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Prologue
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OLIVIA AND OSCAR MCCOY sat in their dark qev at the rendezvous specified by Dr. Charles Argot. They arrived thirty minutes early, as instructed. Rain splattered across the wind shield. It was 2 AM, a Wednesday morning.

Olivia’s hands were shaking. Oscar reached over the arm rest and picked up one of his wife’s hands and gave a little reassuring squeeze. They had driven for two hours outside the Cell, where they lived. It had taken Oscar months to get special approval from Authority to leave the Cell, and a month before that to fabricate a work-related reason to travel.

“Oscar, do you really think he means to help us? What we’re asking him to do, it’s-”

“Shh, Liv. It doesn’t do us any good to worry. Things will happen as God intends.” Oscar smiled at her. His left hand adjusted his glasses, something he only did when he was nervous.

Outside, a desolate complex of abandoned buildings loomed around them. In the center of the complex stood an observatory tower made of rusted metal and glass. Though Dr. Argot had assured them they would be alone, the tower made it difficult to relax.

And it wasn’t just the tower; moss and thorny vines as thick as nautical rope suffocated the surrounding facades. Large cracks snaked through the concrete roads and lots. The entire place was cloaked in a deep, disturbing hiss from the rain.

Across the lot from where they waited, a light, dim but visible, flashed three times from the ground level of a smaller office building. The dilapidated structure was to their right, tucked back behind larger buildings. The light had come from inside, shining through a side window. It was the first light they had seen since they got there. Olivia bit her bottom lip, her hand searching for the garnet pendant Oscar had given her last month.

“Was that the signal?” Oscar sat quietly for a moment. His eyes moved steadily over the landscape. “I guess so. He said to go the rest of the way on foot. Ready to get soggy?”

“Oscar, this is hardly a time for joking.”

“Who’s joking? Look at the size of those rain drops!”

Olivia rolled her eyes and opened her door. The downpour looked like a vale. A shiver ran up her arms. The wind was picking up. The sound of the unfamiliar weather was deafening. She squinted hard against the water hitting her face. She shut the door to the qev and clutched her purse against her core.

Oscar ran around the vehicle and draped a sweater over her shoulders. “Come on! We need to get you out of the rain!” he shouted. He wrapped his arm around her and took one last look around before heading in the direction of the office building.

...

Oscar reached out a steady hand and pressed a moss-covered intercom button. He felt his wife’s warm breath on his bicep; her fingers entwined in his. A voice whispered through the speaker.

“Did anyone follow you?”

Oscar leaned in closer to the intercom. His demeanor changed. He wore a serious professionalism that hid everything. “Not that I could see.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes. But this place doesn’t feel right.”

There was a pause from the whispering voice, then, after a soft click, the door in front of the McCoys opened. Inside, the level of darkness was oppressive.

“Close the door! Quickly!”

The sudden command made Olivia jump. Oscar stepped in front of Olivia, gently pushing her behind him. “Not until I am certain of whom I am speaking to.”

A match came to life in the middle of the room. Dr. Argot’s face floated behind it. Oscar shut the door. Silence and darkness engulfed them once more. The air smelled of old machines and stale carpet. Rain and wind gave the effect of low conversations being held somewhere within the labyrinth. Dr. Argot switched on a flashlight, aimed at the floor. He handed them both towels.

“I’m sorry for all the intrigue. I assure you, it is necessary. Please, follow me.”

...

Three chairs huddled around the plain desk. Dr. Argot took a seat and offered the couple the other two opposite himself.

“Before we start this meeting, I must ask, do either of you have any communication devices with you?” Dr. Argot glanced at Olivia’s purse.

Olivia shook her head. ‘No. We left everything at home as the letter instructed.”

Argot relaxed a little. “One more question, do either of you wish to turn back now? While you still have the chance?”

The couple looked at each other. This time it was Olivia who squeezed Oscar’s hand. Tears welled up in her eyes.

