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​When the World Went Red

​A Dark Apocalyptic Romance of Survival and Unbreakable Love


​CHAPTER ONE: THE DAY EVERYTHING STARTED
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The city stretched out below like a circuit board, glass towers catching the morning sun and throwing it back in blinding sheets of gold. From the seventy-second floor of the Genesis BioTech building, Manhattan looked almost peaceful. Almost manageable. Almost like the kind of place where nothing could go wrong.

Harry Dawson stood in the lobby at 8:47 AM, coffee in one hand and his new employee badge in the other, wondering if he'd made a terrible mistake.

The badge photo made him look like a criminal. Dark hair sticking up at odd angles, blue eyes squinting against the flash, jaw tight with the kind of tension that came from three years of pre-med before switching to biotechnology and disappointing literally everyone in his family. The name printed below read: Harold J. Dawson - Research Intern.

Harold. Christ.

"Nobody calls me Harold," he muttered, clipping the badge to his belt.

"Talking to yourself already? That's a bad sign."

Harry turned to find Tom Rivers grinning at him like an idiot, already wearing his own badge with the kind of pride usually reserved for Olympic medals. Tom was the kind of guy who made friends in elevator rides and somehow knew everyone's life story by lunch. Floppy brown hair, easy smile, the perpetual look of someone who'd just heard the world's greatest joke and was dying to share it.

"First day jitters?" Tom asked, slapping Harry's shoulder hard enough to slosh coffee onto his hand.

"Jesus—Tom—"

"Relax, man. It's just an internship. What's the worst that could happen? You file some papers wrong and accidentally create a supervirus that wipes out humanity?"

Harry stared at him.

Tom's grin faltered. "That was a joke."

"Not a great one."

"Noted." Tom checked his watch. "We should head up. Orientation starts in ten, and I heard they actually fire people for being late here. Like, security escorts you out and everything."

They moved toward the elevator banks, joining the river of employees flooding into the building. Monday morning at Genesis BioTech looked like every other corporate office in America—tired people in business casual, clutching coffee like life support, already dreading the week ahead.

Except for one guy.

Harry noticed him because he moved wrong. Too slow. Too stiff. He was maybe forty, wearing a maintenance uniform with the Genesis logo on the back, but he walked like every step hurt. His skin had a grayish tint that Harry's pre-med training immediately flagged as concerning. Shock, maybe. Or jaundice.

The man stumbled, caught himself against the security desk, and the guard—a heavyset guy named Marcus according to his name tag—frowned.

"You okay, buddy?"

The maintenance worker didn't answer. Just stood there, breathing hard, one hand pressed to his stomach.

"Maybe he's sick," Tom said quietly. "Should we—"

The elevator dinged. Doors opened. The crowd surged forward, and Harry lost sight of the sick man as he and Tom were swept into the elevator car.

It was packed. Shoulder to shoulder, the smell of coffee and perfume and the recycled air that all office buildings seemed to breathe. Harry found himself pressed against the back wall, Tom beside him, both of them facing the closing doors.

And then she slipped in just as the doors started to shut.

Harry's brain stopped working.

She was—

Okay, she was beautiful. Dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that showed off the curve of her neck, brown eyes that seemed to catch every bit of light in the elevator, wearing a white blouse and black pants that should have been standard office attire but somehow looked like something much better on her. She had a portfolio bag slung over one shoulder and looked just as nervous as Harry felt.

She caught him staring.

Harry quickly looked away, face heating, and tried to focus on the floor numbers climbing above the doors.

Tom, of course, had no such shame. "First day?"

The girl smiled, and Harry's heart did something stupid in his chest. "That obvious?"

"The portfolio bag and the death grip on your phone gave it away. I'm Tom. This is Harry." Tom elbowed him. "He's usually more verbal."

"Hi," Harry managed, which was basically a miracle given that his brain had apparently shut down.

"Jennifer," she said. "Jenny. I'm starting in the marketing department. Art and design intern."

"Research intern," Harry said, finally finding actual words. "Biotech division."

"Oh, so you're the people who might accidentally create a zombie virus?" Jenny grinned, and Harry realized she'd overheard Tom's stupid joke in the lobby.

"That was—I didn't—he was joking—"

"Relax," Jenny said, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "I'm kidding."

