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​THE FIRST ASCENDED

The air in Sub-Level Seven tasted of recycled oxygen and formaldehyde. Dr. Sarah Chen's breath fogged the inside of her surgical mask as she descended the final stairwell, her footsteps echoing against concrete walls that had been poured three stories beneath the earth. No elevators serviced this depth. No security cameras recorded what happened here. The only witnesses were those who had earned their passage through blood and belief.

The steel door at the bottom required three separate biometric scans. Chen pressed her palm against the reader, felt the laser trace the unique pattern of her veins, then leaned forward for the retinal scan. The final lock required something more primitive: a physical key that hung from a chain around her neck, never to be removed, not even in sleep. The mechanism disengaged with a pneumatic hiss, and the door swung inward on hydraulic hinges that cost more than most surgical suites.

The observation theater lay beyond—a half-moon of reinforced glass overlooking the procedure chamber below. Five other surgeons had already assembled, their faces obscured by surgical masks and the dim amber lighting that preserved their night vision. They stood in silence, hands clasped behind their backs, watching the figure on the table with the reverence of pilgrims before a shrine.

Chen took her place among them and allowed herself to look.

Subject Seventeen lay supine on a surgical table that had been modified far beyond its original specifications. Titanium restraints encircled both wrists and ankles, each one equipped with pressure sensors calibrated to detect the slightest increase in force. The readings on the nearby monitor showed impossible numbers—the subject was exerting over four hundred pounds of pressure against bonds designed to hold twice that. The restraints held, but the metal had begun to warp.

The subject's body told a story that violated every principle of human biology Chen had learned in her twenty years of medical practice. Muscle density that approached the theoretical maximum for human tissue. Bone structure that had somehow reinforced itself, visible on the fluoroscopy as a skeletal system that glowed with unnatural brightness, as if the calcium had been replaced with something denser, something that shouldn't exist in a living organism. The subject's skin had taken on a peculiar translucence, and beneath it, Chen could see the network of blood vessels pulsing with a rhythm that was almost, but not quite, synchronized with the heartbeat.

That heartbeat registered on the monitors as a steady forty-two beats per minute. Blood pressure: 180 over 95. Oxygen saturation: 100 percent, and had been for the past six hours, even though the subject's respiration had dropped to four breaths per minute. The numbers made no sense. The body before them had transcended the normal parameters of human physiology and entered territory that existed only in theoretical models and fever dreams.

"Neural cascade beginning," announced Dr. Viktor Petrov from his station at the control panel. His accent carried the weight of Moscow winters and decades of research that could never be published. "Initiating theta-wave amplification."

The equipment surrounding the subject hummed to life. Sixteen electrodes had been surgically implanted directly into the subject's skull over the past three months, each one positioned with submillimeter precision at key nodes throughout the cerebral cortex, limbic system, and brainstem. Now those electrodes began to pulse with carefully calibrated electrical impulses, each one timed to trigger specific neural pathways in a sequence that had taken five years and twelve failed subjects to perfect.

Subject Seventeen's eyes snapped open.

They had been brown once, Chen remembered. She had reviewed the intake files, seen the photographs of the person this subject had been before the treatments began. But the eyes that now stared at the ceiling bore no resemblance to anything human. The irises had expanded to consume nearly the entire visible surface, leaving only a thin ring of white at the edges. And within those black pools, something moved—patterns of light that flickered and swirled like oil on water, reflecting the neural storm that was building inside the subject's reconstructed brain.

The convulsions started slowly. A tremor in the fingers. A twitch in the jaw. Then the subject's entire body went rigid, back arching against the restraints with such force that the surgical table's bolts groaned in their moorings. The monitors erupted in a cacophony of alarms as vital signs spiked beyond their programmed thresholds.

Heart rate: 180. 200. 240.

Blood pressure: 220 over 140.

Brain activity: off the scale, the EEG showing wave patterns that looked like seismic readings during an earthquake.