‘You’re sure?” Oscar whispered. Olivia nodded her head and took a deep breath. Oscar looked back at the doctor.

“We’re committed. Will you help us?”

Perspiration formed on Argot’s forehead. His shoulders squared as he leaned a little over the desk, resting his weight on his elbows, folding his hands under his chin. His long-sleeved shirt was dark green and dry, even though it had been raining for hours. Dust covered bizarre medical charts on the otherwise blank walls. Pictures of fetuses at different stages of growth were the room’s only adornment. A spell of deja vu clung to the place.

“Yes, I will help you, though, only God knows why. You both understand the risks involved? If we are caught, they will kill us. Olivia, there is no guarantee you will survive the procedure. Attempting to reverse sterilization on a genetic level is absurd. This is practically suicide. -There. I’ve said it...” Dr. Argot took a breath, then sat up and continued.

“This biotech hasn’t been used in over fifty years. I want it understood that there is an eighty-five percent chance of failure. Whatever kind of child grows you both are responsible for.”

The couple both nodded. Olivia rubbed her palms on her slacks. “Where is the lab?”

Dr. Argot raised an eyebrow. His salt and pepper hair was disheveled. “Another six levels down. It took me the whole year to put it back in working order. There were...things left behind that needed removal.

“Now, back to the matter at hand. Did you both follow the diet instructions I gave you?”

“To a tee. We only ate fruit and vegetables for the entire year. It wasn’t easy keeping the garden hidden-” Oscar rubbed the back of his neck.

“Good, good. Yes, your blood should be very clean by now. That will give us the best chance of success.” The doctor checked his watch. Two thirty. They were losing time.

“Alright, once more before we head down. It is absolutely necessary you have a child by your own DNA?”

Again, they both nodded in unison without hesitation.

“Okay. Follow me down to the sixth sub-level and we’ll begin.”
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VINCENT WAS SURPRISED of how little he was tripping over the railroad tracks, given the fact that he couldn’t see and was, in a manner of speaking, tripping. It was past midnight. The air felt sometimes cool on his face, sometimes thick and warm. They must have passed the Climate Regulators boundary. The high made everything seem to float past him. Had they really already walked that far?  

“Vin, where are we going?” His girlfriend Bekka sounded farther back than he had realized. At this point, Vincent wasn’t sure how real she was.

“Some old, abandoned substation.” Vincent focused on his feet. His head was swimming and the electrical buzz from the power lines overhead made him feel like he was hearing voices. “And stop calling me Vin. I hate it when you call me that.” He thought he sounded like a jerk. Dammit. Now she’s gonna be pissed off.

Bekka Winters, top in her Section in the Entertainment block. Bekka Winters, with the face of a Companion model. And yet here she was, with a dead-beat ass hole, once again violating Cell protocol. Her long hair hung in loose tendrils all around her. She tugged at the short white academy skirt and wrapped her sweater closer to her body.  

“Fine. Sorry, Vincent. What the hell is with you lately? You’ve been so-”

“So what, Bekka?! Look, if you don’t want to hang with me just go the fuck home.” Why am I being such a dick? His vision spun from the sudden rush of blood. He had been with Bekka for almost 2 cycles, senior academy made it feel longer. Dating was forbidden inside the Cell but he couldn’t stay away from her. He had come home one day to find her sitting in the living room. Back then she was still in-training to become a digital entertainer; Vincent’s stepdad, Director of Entertainment, was her handler. Her soft, blond hair and ethereal features had caught his attention. It was something else he couldn’t quite grasp about her that kept him coming back. Maybe part of him hoped she would get mad enough to push him to the curb for good. God, she looked good in that skirt. He absentmindedly rubbed the image on his left bicep.

Silence again. She wasn’t the type to cry. A dim light came on in Vincent’s peripheral. The familiar sound of tech blips told him she was sending a text. A rustling noise made him look up. The bluish light from Bekka’s Ortho illuminated an old tracking tower up ahead. Vincent continued to look up at it as they walked along the tracks.