The elevator climbed. Floor fifteen. Twenty. Thirty. The crowd thinned as people got off, until it was just Harry, Tom, Jenny, and a woman with severe glasses who got off at forty-seven.

Fifty-two. Fifty-three.

"Where are you going?" Harry asked.

"Sixty-one," Jenny said. "Marketing suite."

"We're sixty-three," Tom said cheerfully. "Research and development. Land of beakers and questionable experiments."

The elevator slowed. Fifty-nine. Sixty.

That's when they heard the screaming.

It was distant, muffled by floors and walls and the general insulation of a modern office building, but it was unmistakable. High-pitched. Terrified. Multiple voices.

The elevator dinged. Sixty-one.

The doors opened onto chaos.

Harry's brain took a second to process what he was seeing, because it didn't make sense. The marketing floor—a wide open space with cubicles and glass-walled offices and motivational posters—looked like a war zone. Papers everywhere. Overturned chairs. A computer monitor sparking on the floor.

And blood.

So much blood.

People were running. Some toward the elevators, some toward the emergency stairs, all of them screaming. A woman in a torn dress stumbled past, her arm hanging at a wrong angle, face white with shock.

"What the hell—" Tom started.

Then Harry saw them.

Three people—no, three things that used to be people—were tearing through the cubicles like rabid animals. They moved wrong. Too fast. Too jerky. Their skin had that same grayish tint Harry had seen on the maintenance worker downstairs, but worse. Mottled. Veined with black. Their eyes were bloodshot, pupils blown so wide there was almost no color left.

One of them—a man in a suit—caught a fleeing employee and bit him. Just sank his teeth into the guy's shoulder and tore.

Jenny made a sound that was half gasp, half scream.

The doors started to close.

"No!" Someone lunged toward the elevator—a young guy in marketing casual, terror written across his face—but one of the infected caught him. Pulled him back. He screamed and the doors shut on the sound.

The elevator resumed climbing.

Nobody spoke.

Harry's heart was hammering so hard he could feel it in his throat. Beside him, Jenny was shaking, one hand pressed to her mouth. Tom had gone pale.

"What the fuck was that?" Tom whispered.

Harry didn't answer. He was thinking about the maintenance worker in the lobby. The gray skin. The stiff movements. The way he'd been holding his stomach like something was wrong inside.

Sixty-two.

Sixty-three.

The doors opened onto the research floor, and for one blessed second, Harry thought it might be okay. The lights were on. The hallways were quiet. Everything looked normal.

Then the building-wide alarm started blaring.

"ATTENTION. EMERGENCY LOCKDOWN PROTOCOL INITIATED. ALL PERSONNEL REPORT TO DESIGNATED SAFE ZONES. THIS IS NOT A DRILL."

Red emergency lights began flashing along the ceiling.

"Safe zones?" Jenny's voice was tight. "What safe zones?"

Harry grabbed her arm as people started pouring out of offices, confused and frightened. "Come on. We need to move."

"Where?"

"Anywhere but here."

They ran.

The research floor was a maze of labs and offices, all connected by corridors that suddenly felt too narrow and too exposed. Harry pulled Jenny along, Tom right behind them, all three of them dodging panicked employees who clearly had no idea what was happening.

"Conference room!" Tom pointed to a glass-walled meeting space at the end of the hall. "We can see what's coming!"

They sprinted for it, Harry's new dress shoes slipping on the polished floor. Behind them, the elevator dinged again. More people are getting off. More screaming started.

They made it to the conference room and Tom slammed the door shut, locking it. The room had windows on three sides—glass walls facing the hallway, and actual windows overlooking the city. Nowhere to hide, but at least they could see threats coming.

"Okay," Tom said, breathing hard. "Okay. What the hell is happening?"

Harry moved to the hallway windows, looking out at the research floor. People were still running, but he couldn't see any of the infected yet. Not on this floor.

"They're sick," he said. "Those people. Some kind of infection."

"You think?" Tom's voice was climbing toward hysteria. "What gave it away? The biting? The gray skin? The fact that they're acting like fucking zombies?"

"Tom—"

"This is insane. This doesn't happen. This is—this is movie shit. This isn't real."

"It's real." Jenny's voice was surprisingly steady. She'd moved to the city-facing windows, looking down at the streets far below. "Look."