"Hold," commanded Dr. James Morrison, the project's director, his voice cutting through the alarm noise with the authority of a man who had sacrificed everything—career, family, soul—for this moment. "This is expected. This is necessary."

Chen's hands trembled as she gripped the railing before the observation window. She had witnessed terrible things in this facility. She had participated in procedures that would have earned her a life sentence in any court. But nothing had prepared her for the raw, visceral horror of watching a human body tear itself apart and rebuild simultaneously.

The subject's muscles rippled beneath that translucent skin, fibers tearing and regenerating in real-time. Bones shifted and cracked, restructuring themselves according to some new blueprint written into the genetic code by months of targeted gene therapy and cellular manipulation. Blood vessels burst and reformed, creating new pathways to feed the transformed tissue. And through it all, the subject remained conscious, those impossible eyes wide and aware, experiencing every microsecond of the metamorphosis.

"Approaching critical threshold," Petrov announced. "Neural integration at seventy-eight percent. Eighty-two. Eighty-seven."

The convulsions intensified. The subject's mouth opened in a silent scream, revealing teeth that had somehow become sharper, more predatory. Foam flecked with blood appeared at the corners of the lips. The restraints groaned. The pressure sensors showed readings climbing to their maximum tolerance.

"Ninety-three percent," Petrov said, his voice tight with something between fear and exaltation. "Ninety-eight."

The alarms reached a fever pitch. Every monitor showed red. Every vital sign had entered territory marked as lethal. The subject's body had become a battlefield where human limitation warred against engineered transcendence, and the outcome hung in a balance measured in heartbeats and neural impulses.

Then, suddenly, silence.

The convulsions stopped. The alarms quieted as vital signs stabilized at their new, impossible baselines. The subject lay still on the table, chest rising and falling with mechanical precision, those black eyes staring upward with an expression that might have been serenity or might have been the absolute absence of humanity.

"Neural integration complete," Petrov whispered. "One hundred percent."

Morrison stepped forward, his reflection ghostly in the observation glass. He raised one hand, and from somewhere in the shadows, an assistant emerged carrying a velvet-lined case. Inside, resting on black silk, lay a mask crafted from gold so pure it seemed to glow with its own internal light. The surface had been etched with symbols that predated modern medicine, sigils that belonged to traditions older and darker than the Hippocratic Oath.

The assistant descended the stairs into the procedure chamber, moving with the careful reverence of an acolyte approaching an altar. The subject's eyes tracked the movement, and for the first time, the lips curved into something that might have been a smile.

The mask was lowered slowly, ceremonially, until it rested against the subject's transformed face. The gold seemed to meld with the skin, becoming part of the flesh, sealing the transformation and marking the subject as something new, something that existed beyond the boundaries of natural law.

Morrison's voice filled the observation theater, steady and certain, speaking words that had been rehearsed a thousand times but never before uttered in the presence of success.

"Initiate the God Sequence."
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​PART I — AFTERMATH OF PERFECTION

​Chapter 1 — A Body That Shouldn't Exist
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The call came at 4:47 AM, which meant Dr. Arden Voss had been awake for approximately three hours already. Sleep had become a negotiation rather than a certainty, another casualty of the Perfected investigation that had consumed the last eight months of her life. She stared at her phone's screen, watching Detective Marcus Chen's name pulse with insistent light, and knew with absolute certainty that whatever waited for her on the other end of that call would make sleep even more elusive.

"Voss," she answered, her voice steady despite the tremor in her left hand. She pressed that hand flat against her thigh, willing it to stillness.

"We need you at the port. Pier 17, the old customs warehouse." Chen's voice carried the particular flatness of someone who had seen something that violated his understanding of the world. Arden had heard that tone before, in the voices of the officers who had first entered the Perfected clinic. "It's... you need to see this yourself."

"What am I looking at?"

A pause. "A body. But not—" He stopped, recalibrated. "Just come. Please."