A screeching, raspy kaw, the sound one would imagine a prehistoric carnivore making, came from the very top of the tower. Both Vincent and Bekka stopped. Vincent reached his hand back toward his girlfriend. “Hey, hand me your Ortho. Switch it to Light mode.”

Bekka slowly walked up to him and slipped the device into his hand. “What is it?” she asked.

“I don’t know. That’s what I need a damn light for.” Vincent toggled through the widgets on the Ortho as they danced around the screen until he caught the camera app. He had thrown his own Ortho in his closet weeks ago, out of frustration from fighting with the thing. Orthos were bossy, always forcing their “suggestions” on the user. They were also mandatory. To be out of your house without it meant risking civil punishment.  

The Ortho registered the darkness and sought to rectify the situation. Smart, blue/white light spilled over the rusted tracks and the thick, oppressive woods that bordered the area. Vincent’s eyes adjusted and found the top of the tower. A massive conglomeration of sticks, dead leaves, and bones formed into a bowl-shaped nest the size of a bathtub. Light reflected off the eyes of a feathered, filthy monster too big to be real. Its beak was dark with razor edges. Giant wings beat the air in warning.

A sharp smell assaulted them, like iron and a wet dog in heat. The creature shrieked so loud it made Vincent’s teeth hurt. He dropped the Ortho, fell to his knees, and vomited.

Bekka dropped down next to Vincent, gravel digging into her palms. “Vin! Shit, are you okay? Oh my god. What is that thing? It must be a mother protecting her babies.”

What a load of horse shit, thought Vincent. Mothers don’t care about their kids, they only care about themselves. “Don’t look at it, it’ll think you’re challenging it. Let’s just keep going.” He spat, avoiding looking at the mess he’d made.

“But I don’t want to keep going. Vin, we’ve been walking for hours and that thing clearly doesn’t want us any closer. I’m tired. I need to go home, study, and get ready for my shoot tomorrow. You’re all fucked up anyway.” Bekka helped Vincent to his feet, picked up her vomit-splattered Ortho, and started to walk back. Her hair whipped the space between them before she disappeared in the oppressive dark.  

He knew it was stupid to keep going. The...bird above him was still showing signs of agitation. Vincent could feel it watching and listening as it snapped twigs in its beak. He looked down at the ground between the old tracks, getting lost in his head. The world seemed to spin violently out of his control. Jet black insects poured out of the earth, crawling over his feet and disappearing into the night. I’m hallucinating, he thought to himself. His heart rate climbed again when he realized he was alone. The light from Bekka’s Ortho was no longer visible; the giant bird had flown away.

Sweat dripped into his eyes. The taste of stomach acid lingered in his mouth. His legs felt weak from the five miles he’d walked already. Had Bekka walked with him? He wasn’t going home, not yet. If only that winged dinosaur had been real, if only it had swallowed him whole. Yes, that would’ve been easier.

At some point he had started walking again. The sharp rocks dug into his feet through his shoes. It was getting darker. Only the occasional qev passing on the road that ran parallel to the tracks reminded him he was still trapped in this god-forsaken life. He couldn’t remember why he’d chosen the old substation. Why was he so stuck on it? He and some guys from the academy had spotted it while headed to meet a dealer to buy more drugs, any kind of drug. Anything to forget. Still, the substation haunted him.

The pills from earlier were wearing off. His head pounded. He raked his fingers through his damp hair. Anticipation began to look more like anxiety but there was no backing out. He was committed. All of the other options he had considered were over-shadowed by despair.

It had taken Vincent months to save up for the injection. A swift exit didn’t come cheap. He’d never shot up before. Getting the needle into a vein could be tricky. Bekka’s face, her green eyes and her smile, flashed in his mind. He’d wanted to die in her arms. She had no idea of his intentions to commit suicide. No one did, except the dealer of course. At least he’d gotten to see her one more time, even if she had been a hallucination.