Harry and Tom joined her.

From sixty-three floors up, the street looked like an anthill someone had kicked over. People were running in every direction. Cars had crashed into each other at intersections. And even from this height, Harry could see figures moving through the chaos with that same wrong, too-fast gait.

"Oh my god," Tom whispered. "It's everywhere."

A crackling sound, and then a voice came over the building's PA system. Male. Authoritative. Trying and failing to sound calm.

"Attention all Genesis BioTech personnel. The building is now in full lockdown. All exits have been sealed. Emergency services have been notified. Please remain in safe, secure locations and await further instruction. Do not attempt to leave the building. I repeat, do not attempt to leave the building."

The PA cut out.

Silence.

"Sealed?" Jenny turned from the window. "They sealed us in?"

"With those things." Tom pointed toward the hallway where, sure enough, one of the infected had just appeared. A woman in a lab coat, moving with that horrible jerky gait, head twitching like a broken doll.

She saw them through the glass.

And smiled.

Harry felt ice slide down his spine because that smile was wrong. Too wide. Too many teeth.

The infected woman threw herself at the glass wall.

It held, but the impact sent cracks spider-webbing across the surface.

"Shit!" Harry grabbed a chair, wedging it under the door handle. "We need to barricade—"

The woman hit the glass again. More cracks.

"That's not going to hold!" Tom was looking around frantically. "We need another way out!"

"The ceiling!" Jenny pointed up. "Ventilation."

Harry followed her gaze. Sure enough, there was a vent in the ceiling, the kind that was probably too small for a person but maybe—maybe—they could try.

Another impact. The glass was definitely going to break.

"Boost me up," Jenny said, already dragging a table toward the center of the room.

"What? No—" Harry started.

"I'm the lightest. I can check if it's big enough." She climbed onto the table, reaching for the vent. "Come on!"

Harry climbed up beside her, cupping his hands. "This is insane."

"You have a better idea?" She stepped into his hands and he lifted, trying not to think about how close she was, how he could feel her shaking, how absolutely terrified they all were.

Jenny pushed at the vent cover. It didn't budge.

The glass cracked louder.

"It's stuck!" Jenny hit the vent cover with her palm. Once. Twice. "Come on, you piece of—"

The vent cover popped free and clattered to the floor.

Behind them, the glass shattered.

"Go!" Harry practically threw Jenny up into the vent, her legs disappearing into the darkness. "Tom, you're next!"

Tom scrambled onto the table, and Harry boosted him up just as the infected woman stumbled through the broken glass, her feet crunching on the shards.

"Harry!" Tom's hand reached down from the vent.

Harry jumped, caught Tom's wrist, and hauled himself up just as the woman lunged. Her fingers scraped his shoe, and then he was in the vent, in the dark, breathing hard and shaking.

"Everyone okay?" Jenny's voice, somewhere ahead in the darkness.

"Define okay," Tom said.

Harry twisted around in the cramped space, looking back through the vent opening. The infected woman was directly below, staring up at him with those blown-out eyes, still smiling that horrible smile.

Then she started to climb.

"Move!" Harry shoved forward, and they scrambled through the ventilation system like rats, metal banging under their hands and knees, the sound echoing.

Behind them, the woman's fingers scraped against metal as she pulled herself into the vent.

"Where are we going?" Tom's voice was tight with panic.

"Forward," Harry said. "Just forward."

They crawled in darkness, the only light coming from vent openings that looked down onto various rooms. Empty offices. A break room. A lab where someone had clearly left in a hurry—beakers still bubbling on a burner.

"There!" Jenny pointed ahead. "Another opening!"

They reached it—a vent cover looking down into what appeared to be a storage room. No windows. One door. Stacks of supply boxes.

"It'll have to do." Jenny kicked at the cover. It fell with a crash, and she dropped through. Eight feet, landing hard but staying on her feet.

Tom went next, then Harry, who hung from the edge and dropped just as the scraping sound behind them got louder.

Harry looked up.

The infected woman's face appeared in the vent opening, backlit by the red emergency lights. Her mouth opened impossibly wide, and she made a sound that wasn't quite human—part scream, part hiss.

Then she dropped.

