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  Part I:


  Advent


  “Men heap together the mistakes of their lives and create a monster they call destiny.”


  John Oliver Hobbes – Philosopher
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  Thirteen-year-old Adam Judson sat quietly at his small, plastic kitchen table. Ignoring the steady drip of a leak in the sink behind him, Adam ate his usual breakfast of a burnt piece of toast and a glass of expired orange juice. His bare toes felt rough on top of the contaminated carpet under his feet, but lead paint chips and mold were common in the city’s government-controlled apartments, one of which he called home.


  Halfway through the meal, the master bedroom door was flung open as Adam’s father, hung over and dressed in last night’s clothes as usual, barged into the kitchen. “What are you waiting for? Eat your cereal.”


  Adam kept his head straight and his eyes forward, refusing to look in his father’s direction. “I would if the milk wasn’t coagulated.”


  His dad looked at him with a twisted face of confusion. “What the hell does that mean? Just eat it.”


  He lifted his hand and slapped the back of Adam’s head. It hurt, but nothing compared to the real beating Adam was used to getting. And so he ignored the pain as his father moved deeper into the kitchen. “Spoiled piece of shit. I paid money for that crap.”


  His father then grabbed the box of cereal and started digging into it with his bare hand. “I’m going out early today. Got some business to take care of. Make sure you get your ass to school.”


  Adam responded with his eyes still glued to the tabletop. “Yes, sir.”


  He sat perfectly still, pretending to be a statue, as his father marched his way out the door and all the way down hall. Once the loud thud of his father’s heavy footsteps became too shallow to hear, Adam zoomed out of his seat, snatched his backpack off the floor, and headed out the door himself.


  Adam’s days weren’t much better than his mornings, but that was typical of most everyone in Manhattan these days. After the mid-21st century collapse, when depression and prejudices forced the American government to take control over the lives of its citizens, the entire island was turned into a breeding ground of degradation.


  New York City only had one federal school for all of its low-income children, those lucky enough to still have a guardian willing to be responsible for them. Adam hoped wearing his nationally-issued uniform would help him blend in to the overpopulated fortress of a building, but it never did. Lunchtime was filled with harassment from bullies and the classes subjected him to neglect from his underpaid federal teachers.


  As usual, Adam arrived back home around five and went straight to his bedroom. The area was not much bigger than a closet. Just enough space to fit a mattress on the floor, which Adam flopped down on top of before instantly falling asleep.


  A couple of hours later, Adam’s head shot up off his drool-stained sheets, awoken by the apartment door slamming shut. Through his closed bedroom door, Adam could hear his father yelling, the shouts mixed with crashes as the man drunkenly stumbled around the room.


  “Where are you, you little shit?”


  The bedroom door suddenly burst open, revealing Adam’s father standing in the hallway. Out of breath and covered in dirt, a row of sweat dripped off his forehead before wrapping around his eyebrows and down his temples. Fresh blood, bright and still moist, covered his shirt, while a steady stream of it flowed from his shoulder. From experience tending his father’s wounds in the past, Adam could tell he was stabbed but assumed, based on the random splotches dotting the rest of his clothing, that not all of the blood was his father’s.


  The scenario was a routine one for Adam. However, he sensed something different in his father’s expression this time. He usually expected to find nothing but anger in the man’s eyes. Now, all Adam could see was fear.


  His father leaned forward, placing his hands on either side of the doorframe. “Where’s my dinner, boy?”


  “There’s nothing in the house,” said Adam, shaking his head.


  His father lifted his hands off the wall ever so slightly, just enough to slam them back down. “Bullshit! There’s gotta be something.”


  Adam shrugged his shoulders. “There’s nothing.”


  Baring his teeth, the man walked over to the mattress and lifted his son up by his shirt. “Then you should have gotten off your ass and got something!”


  Adam didn’t know exactly what was coming next, but he took a deep breath of anticipation, bracing himself for whatever it might be.


  His father threw him off to the side like a doll. After hitting his shoulder hard against the wall, Adam fell behind a dresser and cradled his arm in pain. Adam’s father then grabbed the boy by the leg, yanked him upside down, and slapped him across the face. A trickle of blood dripped down from Adam’s cheek as he was thrown back onto the mattress and pulled up again by his shirt.