Vincent looked back over his shoulder. What if she had been real, with him? Worry over her safety crept in, threatening his resolve. She had been there for him when no one else was. How many times had he treated her like shit when all she deserved was love? No. It was better this way. She would be safer without him.

A silhouette of a building came into focus, interrupting Vincent’s train of thought. A strange kind of peace washed over him. All the pain, confusion, and fear would soon be gone. The atmosphere around the dilapidated structure was hot and thick. It was two miles outside the weather control frame; inside the frame of the Cell was always 62 degrees thanks to the Climate Regulators. A single streetlight shot beams through the haze.  

Vincent made his way down from the raised tracks, sliding from all the broken glass underfoot. He cursed himself for not bringing a flashlight. The entrance of the substation was a two-story arch void of a door. Forest debris, broken bottles, and empty aerosol cans littered the threshold. He crossed into the forbidden place, shrugging off a navy academy hoodie. A plastic wrapped syringe crackled inside one of the pockets. It sounded like a whisper over a radio.

A tight knot had formed in his chest. He bit down on his dry bottom lip. A clamminess covered his skin, sending chills running through his nerves. After a few moments, his eyes adjusted to the new shadows. He could just make out the faded, ancient graffiti covering the stone walls. The building itself wasn’t many rooms but rather two atriums, partially divided by columns supporting what was left of the ceiling. Broken rails that had once braced a catwalk ran around the perimeter of the second story like the bones of a serpent. Everything looked black and worn.

Hollow concrete cylinders protruded from the floor, half buried, half exposed. There were four of them, two in either atrium. An inky, green-black sludge lay dormant inside them. The air was stale and reeked of mold.

Vincent made his way to the back far left corner. He retrieved the plastic package and tossed his hoodie. After pulling a tourniquet and liquid capsule from his jeans pocket, he slid down the wall and set the items on his hoodie next to him. He had worn the thing all year as a sort of camouflage that hid both rapid weight loss and the occasional razor cut. A scratchy shadow covered his jaw line, purple shadows wrapped around his gray eyes. Dark, ebony tendrils of hair hung in front of his face and ears. He smiled at the memory of Bekka twisting it in her fingers.

The silence was broken by a soft rustling noise on the other side of the substation. The only light fell through the window above Vincent, splintered by shards of broken glass stuck in the frame. The dark on the other side seemed almost solid. Vincent’s already racing heart hurt from the torture of anxiety. His eyes widened and dilated, straining to capture what had caused the noise.

Two shiny, black marbles winked in and out just behind one of the columns. Vincent grabbed both sides of his head. “Get a grip, asshole. Do what you came here to do.” His voice sounded hollow.

He picked up the tourniquet and quickly wrapped it around his bicep, securing it in a half knot. Pumping his fist, he reached over with his other hand, picked up the needled syringe, and opened it with his teeth.

The liquid inside the capsule looked like melted amber. He punctured the capsule with the needle and pulled the plunger of the syringe. Amazing how so little of something could end him. Thoughts of his mother, 6-year-old sister Maggie, and Bekka, assaulted him. He fought back, thinking of all the times he’d failed them. He passed the syringe to his left hand and searched for a vein inside his elbow, poking at his flesh.

“I’m so sorry. I just can’t fight anymore. Please forgive me. I’d rather die than become a monster.” Vincent lowered the needle to his skin and pushed it into his arm. It was over so fast, so easy. Flames licked up his arm and into his chest. The needle fell to the ground with a clink. Vincent doubled over, hugging his torso.

Faint voices grew into a quiet but audible conversation outside. Vincent held his breath, focusing on the tourniquet cutting off circulation in his arm. Footsteps in the gravel made it apparent others were there to visit the forgotten place. A metallic taste filled Vincent’s mouth. The pain grew to such levels he wished death would just take him. His breath came shallow now as he listened to the voices coming closer.

