
difficult enough to walk, but impossible to bike. He had tried
biking the path once weeks ago, but had only made it two hundred
yards before his muscles burned with pain and he had to dismount.
Yesterday, he succeeded in reaching the top, and he wasn’t even
breathing hard when he reached the summit. What is happening to me? he had
wondered at the time.

“Jake, come on! You know
the rules. You don’t go outside the gate alone.”

“I’m seventeen. I’m not a
kid.”

Jake said this in a louder voice than he
intended, causing Adam and Ben to stare at him. He hated it when
Carl called him a kid.

“Then stop acting like
one,” Carl replied.

After several moments of silence, Jake
exhaled deeply. “Sorry. I just want to do something besides bikes.
Why can’t I go on more patrols or scavenge runs?”

Carl glanced over at him again, his eyes
relaxed, and an expression of fondness touched his smile. “You will
do more. Just be patient. You’re here now, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Now, when we get there,
I’ll do all the talking. You just keep your eyes open. If you see
something, holler. You—”

“I know, think first, act
second,” Jake said with a scowl.

Carl had preached this sermon to him going
on forever, but he had to admit he probably deserved it. He had a
history of what Carl called “rash” acts and “impetuous” behavior,
and too often things didn’t turn out the way he expected.

When Jake and the group reached the Bunker,
he studied the massive steel entry to the facility and the area
surrounding it, his eyes squinting from the bright light of the
overhead sun. From the outside, though, the Raven Rock complex
didn’t have much to show—just four concrete holes cut into the
hillside, like a couple of pairs of dark, unblinking eyes.
Everything else resided below the ground, and who could say what
that looked like. He had never been inside the Bunker, only a few
from Edentown ever had. He couldn’t imagine being forced to live
permanently under the earth, unable to go outside except in those
big baggy suits for maybe a half-hour at a time.

A sound like boulders grinding together
erupted, and Jake saw movement in the shadows of one of the dark
openings. A thick door swung open to the low groan of angry
metal.

“Stay back and keep your
mouths shut,” Carl told Jake and the others over his shoulder as he
advanced a few yards in front of them.

“Knock yourself out,” Jake
muttered, mostly to himself.

As he said this, a gray-suited person walked
awkwardly out of the blackness beyond the open door and lurched
toward them. In moments, Carl and the yellow plastic mole man were
engrossed in conversation. Jake had zero desire for any interaction
with the cave dwellers and he ignored the back-and-forth Carl had
with the guy. The two of them droned on for fifteen minutes,
leaving Jake bored and impatient.

Then, Jake caught movement in his peripheral
vision. It took him several seconds to spot the Coke-bottle-sized
camera unit mounted above the door as it rotated up and down and
right and left. For some reason, the fact that the bunch of little
weasels inside their pathetic den were spying on them annoyed him.
He lifted his right hand and gave the camera his middle finger.

“Yeah, so bite me,” he
said while waving his hand.

Then he waggled his eyebrows at the lens,
hoping this would really chap their butt cheeks.

A moment later, though, Jake’s distracted
mind snapped to attention. Hearing the scrape of a shoe losing
footing, he glanced over to see the scientist keel over, convulsing
and grabbing his chest as if he tried to hold something close to
his ribcage. Everyone froze. Jake’s mouth dropped fully open. Then
he spun around, looking to see if someone or something in the tall
grass or the trees to the left had shot the man. But no, there had
been no shot, no sound. He gazed at the stricken man, dumbstruck at
the tortured grimace he could see on his face through the clear
faceplate, even at a distance of ten yards.

He’s having a heart
attack.

No one moved forward to help him. In fact,
Adam and Ben stepped back, as if whatever was happening to the guy
was contagious. Jake took a step toward the man.

“Don’t!” Carl said sharply
from over his shoulder. “Jake, we can’t do anything. We can’t
help.”

Jake stared intently through the plastic
plate at the face of the man and saw both fear and a plea in his
eyes, or maybe a prayer?

“I think he’s dying,” Jake
pleaded. “We can’t just stand by.”

At his words, Ben and Adam, already slowly
backing away, turned and sprinted to a point several yards further
back, one shaking his head in dismay, as if he had just seen the
family pet get run over by a wagon wheel. Carl, though, just stood
there, his left arm extended toward Jake as if to restrain him.

“Stay back, Jake,” Carl
said more sternly. “See, they’re coming,” he added as the heavy
steel door of the Bunker began to slowly swing open
again.