  The enraged man cocked his fist back, ready to deliver his hardest blow yet, but stopped when he caught sight of the bleeding gash on his son’s face. Frozen in position, ready to strike, Adam’s father took several deep, contemplative breaths before finally lowering his cocked fist.


  Confused, Adam scrunched his brow, watching as his father released him and guiltily dropped his head down towards his chest and walked towards the door. The grown man then stopped in the hallway and subtly glanced over his shoulder, pausing just short of looking his son in the eye. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”
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  The next morning, Adam woke once more to the sound of the front door slamming shut. Still blurry-eyed and half asleep, his head popped up off the mattress, surprised that the sun had only just begun to rise. “Dad?”


  After struggling to get his aching muscles working again, Adam quickly ran to his father’s room, only to find the bed unmade and an empty dresser drawer on the floor. It wasn’t the first time Adam has seen that sight, and he reckoned it probably wouldn’t be the last. There were a million different reasons for why his father could’ve left so suddenly, none of which Adam could do anything about now. So he pushed the nagging thoughts of his father from his mind and got ready for the day.


  It was still early morning, yet most would’ve considered Adam’s normal route to school treacherous regardless of the time of day. He would eventually have to take two buses and a subway to reach his destination, but Adam’s commute consisted of walking several blocks through one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in the borough. People had hoped that when the government took over, that meant they would be providing more security, but police presence actually dropped in this area. The government provided them cheap necessities such as clothing, education, housing, and food. The rest of their lives was controlled through crime and fear.


  Most would go out of their way to avoid this part of town, but after traversing it for so long, Adam had become numb to the danger and oblivious to the sounds of violence echoing along every street.


  Passing by an abandoned building, he happened to hear such noises down an alleyway. Adam usually lowered his head and continued on his way, but this time curiosity urged him to stop and peek around the corner. With his eyes just barely looking into the alley, Adam saw his father lying on the ground while getting kicked by a group of thugs. A man in a suit barked orders at the gang, clearly the authority behind the beating, and Adam instantly recognized him as Don Trello, the owner of a local gas station not far from their apartment.


  “You see, Johnny. You screw up one of my jobs and you get the shit kicked out of you. It’s simple, really. I don’t know how you fail to understand that.”


  Trello told the men to back off as he knelt next to Adam’s father. He then took out a handkerchief and wiped at the blood covering the beaten man’s forehead. “Now tell me: why you didn’t kill the wife along with her scumbag husband?”


  Adam’s father spat out a wad of blood onto the ground before answering. “She was pregnant. I’m a desperate man, Mr. Trello, not a child murderer.”


  Still on a knee, Trello leaned in even closer. “Well, that bitch went to the feds, and we all know what happens if those assholes pick you up.”


  “I won’t say anything. I promise.”


  “Sorry, buddy. I can’t take that chance. So after I’m done with you, me and my boys are gonna pay a little visit to your son. Make sure he doesn’t say a peep neither.”


  Reaching into his jacket, Trello removed a pistol and placed it to the man’s temple.


  “No! Adam doesn’t—”


  The mobster pulled the trigger and a wave of blood splashed across his face.


  Shocked and appalled, Adam watched from around the corner and fought to keep from cringing as his father’s body dropped to the ground. Trello then used the same handkerchief to wipe the blood spray from his own face and returned the gun to its place inside his jacket.


  “Now for the boy.”


  Trello’s command startled Adam, causing the boy to drop his backpack. The sound grabbed Trello’s attention and the mobster looked up, confused to find Adam standing dumbstruck in the alleyway’s entrance.


  “Is that him?”


  One of the thugs squinted his eyes at Adam before nodding his head. “Yeah, I think so.”


  A rush of terror kicked Adam’s legs into action as he took off running down the street. He could hear Trello’s voice yelling behind him. “Well, what are you doing!? Get him!”


  The gang sprinted out of the alley and began chasing Adam down the street.


