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Chapter One




Thirteen-year-old Robert stood alone on an endless plain, warm crimson liquid pooling at his feet and darkness surrounding him. The thick air smelled and tasted like blood. 

He had caramel skin and light brown eyes. Robert was five feet three inches tall with a curly black afro. He wore a black shirt, a charcoal jacket with scarlet mandarin letters on the back, and black jeans.

A deafening scream pierced the silence. 

He turned to see the neighbors they hadn’t saved submerged in the blood, with only their heads visible. 

The redhead had porcelain skin and green eyes, while her girlfriend had blue hair with purple highlights and blue eyes. 

They died on their backs in the stairwell, reaching for each other with tattooed half-heart hands. The redhead’s right and her girlfriend’s left. 

As they rose from the blood, it covered their bodies. They clasped hands, and their half hearts joined into a whole. Their skin glowed a luminescent blue against the bloody plain, and the crimson liquid burst away from them. 

They turned to Robert and pointed at him in unison. “This is your fault. You left us to die. What comes next is your responsibility.”

He looked at them both. “Everything happened so fast. We didn’t have time to help you.” 

The Reapers let out a synchronized pulsing roar. “Liar! You didn’t save our lives. It’s because of you that we perished. You caused your mother’s death.” 

Robert shook his head. “It wasn’t my fault. Nobody saw Lex until it was too late. I wanted to rescue you both, but my dad…”  

They pulse roared again. “Keep your excuses! We came for one purpose.” 

The Reapers advanced toward him.

He retreated. “What purpose?”

They continued towards him. “To say you can’t stop what comes next.” 

Robert’s gaze locked onto theirs as they drew closer. “What comes next?”  

They stepped up to his face, their vacant black eyes level with his. The Reapers bared their sharp teeth in a smile. “Death.” 

Their skin turned black, and then they vanished. Robert whirled around, searching for them, but they were gone. When he rotated again, thousands of lifeless bodies lay twenty feet away, surrounding him. He heard countless cries for help, and he clamped his hands over his ears. 

Corpses began floating to the surface of the blood, creating a smaller ring nearby. 

Everyone who had been with him earlier that night now surrounded him. 

General Johnson lay in front of him, with Colonel Brian near Isaac on his left, and Emily close to Liam on his right. As he continued to turn, he saw Mateo, Andrea, Sofia, Jess, and his father, James, lying there. 

He covered his mouth and dropped to his knees. Tears streamed down his face as he crawled through the blood to his dad. James was a thirty-three-year-old African-American with espresso-brown skin and brown eyes. He stood around five feet eight inches tall, with a low-cut fade, and full facial hair. James wore a blue shirt, a black jacket with a thick cotton collar, and blue jeans. 

Robert reached out and touched his father’s face, leaving behind a bloody handprint. Blood trickled down James’s cheek, dripping through his beard. Robert stared at his hands and trembled. 

James sat up, then looked at him. His physique transformed into a Reaper. James’ skin turned luminescent blue. His hair fell out, and his cheeks disintegrated, exposing razor-sharp teeth. James’ eyes filled with darkness until they were black. His muscles bulged, body fat vanished, and claws extended from his fingers and toes.

Robert scooted back in horror.

James gazed at him with sorrow. “Sorry, Robby.”

He leaped into the air and landed on Robert, biting into his neck. His son screamed in agony. 

James shook him awake. Robert’s eyes snapped open, and he glanced around, his heart pounding. He heard a deep hum from the thrusters while seated in the Hovercopter’s last row. Colonel Brian piloted the aircraft over Downtown, with Isaac in the co-pilot’s chair beside him.

In the side chairs behind Colonel Brian sat General Johnson. 

Liam, Emily, and Jessica sat in the side chairs behind Isaac. 

The frigid air from the open door swept through the cabin, chilling the sweat on Robert’s forehead as he tried to steady his breathing.

James steadied him with a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay Rob?” 

Robert looked at him, his voice weary. “Sorry Dad. I haven’t slept in the past two days.” 

James nodded. “I know. It feels like we’ve been running, fighting, and moving for almost forty-eight hours straight. What did you dream about?” 

Robert dropped his gaze. “The couple we abandoned in the apartment stairwell. They became Reapers and told me everything is my fault.” 

James shook his head. “None of this is your responsibility. This is all Mateo’s doing.” 

Robert turned to his dad, his voice low. “They said I left them to die and I’m responsible for what comes next.”