The drive through pre-dawn Seattle took twenty-three minutes. Arden counted them, focusing on the numbers, the concrete reality of time passing in a linear, comprehensible fashion. It was a technique she'd developed recently, a way to anchor herself when her perception started to slip. Because sometimes, lately, time doesn't feel quite linear anymore. Sometimes she would look at a clock and swear the second hand had stuttered, repeated itself, or skipped ahead in a way that made her stomach lurch.

Side effects, she told herself. Temporary neurological disruption from the serum exposure. It would pass.

It had to pass.

Pier 17 sat at the forgotten edge of the industrial waterfront, a relic from when Seattle's port had sprawled in a different direction. The warehouse loomed against the lightening sky, its windows long since broken or boarded over, its walls streaked with rust and the residue of decades of salt air. Police vehicles clustered around the entrance like antibodies surrounding an infection, their lights painting the scene in alternating washes of red and blue.

Arden parked her Subaru behind the medical examiner's van and sat for a moment, breathing deliberately. In through the nose for four counts. Hold for seven. Out through the mouth for eight. Another technique. Another anchor.

Her reflection in the rearview mirror looked almost normal. Dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. Brown eyes that appeared tired but not haunted. Olive skin that showed the strain of too many sleepless nights but nothing more alarming. She looked like a woman who had been working too hard, not like a woman who had been injected with an experimental serum designed to rewrite human biology at the cellular level.

She looked normal.

She clung to that.

Detective Chen met her at the warehouse entrance, his usually immaculate suit rumpled, his tie loosened. He was a compact man in his early forties, with the kind of face that inspired trust—open, honest, with laugh lines that suggested he smiled often. He wasn't smiling now.

"Thanks for coming," he said, falling into step beside her as they moved through the entrance. "I know it's early."

"I was awake." Arden pulled on latex gloves from her jacket pocket, the snap of the material against her wrists a familiar comfort. "What are we dealing with?"

"Honestly? I don't know." Chen led her through the warehouse's main floor, past rusted machinery and puddles of water that had leaked through the compromised roof. Their footsteps echoed in the cavernous space. "A homeless guy found it yesterday evening, called it in. Responding officers thought it was a prank at first. Then they got closer."

"Prank?"

"You'll see."

They descended a set of concrete stairs to a sub-level that smelled of mold and standing water and something else, something chemical and wrong that made Arden's sinuses burn. More police officers stood in a loose perimeter around a cleared area where portable lights had been set up, their harsh illumination creating an island of visibility in the darkness.

And in the center of that island, on a sheet of plastic that someone had carefully spread across the concrete floor, lay the body.

Arden's first thought was that it looked like a sculpture, something created by an artist with a fascination for the grotesque. The proportions were almost right but subtly wrong in ways that made her brain struggle to process what she was seeing. The limbs were too long, the joints positioned at angles that suggested additional degrees of flexibility. The skin had a waxy, translucent quality that reminded her of deep-sea creatures, things that lived in darkness and pressure.

But it was the face that stopped her breath.

The features were human—eyes, nose, mouth arranged in the expected configuration—but refined to a degree that crossed from beauty into something unsettling. It was as if someone had taken a human face and perfected it according to mathematical principles, creating something that satisfied every ratio and proportion while simultaneously losing some essential quality that made it recognizably alive.

"Jesus," Arden whispered.

"Yeah." Chen stood beside her, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. "That was my reaction too."

Arden forced herself to move closer, to engage the clinical part of her mind that could observe and analyze without drowning in the horror of it. She had been a medical examiner before the Perfected investigation had consumed her life, before her podcast had turned her into something between a journalist and an activist. She knew how to look at death and see data.

But this wasn't death as she understood it.

"How long has it been here?" she asked.

"ME estimates less than twelve hours. Rigor hasn't fully set in, but the body temperature is..." Chen consulted his notebook. "Ambient. Like it was never warm to begin with."

Arden crouched beside the body, studying it with the kind of attention she usually reserved for evidence that might crack a case wide open. The skin showed no signs of lividity, no pooling of blood in the lowest points. No signs of decomposition despite the damp environment. It was as if the body had been placed here in a state of perfect preservation.