  The boy ran as fast as he could, pushing his legs harder and harder against the pavement, but no matter how hard he fought, he could sense the men gaining on him. Adam quickly turned his head to see where they were, only to suddenly slam into a person standing in front of him. Adam fell to the ground and looked up to find an old, homeless woman, covered in filth and rags for clothes. Riddled with boils, the grotesque woman’s face wrinkled into a hideous smile, but Adam wasn’t frightened as he stared up at her from the ground. “Sorry, ma’am.”


  She nodded while still holding onto the smile. “It’s ok, Adam. I’ve been expecting you.”


  “Expecting me?” repeated Adam, confused by her comment.


  Ignoring his question, she released her smile while bending down to him. “Come. Follow me.”


  The old woman took his hand and ran down a nearby alley, pulling Adam behind her as they went. “Quick. Hide.”


  She pushed him forward, and although confused, Adam obliged by crouching down behind a dumpster. From his hidden position, the boy couldn’t make out much in the alley, but against the opposite building he could see the woman’s silhouette slowly fade as five giant shadows took over the wall.


  Suddenly, a loud, unearthly boom filled the air, scaring Adam into closing his eyes and covering his ears. After a moment, he slowly took his hands away, but kept his head buried down low. The strange boom was followed by several different crashes of clanging metal and cardboard boxes. Finally more curious than frightened, Adam peeked around the dumpster and saw the old woman standing in the alley, with the five men lying unconscious on the ground around her.


  Shocked, confused, yet mostly overjoyed, Adam crawled out from behind the dumpster. “What … what did you do to them?”


  She stood humbly with her hands clasped calmly in front of her. “Don’t worry, Adam. You’re safe now. I’m here to help you.”


  Adam rose to his feet while looking at the defeated gangsters. He then turned back to the woman in disbelief. “Are you an angel?”


  She smiled while slowly walking towards the boy. “No, child. I’m far from an angel.”


  As she drew closer, Adam suddenly realized that he should probably be more nervous of this strange woman. “What … what do you want from me?”


  Softly and slowly, she knelt down beside him. “Nothing today, but you have a destiny, Adam, and fate will lead you to it. But for now, you must rest.”


  He shook his head, refusing the woman’s suggestion. “But I don’t wanna …”


  Before he could finish though, she placed a hand to Adam’s forehead and the boy suddenly fell fast asleep.
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  Old and weathered yet ominously designed, the intricately carved wooden walls of St. Maria’s Home For Boys intimidated most everyone the first time they saw them, child and adult alike. Part of St. Maria’s Church, the Home was built amidst the boom of the industrial revolution, but had since become infamous for neglect and decay.


  It was shut down nearly a century ago, along with the city’s other privately-run orphanages, but the need for such a place had returned in the immediate aftermath of the collapse. In its sweeping wave of new societal controls, the government had promised housing for all. This included the country’s homeless, who were forced into the towering slums Adam called home.


  Children, however, needed supervision. They needed structure. Most importantly, they needed discipline. So under government authority, St. Maria’s opened again to house, feed, and educate those of the city’s youth without a parent or guardian to claim them.


  Adam often heard about the place from other kids at school. It was spoken about as a hole one fell into and climbed out of as a shell of one’s former self, if in fact one emerged at all.


  Now it appeared as if he was about to become its newest resident.


  Adam sat alone in the building’s front hall, nervously waiting to learn his fate. Behind the front desk, two female school officials, dressed in identically stark, dull grey uniforms, leaned in close to one another and angled their backs to him, hoping to contain their conversation. They failed. The boy heard everything.


  “What’s his name?”


  “Adam Judson. Federal police brought him in this morning. Found him in an alley, near where his father had been killed.”


  “Did they even look for other relatives before dropping him off?”


  “I honestly don’t think they care enough to do that anymore. If they ever did at all.”


  The older of the two women took a deep breath while turning to face their new arrival. “Well, we always have room for one more. Show him around and get him a fresh uniform.”


  The younger of the two women humbly bowed her head. “Yes, ma’am.”


  After introducing herself, the official took Adam on a brief tour throughout the building. It lasted far longer than he’d anticipated.