James looked in front of him. “You didn’t leave them for dead. If anyone did, it was me.” 

Robert anxiously rubbed his hands together. “The dream felt so real. Why do you think I dreamed about them?” 

James shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes our minds project guilt into our dreams. But let me be clear, the only person responsible for what comes next is Mateo.” 

Robert sighed. “Why didn’t we try to save them? We should’ve at least tried.” 

James turned to look at his son. “In hindsight, you’re right. We should have. I wish we’d saved one of them. We didn’t know about the Taken and what was going on at that time. My priority was protecting you. I couldn’t risk either of our lives. In that moment, I made the choice I thought best.”

Robert shook his head. “We rescued Sofia.” 

James faced forward again. “That was different. The Reapers weren’t breathing down Sofia’s neck. At the same time, you’re right. Maybe we could’ve done more.” 

Robert turned to his father. “If you had another chance to choose, would you make the same choice?”

James nodded without hesitation. “If it meant protecting you, yes. You will always be my priority.” 

Robert managed a faint smile, but it faded. “They said I was to blame for Mom dying.” 

James frowned. “That was nobody’s fault but Lex’s. In life and death, he brought your mother down below her potential. You had nothing to do with it.” 

He placed a firm hand on Robert’s shoulder. “I wish I’d had my powers then. Even if Liam had his, one of us could’ve reacted quickly enough to save her.” 

James looked his child in the eyes. “Don’t let unfounded guilt consume you. Grieving is natural, but blaming yourself for things beyond your control isn’t.”

Robert punched the seat in frustration. “It’s not fair that they died, Mom turned, and Mateo’s alive. That’s not right.” 

James shook his head. “Wishing someone dead is wrong, even those you feel deserve it. There’s a thin line between standing up for justice and becoming what you opposed. Don’t let the hate in their heart consume yours.” 

Robert hesitated, then nodded.

James cleared his throat. “What did they say was coming next?” 

Robert stared at him, his voice unsteady. “Death. Then they turned black and disappeared. After that, thousands of lifeless people surrounded me. All of you were dead, too. Then… you turned into a Reaper and you… you… bit me.” 

James held his son’s gaze. “I would never hurt you. You know that, right?” 

Robert nodded. “I know, but… what if it’s not your choice?” 

James moved closer and placed his hand on his child’s shoulder. “If a moment ever comes where you must choose between yourself and anyone else, when survival is at stake, promise me you will always pick yourself. No matter what, or who.” 

Robert was silent, his jaw tightening.

James pulled him closer, his voice firm. “Give me your word.”  

“I promise, Dad.” Robert mumbled.

James released Robert’s shoulder. “Thank you, son.” 

He veered away and continued flying alongside the Hovercopter. 

*******

Liam was a thirty-seven-year-old with blue eyes and beige skin. He stood five feet eight inches tall, with brown hair and a full beard. He wore gray jeans, a red shirt, and a chocolate leather jacket with an upturned collar. 

He glanced at Emily as she gazed out the window. “I’ve seen that expression before.” 

Emily, a thirty-four-year-old woman, had warm ivory skin and striking green eyes flecked with brown near the pupils. She stood five feet eight inches tall, with long brunette hair, and a thin frame. She wore a blue peacoat with a white shirt underneath and light blue jeans. 

Emily turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “What look?” 

He pointed at her. “That look. When your mind is filled with a million thoughts.” 

She chuckled. “You think you know me?” 

Liam grinned. “I do know you. Better than anyone else on Earth. Would it be arrogant to suggest that I understand you better than you understand yourself?” 

Emily shook her head with a smirk. “You’re just trying to butter me up.” 

He gasped in mock offense. “You’ve caught me! Turns out you know me better than I thought.” 

They both laughed, easing the tension. Liam leaned forward and rested his palm on her knee. “So, what’s on your mind? Why are you staring like that?” 

She exhaled a long sigh. “We should all just leave.”  

He frowned and shook his head. “I wish it were that simple, but we can’t.” 

Emily placed her hand on top of his, her voice soft but insistent. “Why not? Everyone we care about is here. We could let someone else handle this mess.” 

He covered her hand with his other one, his tone firm but understanding. “We’re missing an important person. Sofia isn’t here. Plus, who can we count on to step in and save the day? Mr. White’s already proven he’s not on our side. By the time anyone else shows up, the Taken will be unstoppable. There are millions of people in this county, Emily. No force on Earth can handle that many Taken and Pallid.”