Harry barely had time to dodge. The woman hit the floor hard enough that something cracked—her leg, probably—but she didn't seem to notice. Just started crawling toward them with that same relentless intensity.

"The door!" Jenny was already there, yanking it open.

They ran out into another hallway—wider, cleaner, more industrial. This must be the back section of the research floor, where they kept supplies and equipment.

And where they found the others.

There were maybe a dozen people huddled in the hallway, all looking as terrified as Harry felt. Office workers, lab technicians, a couple of security guards with empty holsters on their belts.

And one other person who caught Harry's attention immediately.

A girl—maybe mid-twenties, Asian, wearing jeans and a Genesis BioTech hoodie—was standing by the emergency stairwell door with a fire extinguisher in her hands like she knew how to use it. Her eyes were sharp, calculating, taking in Jenny, Harry, and Tom with the kind of quick assessment that said she was thinking about whether they were a threat.

"You're not infected," she said. It wasn't a question.

"No," Jenny said. "We just got here. We were in the elevator when—"

"When everything went to shit. Yeah. Same." The girl lowered the fire extinguisher slightly. "I'm Rachel. Rachel Lee. Lab tech."

"Jenny. This is Harry and Tom."

Rachel's eyes flicked to Tom and something sparked there—recognition or interest or maybe just acknowledgment that he looked as terrified as everyone else. "You're bleeding."

Tom looked down at his hands. Sure enough, his palms were scraped raw from the vent crawl, blood welling up in thin lines. "Oh. I didn't even—"

"Don't let them see blood." Rachel gestured at the other survivors. "Half these people are about two seconds from total panic. Someone starts bleeding, they're going to think you're infected."

"I'm not—"

"I know. But they don't." Rachel moved closer, voice dropping. "Look, we need to get organized. Figure out what's happening. Find a way out of here."

"The building's on lockdown," Harry said. "They sealed the exits."

"Then we unseal them."

"How?"

Rachel smiled grimly. "I work in biotech research. You really think I don't know how to bypass a few security protocols?"

An explosion somewhere far below shook the building. Lights flickered. Someone in the group of survivors started crying.

Harry looked at Jenny, who was still shaking but had her chin up, determined. Then at Tom, who looked like he might throw up but was staying on his feet. Then at Rachel, who looked like she'd fought her way through hell to get here and was ready to do it again.

"Okay," Harry said. "Let's figure this out."

Because the alternative—waiting here to die—wasn't an option.

Not when he'd just met a girl whose name was Jenny and who'd kicked out a vent cover with more courage than Harry had felt in years.

Not when the world was ending and somehow, impossibly, he wanted to live through it.
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​CHAPTER TWO: LOCKDOWN
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The emergency stairwell door wouldn't open.

Rachel tried her badge. Nothing. She tried the manual override. Nothing. She even tried kicking it, which accomplished exactly nothing except making her wince.

"It's deadbolted," she said, stepping back. "From the outside."

"What do you mean from the outside?" One of the survivors—a middle-aged man in a polo shirt with "MARKETING" embroidered on the chest—pushed forward. "That's a fire exit. They can't lock fire exits!"

"They can during biohazard protocols." Rachel pointed to the red light above the door. "See that? Means the building's in full containment mode. Nothing comes in, nothing goes out."

"That's illegal—"

"So is eating people, but here we are."

The marketing guy opened his mouth to argue, thought better of it, and stepped back.

Harry was studying the hallway they'd ended up in. It was a dead end—literally. Storage room behind them, stairwell to the left, and a T-junction ahead where the hall split into two directions. Both directions had lights flickering ominously.

Not ideal.

"We need to move," he said. "This is too exposed."

"Move where?" Jenny was beside him, arms crossed over her chest like she was trying to hold herself together. "You heard the announcement. The building's sealed. Where are we supposed to go?"

"Anywhere but a dead-end hallway."

Tom was at the T-junction, peering around the corner. "Looks like offices that way. Labs the other way. Both look empty."

"Labs," Rachel said immediately. "They'll have supplies. First aid. Maybe communication equipment."

"And probably more infected people," the marketing guy said. "Those things came from somewhere."

"They came from downstairs." Rachel's voice had an edge now. "Trust me, I was in Lab Seven when the first one attacked. Dave from maintenance. He just... changed. Went from normal to—to that in about thirty seconds."
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