"Has anyone touched it?"

"First responders checked the pulse." ME did a preliminary examination. That's it."

"What did the ME say?"

Chen's jaw tightened. "She said to call you. Said this was 'your kind of weird.'"

Arden would have smiled under different circumstances. Instead, she leaned closer, examining the exposed skin of the neck and chest. The body was naked, which suggested either a ritual element or an attempt to prevent identification through clothing. But there were marks, faint lines that traced patterns across the skin like circuitry.

Scarring, she realized. Surgical scarring that had healed with inhuman precision.

"I need to take samples," she said. "Blood, tissue, anything we can get to a lab."

"Already authorized." Chen gestured to a crime scene tech who had been waiting at the perimeter. "Whatever you need."

The tech approached with a field kit, and Arden began the familiar ritual of collection. Blood from the femoral artery—dark and viscous, moving sluggishly in the syringe. A tissue sample from the upper arm, the scalpel cutting through skin that had the consistency of something synthetic. A hair sample, though the follicles came away with unusual ease, as if they had never been properly rooted.

And then she saw it.

On the inside of the left wrist, so faint it was almost invisible: a tattoo. Not a design or a symbol, but a string of numbers and letters that Arden recognized immediately because she had seen the same format in the files she had recovered from the Perfected clinic.

A subject identification code.

Her hand trembled as she photographed it, the camera's flash illuminating the mark in stark detail. P4-017. Phase Four, Subject Seventeen.

Phase Four.

The Perfected project had only officially reached Phase Three before Arden had exposed it, before the clinic had been raided and Dr. Lennox had disappeared into the wind. Phase Three had been the human trials, the attempt to create enhanced humans through genetic modification and neural restructuring. It had been monstrous enough, had left a trail of damaged subjects and ethical violations that should have ended the project permanently.

But Phase Four suggested continuation. Evolution. Escalation.

"What is it?" Chen asked, reading something in her expression.

Arden stood, her knees protesting the movement. "This body is connected to the Perfected project. It's one of their subjects."

"That's impossible. The clinic was shut down. Everyone involved is either in custody or has disappeared."

"Apparently not everyone." Arden pulled out her phone, photographing the body from multiple angles. The clinical part of her mind was already cataloging details, forming hypotheses. "I need to get these samples to a lab I trust. Not the standard ME's office—somewhere with the equipment to do advanced genetic analysis."

"You think there's something wrong with the DNA?"

"I think there's something impossible about the DNA." Arden met his eyes. "The Perfected project was trying to enhance human genetics, to push evolution forward artificially. If they succeeded, if they actually managed to create stable modifications..."

She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to. Chen had been involved in the investigation from the beginning. He had seen the files, the evidence of what the Order had been attempting. He understood the implications.

"I'll make the arrangements," he said quietly. "Where do you want the samples sent?"

"GenTech Labs in Fremont. Ask for Dr. Sarah Reeves. Tell her I'm calling in that favor she owes me."

Chen nodded and moved away, already pulling out his phone. Arden turned back to the body, studying it with a mixture of professional fascination and personal fear. Because there was something else, something she hadn't mentioned to Chen.

She recognized this body.

Not the face—that had been too altered, too perfected to match any human features she had seen before. But the scarring pattern, the specific configuration of surgical marks, matched files she had recovered from the Perfected clinic. Subject Seventeen had been one of the advanced cases, one of the subjects who had survived the initial modifications and progressed to secondary enhancement protocols.

According to those files, Subject Seventeen had been terminated eight months ago, when the clinic had been raided. The body had been cremated, ashes scattered, case closed.

But here it was, impossible and undeniable, lying on a plastic sheet in an abandoned warehouse.

Which meant either the files had been falsified, or something had happened after the termination that the files didn't record. Either way, it meant the Perfected project had continued operating even after exposure, even after the supposed shutdown.

It meant they were still there.

Arden's left hand began to tremble again, and this time she couldn't stop it. She pressed it against her thigh, feeling the muscle jump and twitch beneath her palm. Another side effect. Another reminder that she wasn't just investigating the Perfected project anymore—she was part of it, whether she wanted to be or not.