Jake saw another suited figure emerge and
walk toward the downed man. Although he shared a bit of the same
annoyance that many in Edentown felt at the burden placed on them
by Raven Rock, for him, the burden seemed an abstraction. The man
lying crumpled on the ground in front of him was not an
abstraction. He was a person and he needed help. Standing back and
watching a guy likely die felt plain wrong. It wasn’t who they
were, who he was. He had to act.

Jake ran forward to kneel beside the man,
covering the ten yards between them in seconds. He tentatively
placed a hand on the man’s shoulder, searching for the right words
to say, feeling that he must do something, but at a total loss as
to what. Jake took the man’s hand, as if in a handshake. The
fingers squeezed Jake’s hand tightly in a crushing grip. Jake
instinctively tried to pull back.

“Dammit, Jake!” Carl
yelled from behind him. “What the hell are you doing?”

Acting before thinking. Jake knew he would
really catch it this time.

“Don’t rip the suit or
you’ve as good as killed him,” Carl said.

Jake relaxed, glancing up to see the other
suited person approaching them in a determined but controlled gait.
Jake just stared, for a moment frozen in place, unable to speak,
afraid to move lest he do something wrong, harmful, or deadly. The
new person knelt gingerly beside him, staring into the faceplate of
the man on the ground, who had stopped moving. The man’s grip on
Jake suddenly relaxed.

He’s
dead.

The new person saw the motion and then
turned to lock eyes with him. Jake blinked in surprise. A girl. A
little girl. She had blue eyes, and they looked angry—very, very
angry, and not fearful at all.

“What?” Jake hissed at her
through clenched teeth, shaking his head as if in denial. First,
Carl barked at him and now this girl was mad at him? He only wanted
to help.

The girl glanced down at the man again and
then turned her gaze back at Jake, this time with softer eyes, the
hostility ebbing.

“Help me,” she said. “Help
me get him to the door.”

Jake heard her words spoken in a dull, tinny
electric voice, but her eyes, deep blue and beseeching, spoke
loudest to him. He nodded and scrambled to the man’s head, slipping
his hands under his arms.

“You take the feet, I’ll
grab the shoulders,” he hollered.

Together, he and the girl hoisted the man up
and moved toward the black maw of the open bunker door, pulling the
man along, his butt hanging centimeters above the cracked concrete
surface. The guy wasn’t that heavy—not a problem for Jake at his
end, but the girl struggled with the feet.

“Stop,” the girl said in a
commanding voice when they reached the threshold of the Bunker.
“You can’t go in. I’ll take it from here.”

Jake complied, gently lowering the man’s
shoulders to the ground. The girl started to drag the guy over the
threshold into the room beyond by his feet, barely moving him an
inch. Jake tried to shout something at the girl, but his words were
drowned out by the blaring shrieks of an alarm horn pulsing out
blasts that seemed to shake the ground beneath them.

This isn’t gonna
work.

Jake suddenly felt uneasy about letting a
little girl struggle with the task while he stood by and
watched.

Then he heard the metal click of gears
activating, and the rhythms of the horn blasts increased in tempo.
And he knew without knowing what would happen next. The door slowly
began to swing shut. He shifted his gaze over to the girl. She had
made a few more inches of progress. She might be able to wrestle
the man’s body inside before the door shut, but probably not.

“Shit!” the girl cursed,
her voice barely audible through her helmet speaker. “It’s the damn
lockdown.”

“Lock what?” Jake said,
shaking his head in bewilderment.

The girl’s struggles with the man grew more
frantic as the massive steel door continued to close. Jake glanced
from the girl to the door and then back to her. He ran over to
stand in front of the video camera and began to frantically wave
his arms.

“Stop! Stop!” he
yelled.

Nothing. The gears ground on, the massive
door seemingly intent on crushing the body lying in its way. Jake
scanned the scene at the threshold. The man rested halfway inside
now, but his butt was snagged on the raised metal jam. The girl
didn’t possess enough strength. Ten more feet and the door would
squash the dude in two.

She’s not going to make
it.

“Hurry!” Jake yelled at
the girl, as if the force of his words would imbue her with
additional strength.

The girl pulled harder, more desperately,
grunting from the strain. The door drew closer. Soon, it would
crush and rip open the suit—death with an exclamation point. The
man continued to lie half-in, half-out, and while the girl
frantically strove to drag him in, the handwriting blazed across
the wall—she wouldn’t make it in time.

Three seconds, tops.

The girl suddenly glanced up at Jake, those
blue eyes radiating desperation, silently imploring him to do
something.

With a burst of speed that surprised him,
Jake rocketed to the front of the massive, steel door, grabbed the
man’s shoulders, lifted them, and then shoved his lifeless body
forward into the dark chasm beyond. A micro-instant later, the door
clanged shut behind him, giving his left boot an insistent
shove.