  Winding and twisting in no pattern or system, the large, looming halls never seemed to end, and everything around him appeared ancient and unkempt. The stained glass windows were so dusty they had all become the same color, and every floorboard creaked so loudly it felt like the entire building was about to shake itself apart.


  The official showed Adam the dorm where he would sleep, as well as the recreation center where she assumed he would be spending the majority of his free time. It was really nothing more than a gymnasium with tables and chairs, where nearly a hundred boys, all dressed in a variation of his old school uniform, ran around screaming in youthful pandemonium.


  Unsatisfied, Adam turned to the woman as they stood in the doorway. “Do you have a library?”


  Tilting her head sideways, she offered him an unexpected smile. “I think you’re the first boy to ever ask that. We do have a library. I’ll show you.”


  Their tour continued to the other side of the building, where Adam followed the official into a gigantic brightly-lit room, filled with what seemed to be endless rows of books. After wandering through the aisles in awe, Adam eventually stopped to pull several books from a shelf. He turned to the official and asked if it was all right if he took them with him. She nodded and showed him back to the recreation room, where Adam sat down in a corner and quietly began to read.


  An hour later it was time for dinner. It took the rowdy boys in the recreation center nearly ten minutes to calm down enough to be shuffled into the cafeteria. Adam followed at the back of the line.


  After grabbing his food, a chicken patty and canned corn, Adam chose to eat alone, sitting in the middle of the room, surrounded by loud boys who laughed as they stuffed their faces.


  He spent his meal observing those around him. He assessed who was strong and who was smart. He saw who was happy and who was sad. Each kid had a different story, a different personality, and a different life to live. But they all had a single thing in common: Adam went unnoticed by each and every one of them.


  Dinner ended at eight, at which point several more officials escorted the children into the old church for a national pledge of allegiance. Adam found the practice strange and ultimately pointless, but understood its necessity in a government-controlled society and indulged the watchful officials who demanded he participate.


  Afterwards, the boys were taken to their dormitory, a large barrack-like room filled wall to wall with bunks, and told to get ready for bed. It was a relatively mundane and machine-like procedure. There was no fuss or resistance. Everyone did as they were told, Adam included.


  Once every boy was tucked firmly under his sheets, an official flicked off the light and shut the door behind her. Not a peep was spoken after that.


  Content with the silence, Adam slowly closed his eyes. He tried to drift off to sleep, to finally relax after a strange, traumatizing day, but all he could see was his father’s death, replayed over and over again in his mind. The image of the bloody body burned into the back of Adam’s eyelids and remained there for the rest of the night, eventually flowing into the boy’s dreams.
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  It took Adam nearly a year, but he eventually read half the books in the entire library. Fiction, non-fiction, textbooks and encyclopedias. If it was on the shelf, Adam was determined to finish it—and he did.


  It wasn’t easy. That level of dedication forced him into complete solitude. He always used some corner of the recreation room and somehow managed to avoid ever being bothered by the other boys. Adam kept his head out of trouble and his thoughts to himself, never allowing his eyes to stray into someone else’s business.


  But the year was long and the recreation room’s hardwood floor was uncomfortable. One day, Adam felt it was time he upgraded from the usual spot and risked his isolation by moving to a chair tucked in at the nearest table.


  At first, Adam was happy with his decision. He sat quietly with his head buried in the book. It was Stranger in a Strange Land, a science fiction novel about a human born on Mars who had come to Earth for the first time. Adam related to the story more than he had anticipated.


  For nearly an hour he went just as unnoticed as he had in the corner of the room, until a small inflatable ball slowly rolled in his direction. A boy, probably a year or two older than Adam, went to retrieve the ball. Adam never looked up from his book or even noticed the boy was there, but that didn’t stop the stranger from realizing that he didn’t quite recognize Adam.


  The boy waved over his group of friends as he approached Adam with a mischievous grin. “Hey, man. Whatcha readin’?”


  Tilting his head to the side, Adam quickly scanned the boy up and down, judging him in an instant before returning his own gaze to the page. “A book. Ever hear of it?”


  Amused by the sarcasm, the boy’s grin spread even wider as he and his cohorts joined Adam at the table. “Ooh. Smart ass. Well, maybe I have. Let me see it.”