The serum they had injected her with during her infiltration of the clinic had been a lower dose, a test run of their enhancement protocol. It was supposed to be temporary, supposed to metabolize out of her system within weeks. But it had been three months, and the effects were still there, still changing her in ways she didn't fully understand.

Enhanced pattern recognition. Improved memory recall. Occasional moments of clarity so intense they felt like looking at the world through a microscope.

And the tremors. And the time distortions. And the dreams where she saw herself from the outside, watched herself moving through the world with the detached interest of a scientist observing a specimen.

"Dr. Voss?"

She turned to find a young officer approaching, his face pale in the harsh light. "Yes?"

"There's something else you should see. In the back corner, behind the old machinery."

Arden followed him across the sub-level, Chen rejoining them as they navigated around rusted equipment and puddles of stagnant water. The officer's flashlight beam cut through the darkness, illuminating a section of wall that had been cleared of debris.

And there, painted in something that looked disturbingly like blood, was a symbol Arden knew too well: a circle bisected by three lines, with a triangle at the center. The mark of the Order, the secret society that had funded and directed the Perfected project.

But beneath the symbol, written in the same dark substance, was a message:

PHASE FIVE INITIATED
THE ASCENSION BEGINS
SHE IS READY
Arden stared at the words, her enhanced pattern recognition already making connections, drawing lines between data points. Phase Five. Not Four, but Five. Which meant whatever had created Subject Seventeen was already obsolete, already superseded by something new.

And that last line. She is ready.

"Dr. Voss?" Chen's voice seemed to come from very far away. "Do you know what this means?"

Arden did know. Or at least, she was beginning to understand. The Perfected project hadn't ended with the clinic raid. It had evolved, progressed to new phases, new experiments. And somehow, impossibly, she was part of it.

She had thought exposing the clinic would end the nightmare. Instead, she had only revealed the first chapter.

"It means," she said slowly, her voice steady despite the fear coiling in her chest, "that we're not dealing with the aftermath of the Perfected project. We're dealing with its continuation."

She pulled out her phone and began photographing the message, the symbol, every detail of the scene. Evidence. Data. Proof that the Order was still operating, still pursuing their vision of human enhancement regardless of the cost.

But even as she worked, even as she fell back into the familiar rhythm of investigation and documentation, a small voice in the back of her mind whispered a question she didn't want to acknowledge:

If Phase Five had been initiated, if the Ascension had begun, and if she was ready—what exactly had she been prepared for?

The tremor in her left hand spread to her right. Arden gripped her phone tighter, forcing her fingers to steadiness, and kept photographing. Because whatever was coming, whatever the Order had planned, she would document it. She would expose it.

She would stop it.

Even if it killed her.

Even if she was already becoming the thing she was trying to stop.
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​Chapter 2 — Media Storm
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The recording light blinked red in the corner of Arden's vision, a tiny cyclops eye that had become as familiar as her own reflection. More familiar, maybe. She wasn't sure she recognized her reflection anymore.

"This is Dr. Arden Investigates, Episode 47. I'm Dr. Sarah Arden, and what I'm about to tell you will sound impossible."

Her voice came out steady, professional, the practiced cadence of someone who had spent years teaching medical students and presenting research findings. But her hands, hidden below the frame of the camera she'd set up for the video version of the podcast, trembled against her thighs.

She pressed them flat against her jeans and continued.

"Three days ago, I was called to examine a body recovered from an abandoned port facility outside the city. The victim—and I use that word deliberately—displayed biological modifications that shouldn't exist outside of theoretical research papers. Triple-helix DNA markers. Cellular structures that suggest intentional, systematic genetic alteration."

She paused, letting that sink in. The pause was calculated, a technique she'd learned from her early episodes when she was still figuring out how to translate complex medical information into something a general audience could grasp. But now the pause served another purpose. It gave her time to swallow the nausea rising in her throat, to blink away the strange double-vision that had been plaguing her since the port facility.