Jake landed on top of the guy’s motionless
body and rolled off, breathing heavily. The girl fell backward and
sat with her palms on the floor. Then banks of eerie fluorescent
lights flickered on.

Jake was inside … something.

Well, shit. I really
screwed up this time.


Chapter Three

Detox

 


Once the lights flickered on, a red strobe
light began flashing above a metal door at the far end of the room.
Half-panicked, Jake scrambled off the dead dude, sliding over into
a sitting position and wildly swiveling his head to take in his
surroundings. He gawked at the room around him before dragging his
wide-eyed gaze back to the girl. She rushed to her feet, moving
with surprising speed given the baggy suit and heavy boots, and ran
to a bank of cabinets along a nearby wall, where she yanked a pair
of stainless-steel doors open as if prying apart the jaws of a
giant clam. Then she twisted her helmet around to face Jake and
they locked eyes.

“Get over here, now!” she
yelled.

The loud and obnoxious staccato bursts of an
angry alarm immediately followed and then giant fans in the ceiling
roared to life, and Jake heard a rumbling, whooshing sound. He felt
the air being sucked out of his lungs.

This can’t be
good.

Jake started to make his way over to the
girl. Before he had gone two steps, he felt dizziness overwhelming
him. His vision blurred and he tumbled to the ground. He managed to
croak, “Help,” before blackness and oblivion overtook him.

Jake awoke, groggy and unsteady. His brain
throbbed, as if a psychopath had used his head to hammer nails into
a board. He immediately became aware of something tight wrapping
around his skull, and he stared through a plastic, oval bubble on
his face.

Holy shit, I’m going to suffocate!

Panicked, he tried to reach up and rip the
thing on his face off. No wait, that wasn’t right. He could, in
fact, breathe. His lungs were inhaling air through his nose. Yes,
it smelled like musty, stale, stinking air, but it was air all the
same.

“Don’t take it off, you
idiot! You’ll pass out again.”

Jake turned his head to the left, toward the
voice. Then he remembered the girl and the whooshing sound.

“Can you stand?” she
asked. “We need to get you into a suit.”

He felt someone pulling him by his right
arm, trying to help him rise to his feet. He staggered up, wobbly
and lightheaded. Glancing over at the girl, he saw she held him
with one arm while her other hand gripped an air bottle with a
harness. Attached to the air bottle was a length of flexible tubing
that dangled from the bottom of the canister.

“Put this on, fast!” she
barked.

Jake opened his mouth to protest, but before
he could get any words out, she cut him off.

“No time,” she said.
“Here, slip your arms through the straps. Now!”

What?

She spoke English, but none of it made
sense.

Her words ignited a fire of anger in him,
but he let her guide his arms through the nylon strips. Next, the
girl came around to face him, pulling a belt around his waist,
which she proceeded to cinch way too tight. Then she went behind
him again, and he could feel her tugging on the metal bottle that
now sat snugly affixed to his back. Jake found he could see through
the plastic bubble clearly enough, but with distortions around the
edges. He felt like someone had lowered a fishbowl over his
head.

“Can you breathe okay?”
the girl asked, a touch of anxiety in her voice. “Not that I
particularly care, but I prefer you not die on my
watch.”

“Yes,” he replied
curtly.

His voice was muffled, but she nodded in
understanding and relaxed visibly. He wondered what had happened to
him. The red light continued to flash, the alarm kept clanging, and
the fans still rumbled.

“Good, now we have to get
your ass in a suit. Come on.” She pointed to a slate-colored hazmat
suit, similar to hers, that hung in a nearby locker. “But we don’t
have to rush as much. Take your boots off, cowboy.”

I really hate this girl.

Five minutes later, he found himself encased
in a giant bag with booties on his feet, cut off from the world,
unable to feel or smell anything, hearing only the in and out of
his own breathing.

The girl spoke again. “Just stand there for
a minute and try not to screw things up. I need to take care of my
father.”

Jake watched her rummage through a red
duffel bag stamped with a white cross in a corner. She pulled out a
vial and jammed a syringe needle in it, then gently pulled the
plunger back.

How is she going to inject
him with the suit on? Is she a doctor? He
shook his head. Can’t be. She looks
fourteen, maybe fifteen. Yet she acts like a total dick twice that
age.

The girl moved over to kneel by her father
then lifted his left arm while smoothing out the fabric of the
suit. Jake noticed the suit arm had what looked like a small
circular rubber patch. The girl arranged the patch over his bicep
and swiftly stabbed the needle in, then depressed the plunger. Once
done, she tossed the needle into a bin next to one of the benches
before walking over to face him.