“This is ridiculous. There’s no way she could’ve gotten this far on foot. She wasn’t even wearing her fucking shoes for godsakes.”

Are they talking about Bekka?

“Sure. But if we don’t check it out and someone else on the squad finds her it’ll be my ass in question.”

A light clicked on outside and shone through the window above Vincent’s head. The beam shot across the empty space and landed on the opposite wall. For a split second, Vincent thought he saw an animal, one with black marble eyes. Its head was covered in muddy, matted hair that protruded from all sides. The head seemed too large for its frame. It was crouched into a strange, almost fetal position with a snarled expression on its face.

Vincent’s drug-warped mind lurched from shock, causing him to gasp.

“Did you hear that?”

“Not the time or the place, asshole. We don’t have time for your stupid games. Just find the girl.”

“I heard a sound coming from that window. I’d get your gun out if I were you, might be a fucking tweeker.”

A gun?! Only Cell Authority has access to guns... Jesus, why am I not dead yet?

Vincent’s clothes were soaked in sweat. He didn’t mind the pain. Hell, he probably wouldn’t mind being shot. What he feared was being found and saved, forced to go back home. There wouldn’t be another opportunity to escape, to destroy the monster.

“Have you ever lost one before?”

“No, never. They don’t usually run. That’s supposed to be programmed out of them at this stage.”

“Well, if nothing else, we have the other girl in the trunk. We can enjoy ourselves before they execute us for losing two million cryps. How the fuck is one little girl worth two mil anyhow?”

Vincent made a move for his hoodie. His body was starting to convulse; tears and saliva poured from his face. He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. The thing was starting to crawl towards him. Its limbs were too thin, its eyes and hair being its most prominent features. Vincent became desperate. He no longer cared about being quiet. Getting shot would be a god send. He groped in the dirt until his fingers closed around the spent syringe. His feet found their way underneath him and he bolted into a staggered run, his eyes eating the exit.

A gun shot rang out and echoed off the cold walls. Out of instinct, Vincent threw himself to the ground.

“Get to your knees! Do it slow or so help me I’ll blow your brains out.” The voice came from just behind Vincent. They were inside the substation.

Vincent rose to his knees, facing the exit. He considered lunging at the gunman. Getting his brains blown out sounded like mercy but the chances of that actually happening were slim.

“Well, ain’t this a fucked up night? What are we supposed to do with this guy?! He looks like too much of a junkie to bring in any profit.”

“Hey man, you seen a girl around here? She’d look about six years old.”

Vincent thought of the animal-like thing inside the building with them. “No.” His voice came out low and horse.

“You’d better not be fucking lying,” said the stupid one. The smarter sounding voice spoke next.

“I need you to do exactly what I say so no one gets hurt here, okay? I need you to stay on your knees and turn towards us with your hands over your eyes.”

Going against his better judgment, Vincent did as he was told. It was something in the man’s voice, an authority he couldn’t ignore. He dropped the syringe and, as he turned, his shins picked up slivers of broken glass. “Please, just shoot me. Please?”

The stupid voice. “What’s wrong? You got a death wish or something?”

The air was becoming fouler by the minute. Shame filled Vincent to the brim. His eyes, bleary from delirium and stress, swept over the scene through the slits between his fingers. The bright flashlight beam blinded him just as he perceived two tall, male silhouettes standing about 30 feet away. One was holding a handgun, the other had the light. Only the four-foot-tall vats occupied the space between them and Vincent.

Time seemed to revert back to being an idea, the silence broken every other heartbeat by hot, sweaty humans sucking in air. Under the beam of light fixed on his face, Vincent saw a small, hunched over form of a child, sitting in front of the vat closest to him. The moon light falling in through the south window filled its eyes. They stared at him. Vincent felt a jerk of pain through his chest.