  The boy ripped the book from Adam’s hand and haphazardly examined the cover. “Nope. Never heard of it. Looks like crap.”


  He then carelessly tossed it over his shoulder, turning his attention back to Adam, seated across from him. “You know, I’ve never seen you around here. You new?”


  Adam sat slouched in an unimposing posture with his hands in his lap. “No. I’ve been here since October.”


  “Have you been initiated?” asked the boy, eagerly leaning forward onto the table.


  Again, Adam didn’t move. “Initiated to what?”


  “To the club. Everyone is.”


  “What do you mean?”


  The boy then leaned back into his seat, smugly crossing his arms. “Well, first off, I kick your ass.”


  Adam humbly lowered his head without moving the rest of his body. “I understand.”


  After slapping the table in excitement, the boy jumped on top of it and threw up his hands, garnering everyone’s attention while yelling out over the room. “Ladies and gentlemen. We have an initiation about to take place. If you wish to—”


  Adam shot up out of his chair, cutting off the boy’s speech by grabbing his legs and pulling them out from under him. The boy fell backward, slamming his head hard against the table. Adam then continued pulling him by his feet all the way to the floor.


  The other boys seated around the table stood up to help their friend, but backed away in shock as Adam calmly flipped over his chair onto the boy’s head. A thud, the sound of wood smacking into flesh, echoed through the stillness in the room, and Adam then tossed the seat aside as he moved to straddle the boy’s body.


  Kneeling down on top of the helpless youth, Adam began punching the boy’s face, alternating fists in a fluid, graceful motion. His knuckles pounded the flesh dead on, every strike precise and deliberate. With each blow, the boy’s face swelled more and more, as blood flowed from the gashes and cuts littering his cheeks and forehead. Tiny shards of teeth and chunks of skin flung up into the air while the other children stood watching the brutal assault in horror, too traumatized to look away.


  The beating only lasted several seconds, but by then the damage had been done. Several frantic officials pushed their way through the shocked audience to reach the carnage. One grabbed onto Adam and pulled him out of the room, while the others futilely attempted to stop the flow of blood oozing profusely from the unconscious boy’s wounds.


  Once they were in the hallway, the official threw Adam down onto a bench and began to scold him while waving a firm finger in his face. He tuned her out, choosing instead to stare out the window across the hall at the people walking down the street. Falling into a daydream, the boy paid little attention to the woman’s words until a single sentence finally broke through his trance. “What if he dies, Adam? What if you killed him?!”


  The official paused, waiting for an answer she never expected to come, but Adam slowly turned his head to her and smiled for the first time since arriving at St. Maria’s.


  “Then it’s one less mouth the government has to worry about feeding.”
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  Outside St. Maria’s, a compact car pulled up in front the building and idled there for several seconds before finding a parking spot on the side of the street. It wasn’t a particularly expensive automobile, but those walking by, unaccustomed to seeing a vehicle so clean and intact, couldn’t help but stare.


  A young couple in their late twenties stepped out of the car, oblivious or uncaring as to the attention they drew. Even more so than the car, the neighborhood locals were puzzled by the presence of the well-dressed, attractive man and woman, as they walked up St. Maria’s front steps and entered the building. Walking through the halls, the couple continued to attract curious eyes from those around them—particularly the woman, whose long, silky blonde hair caused all of the orphan boys to blush at first sight.


  All except Adam, who simply looked them both up and down before continuing to stare out the window.


  During a brief tour of the building, a pair of federal medics wheeling a stretcher rushed past the couple on their way towards the front door. Lying on the stretcher was a boy wearing an oxygen mask, his face covered in bandages.


  Both curious and appalled by the sight, the woman turned to the official working as their guide. “What happened?”


  Nervous, the official avoided eye contact as she brushed the woman’s concern aside. “Just a little accident. Nothing to worry about. Right this way, please.”


  The couple followed the official into an empty classroom, which hadn’t been renovated since the building first opened almost a century ago. They both took a seat in the small wooden chairs positioned by the blackboard and waited as the official exited the room, closing the door behind her.