“There, that should do the
trick. He has seizures. As long as he gets an injection in time, he
should be fine. No one else knows about them but me. Otherwise,
they’d never let him go outside.”

The girl paused, as if waiting for Jake to
say something in response. Jake tried to speak, but the words
sounded like he spoke with a pail over his head.

“Oh. Forgot.” The girl
reached toward his face. Jake flinched and tried to jerk away.
“Stand still, dipstick,” the girl hissed. “I’m going to turn your
mic on.” Jake could feel her fingers probing around his right ear.
“There. Say something.”

Jake had a dozen questions he wanted to ask,
but in the end, all he managed to say, in a weak and tentative
voice, was, “Hi.”

“Hi back. I’m Paige. Paige
Allyn.”

“Jake. Just
Jake.”

She arched an eyebrow in question.

“We don’t use last names
in Edentown,” he added. “So, it’s just Jake.”

Paige nodded. “Well, Just Jake it is.”

“You may be the most
abrasive human being I’ve ever met.”

“Probably true,” she
conceded. “Nothing personal. I speak my mind.”

He nodded in agreement. “Well, I guess I
prefer blunt to insincerity.”

“Exactly,” she agreed. “I
suppose I owe you some answers. But first, thanks for helping. I
couldn’t have gotten him inside without you.”

Jake found the existence of this disembodied
voice inside his suit unnerving and distracting, but he swallowed
and spoke up. “So, what the hell just happened?”

“You passed out.
Anoxia—lack of oxygen. I had a real bitch of a time getting that
mask on you. Another sixty seconds, and Just Jake would have been
just dead.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t breathe.
It was really weird.”

“Kinda scary, huh?” she
offered with a wry smile.

“How—”

She cut him off. “This room is in
lockdown.”

Jake interrupted, “You said that before.
What is lockdown?”

He tried to talk with a level voice, but he
couldn’t disguise the undercurrent of fear running through him.

“Calm down,” she said,
returning to her previous brusque tone of voice. “Everything’s
fine. In lockdown, the air is extracted and scrubbed. That’s why
the mask. Without that bottle of air on your back, you would have
died.”

Jake tried to comprehend these new
words—lockdown, extract. “Why?” he asked.

“Why what?” she replied,
sounding puzzled. “Why lockdown? It happens when someone hits the
alarm. You have ten minutes to get inside before the door
automatically shuts. The outside air is contaminated for us, so
before I can go back inside that door over there,” she said,
pointing to the antechamber door at the other end of the room, “the
bad air in here has to be removed and cleaned.”

Jake furrowed his brow, puzzled. “Okay, I
guess, but—”

Paige didn’t let him finish. “That’s the air
part. That’s what’s happening now. The fans are sucking the air out
through HEPA filters. Next, the entire room will be filled with
nitrocyculate gas and the interior surfaces sprayed with
hydrochloric andoline.”

“Nitro … andro … what?”
Jake asked, becoming even more confused.

“They’re chemicals we
developed. They kill any of the Red virus that might be left in the
room. But it’s fatal if you breathe the chemicals or if your skin
is exposed to them. That’s why you have to wear a suit too. After
we’ve pumped out the chem-air, we then put the scrubbed oxygen back
in.

Jake nodded, beginning to sort of
understand. “When is this … this lockdown … over?”

“It takes about an hour.
It’s sort of like a quarantine.”

“An hour?” Jake moaned,
worried that Carl wouldn’t wait around that long, and groaning at
the thought of a long ride back alone in the dark. “You mean I have
to stand here in this stupid gray bag for that long?” He shook his
head. “Talk about no good deed goes unpunished.”

Jake winced at that, wishing he could grab
those last words out of midair and quietly toss them in the bin
with the empty syringe. He braced for a retort, but all he got was
a cold stare and folded arms.

After a pause of several moments, Paige said
sarcastically, “What? Keeping you from a hot date? Or did we just
wake up on the cranky side of the bed this morning?”

He smirked and gave a short laugh. “No date.
Not unless I want to go out with someone twice my age.”

And even if he did want to do that, it would
mean going out with Monica, the next youngest person in Edentown.
He would live the cloistered life of a monk before ever walking
down that desperate path.

“Really?” she said in
surprise.

“God, yes,” Jake laughed
ruefully. “The youngest woman in Edentown is
thirty-five.”

“How old are you?” Paige
asked.

“Seventeen.”

“That explains it,” she
said. “Very few kids who hadn’t reached puberty survived the Red.
You’re a rarity.”

“How do you know all
this?”

“Please,” she said with a
dramatic eye roll. “We study the Red. It’s all
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