“Shit. Goddamnit all ta hell! This is a waste of time. Let’s just grant this guy’s fucking wish and get the hell outta here.”

“Not until he tells me where he saw the girl.” The gunman could tell by the way the guy looked around the room that he had seen something, and he was going to tell them. The trick was to just keep cool. A concept his partner couldn’t understand. He could shoot the kid; he just wasn’t in the mood. But if it was what he wanted, it wouldn’t be difficult to reach an agreement.

“All right, here’s what we’re going to do: I’m going to ask you a question, you’re going to give me a truthful answer that pleases me, then I’ll give you a quick, painless death to set you free. I’m walking over to you, okay? I’m going to need you to stay real still...” He started walking toward Vincent. When he reached a grave’s length away from him, the child figure seemed to turn its head as if it was looking out the broken window.

A shriek pierced the quiet place. The idiot with the light stood just inside the eastern door, frozen in terror. “What the fuck was that?” A dark phantom flew past the south window and landed in the east door, throwing him to the ground.

The man with the gun swiveled hard on his heels and shot off two rounds at the massive, winged animal. It reared its head back with another ear-splitting cry, its eyes wild with fury. The teeth inside its beak looked sharp enough to grind bone into powder.

Vincent yelled in his head as the monster grabbed the man with the light in its talons and started pulling meat from his bones. Blood poured from the giant beak as the victim’s screams echoed. Without thinking, Vincent jumped up from his kneel and ran for the opposite door, driving himself forward, his shoes kicking up dirt, glass, and ash.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


REEVES AIMED HIS PISTOL at the beast as it tore into his partner. The kid had taken the opportunity to run. Reeves dug his heels into the dirt and clenched his jaw. A putrid smell filled the place. He took a tentative step back toward the exit.

“PLEASE! Oh GOD please SHOOT ME!”

After a moment of deliberation, Reeves raised his gun, aimed it at the man’s head, and fired a perfect shot.

The massive bird turned its attention to Reeves, its jaws still working. Reeves stopped breathing and waited. A scurrying from behind the giant bird made it turn, giving Reeves just enough time to run.

His slick hand tightened around the pistol grip. The last thing he needed was to drop his gun while running back to the qev.

Reeves could see the kid in the distance. If he jumped in the qev now, he could still catch him. He decided against it. The kid hadn’t got a clear picture of his face; he was sure of it.

Coming back later to clean up what was left of his partner wouldn’t be that big of a deal. One of the bots from the morgue could do the job in an hour. Poor, stupid Frank. What a hell of a way to go. How had that thing gotten into the Cell? He’d have to file a ticket to have Opti check the field barrier for glitches.

Reeves got back to his qev and stood still for the retina scan. The girl’s screams from the trunk had turned to quiet sobbing.

The owner’s side door opened and Reeves got in. It was within his best interest to concoct a simplified version of what happened. He could dispose of the creature without the system making a big deal out of it. Forever wouldn’t look very good all dressed up in work.

“Opti, inform Mistress Superior that the experiment J00N has escaped. Agent Mundz aided it. He attempted to run once realizing I had found out. After giving several warnings that went unheeded by Agent Mundz, I used my firearm to dispatch of him. I have confirmed that he is deceased.”

“Is this the official story?”

“Yes.”

“Please enter your Agent License Number to send your message.”

“License number one seven seven six alpha omega delta.”

“ALN accepted. Message sent. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”

Reeves pulled out his pistol from its holster and set it on the seat next to him. “No Opti, that will be all.”

The smart glass in the dash lit up and prompted for a destination.

“Well, I guess you’re all mine now, girly. Christ. I wasn’t prepared for another project so soon.”

He selected his private ranch from a list on the glass. The cabin lights dimmed as the craft lifted from the road without making a sound.  

...

Vincent came to at the sound of heavy knocking and ice-cold water raining on
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