  A short time later, several St. Maria’s officials brought a train of boys in for the couple to view, one by one. The meetings never lasted for more than a few minutes, but it took several hours for the couple to examine them all. Once they finished, they walked out of the room. An official was standing outside the door waiting for them and escorted the couple back through the building.


  “Is that it?” The man sighed in disappointment. “What a waste of a day.”


  Continuing to usher them forward, the official expressed her regret, as well. “I’m sorry there weren’t any candidates here to your liking. Maybe I could recommend …”


  As she addressed the man, the woman’s attention drifted and she spotted Adam sitting in the hall by himself. She leaned over and whispered into the man’s ear, and he abruptly stopped walking to change subjects with the official.


  “What about that boy? I was told we would be seeing every male fourteen to sixteen years of age.”


  The official only gave Adam a quick glance, reluctant to look at him for too long. “He’s off limits. Federal officers will be by later to pick him up.”


  Her refusal only further piqued the man’s interest. “What did he do?”


  Standing her ground, the official firmly shook her head. “I’m really not allowed to discuss Adam’s situation. I’m sorry.”


  The man turned his complete attention to the boy and nodded with a curious smile. “Adam, huh? He’ll be the last one we see.”


  Frustrated, the official spoke to the man’s back while fighting to keep her voice from rising. “I’m sorry, but I have a protocol to follow. I can’t let you see him.”


  The man turned back around to face the defiant official. “One phone call. That’s all it takes, and your protocol becomes whatever I say it is.”


  Shocked by the ultimatum, the official’s jaw dropped as her back stiffened tight. “Are you threatening me?”


  “No.” The man calmly shook his head. “I’m simply stating a fact. You might not know who I am, but you know who I work for, and as far as they’re concerned, every one of these children are government property to do with as they wish. Now. Introduce me to the boy.”


  The official took a deep breath before lowering her head and returning the couple to the classroom.


  A few minutes later, Adam sat at a desk in the front of the class. Standing by the old teacher’s table near the blackboard, the woman and official waited while the man, also standing, flipped through a small manila folder. He scanned each page for no more than a few seconds before moving on to the next. Halfway through the file, he left it open on the table and turned to the official, politely asked her to leave the room. At first she refused, but she eventually granted the man’s request after he silently stared her down.


  Once the door closed behind her, the man finally addressed the boy in front of him, while returning his attention to the folder. “Hello, Adam. My name is Jason and this here is my partner Christine. We’re part of a federal careers program to get kids like you out of places like this and working for the government, which has already done so much to help you.”


  Adam was immediately skeptical of the man’s story. “You want to give me a job? But I’m just a kid.”


  Finished with the folder, the man gently flipped it shut and looked up. “Well, the government’s not unaware of the future prospects that children in your situation have. Which is to say, you’ll probably live off federal subsidies for the rest of your life. Instead of becoming a burden on the few taxpayers we have left in this country, the government figures it would do better to get some use out of you. Unfortunately, there are only a few spots open in the program and we just can’t seem to find a boy who’s a good fit.”


  Adam allowed himself an amused smile. “And you think I might be?”


  Jason nodded. “Maybe. According to your file, it seems you’ve had quite a difficult life. It says your mom died a while ago. You remember her?”


  The smile faded from Adam’s face before he shook his head. “No. I was too little.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.” Moving around the desk, Jason left the woman’s side to sit in a chair across from Adam. “And then you were raised by an alcoholic, abusive father. Even witnessed his murder. That must’ve been hard. But it says you wouldn’t talk to the police about it. Why’s that? Were you scared?”


  Again shaking his head with a grimace, Adam shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t get a good look at the guy.”


  The man’s eyebrow rose ever so slightly as if he read the lie across Adam’s face, before deciding to change the subject. “So, Adam, do you like sports?”


  Ignoring the question, Adam simply stared at him for several seconds. His silence confused Jason, who looked at the boy strangely. Adam then smiled at the woman still standing by the desk, before turning his attention back to the man. “Who are you?”


  Caught off guard by the question, the man did his best to appear offended. “Excuse me?”


  Adam asked the question again, this time shifting his gaze back and forth between the couple. “Jason and Christine obviously
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