"For those of you who've been following this podcast since the beginning, you know that six months ago, I exposed a private clinic conducting illegal human enhancement trials. The Perfected project, they called it. We thought we'd shut it down. We thought we'd won."

The tremor in her left hand intensified. She shifted position, tucking both hands under her legs.

"We were wrong."

The recording session lasted forty-seven minutes. When she finally stopped, her shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool air in her home office. Her head throbbed with the kind of pressure that suggested either a migraine or something worse. Something is changing.

She didn't want to think about which.

"That's good stuff, Doc." The voice came through her headphones—Marcus Chen, her sound engineer, calling in remotely as he always did. No relation to the medical examiner, just one of those coincidences that had stopped feeling coincidental. "Really good. But are you sure you want to go this hard? I mean, triple-helix DNA? That's going to sound like science fiction to most people."

"It is science fiction," Arden said, pulling off the headphones and rubbing her temples. "That's the problem. It shouldn't be possible, but I saw it. I documented it. And if I don't tell people what's happening, who will?"

"I'm just saying, you've already got people calling you a conspiracy theorist. This is going to add fuel to that fire."

"Let it burn." She stood, pacing the small office that had become her studio, her war room, her prison. "How are the numbers looking?"

A pause. She could hear Marcus typing, the familiar click-clack that usually soothed her. Now it just sounded like a countdown.

"Honestly? They're insane. Episode 46 hit two million downloads the first week. You're trending on three different platforms. The subreddit has over 200,000 members now."

Two million. Arden stopped pacing, staring at the wall where she'd pinned a map of the city, red pins marking every location connected to the Perfected project. There were too many pins. The map looked like it had a disease.

"That's... that's good, right?"

"It's good if you want to reach. It's terrifying if you want to stay safe." Marcus's voice softened. "Doc, are you okay? You sound tired."

"I'm fine." The lie came automatically. She'd been telling it so often it almost felt true. "Just send me the edited file when it's ready. I want to upload it tonight."

"Tonight? Sarah, it's already 11 PM. You should rest. We can release it tomorrow morning, catch the commute crowd—"

"Tonight, Marcus."

Another pause. Longer this time.

"Okay. But for the record, I think you're pushing too hard. You've been running on fumes since the clinic raid. At some point, you need to—"

"I need to finish this." Arden cut him off, hating the sharpness in her voice but unable to soften it. "Just send me the file."

She ended the call before he could argue further.

Her laptop sat on the desk, screen glowing with the familiar chaos of her inbox. The number in the corner had stopped being meaningful around 10,000 unread messages. Now it just said "99+" and she'd stopped trying to keep up.

But she couldn't stop herself from opening it, from scrolling through the subject lines that had become a bizarre cross-section of human response to the impossible:

THANK YOU FOR TELLING THE TRUTH

You're going to get yourself killed

My sister was in the trials

LIES LIES LIES

I know where they took my son

Stop spreading fear

They're watching you

Please help me

She clicked on that last one, from an address that was just a string of numbers. No name. No profile.

Dr. Arden,

I was part of the Perfected project. Not as a subject—as a researcher. I got out before the raid, but I can't get out of my own head. I dream of what we did. The people we changed. Those who did not survive the changes.

You need to know: the clinic was just the beginning. Phase One. They're already moving to Phase Two, and it's bigger than you think. Global. Coordinated. Funded by people whose names you'd recognize.

I want to help you. But I'm afraid. They have ways of finding people who talk. Ways of making sure they don't talk anymore.

If you're reading this, please be careful. You're asking the right questions, but the answers are more dangerous than you know.

A friend

Arden read it three times, her enhanced memory capturing every word, every implication. Then she flagged it, added it to the folder she'd labeled "Credible Sources," and moved on.

The next message


















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DR. ARDEN INVESTIGATES

CRIMES oF

— BOOK III — /
y l% g.(. %,
N 4-3‘. 3

BARRY SARGENT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