Liam met her gaze. “The best chance we’ve got is forcing Mateo to create a cure or Andrea taking control of all the Taken. Running might work for now, but it’s only a short-term solution. I want something permanent, especially after losing so much time when you Houdini’d me.”

She punched his arm lightly. “I hate it when you’re right. But I see your point.”

Emily frowned. “My biggest regret is the two years I wasted being away from you. I’m hoping to make it up to us both.” 

He rubbed his bicep with a mock frown. “I’m tired of people hitting me. First my dad, then random goon number fourteen, and now you.” 

Emily laughed, but her smile faded as a bright red glow illuminated her face. Liam’s attention shifted to the growing light that stretched from the streets to the heavens. 

He leaned out of the Hovercopter and watched in stunned silence as an enormous dome formed, encasing the city beneath it.

He turned back to her. “Well, it looks like leaving isn’t an option anymore.” 

A wave of darkness swept over everything inside the enclosure, except for the glowing Lincoln Tower sign. 

The crimson illumination of the dome bathed the metropolis in an eerie glow.

Liam looked at James. “Fly guy, go check it out. See what’s happening. We’ll land on that building.” 

James nodded, veering away from the Hovercopter as it descended. Once it touched down, he sped up over the city and suburbs toward the massive red dome wall. 

James glanced down as he flew. ‘Did I cross state lines into Franklin? That’s fifty miles from downtown Allegheny.’ he thought.

Once he reached the dome, James hovered in front of it and stretched out a hand to touch its surface. The dome’s energy hurled him back ten feet. He regained control, steadied himself, and noticed that the forcefield’s power sources were positioned outside the barrier.

James circled the entire dome and flew to the top. ‘There’s no way out.’ he thought.

He returned to the group and landed.

Liam turned to him, his expression tense. “How bad is it?” 

James shook his head. “Not good. I went around the whole dome. It’s about fifty miles in every direction, from the ground to its peak. It’s impossible to go through it. The forcefield is like the one surrounding Mateo’s lab, but stronger. It repelled me. To make things worse, they’ve placed the power sources outside the barrier, so we can’t destroy them. We’re trapped here with the Taken, the Pallid, Mateo, and Mr. White.” 

Liam snapped his fingers. “Remember all those trucks hauling construction materials out of the city?” 

James nodded. 

Liam gestured toward the dome. “I’d bet anything they were using those supplies to build this.” 

He turned to General Johnson and pointed at him with his own cybernetic arm. “Hey, Flattop, what’s Mr. White’s endgame here?”

The General was a fifty-seven-year-old with alabaster skin and deep brown eyes. At over six feet tall, he had a muscular build, a silver-haired flattop, and was clean-shaven. He also wore winter army camo. 

His cybernetic left leg glowed with blue lights along the side, and his matching cybernetic left arm was guarded by Liam.

The General scratched his chin with his right hand. “He’s containing the spread. From his perspective, it’s better to hold one major city hostage to this threat than risk it spreading across both continents.” 

Isaac was fifty-five years old, had beige skin tone and brown eyes. He was shorter, with a smooth face, short gray hair, and weighed close to three hundred pounds. Isaac wore a black suit, black tie, and a red dress shirt. 

He frowned and pointed toward the buildings bathed in the dome’s red glow. “What about the citizens? How are they supposed to escape this nightmare?” 

General Johnson turned to him. “They had forty-eight hours to run. If they didn’t leave, it’s too late. They’ll have to survive the aftermath the best they can.”  

James stared at the General, incredulous. “The best they can? They’re defenseless against the Taken and the Pallid. No chance many of them escaped during the worst snowstorm since Snowmageddon. There’s no cure for the Taken. If Mateo gets his wish, there will never be. As for the Pallid, we don’t even know what they are. Mr. White has sentenced everyone trapped in here to death, including himself.”

General Johnson laughed. 

James frowned. “I see nothing funny about this.” 

The General pointed at him. “You’re what’s funny. You consider Mr. White your enemy, do you not?” 

James nodded. “After he tried to kill us all? He’s high on my nemesis ranking.” 

General Johnson tapped his temple. “Then know thy opponent. Mr. White isn’t the type of man to sacrifice himself. He will allow everyone around him to die to protect the continents, and the people he cares about. That list is short. It used to be four people, but when I disobeyed him, it dropped to three. And trust me, he’s number one.” 

James narrowed his eyes. “What do you suggest we do?” 

Before Johnson could respond, Liam raised the General’s cybernetic arm. “James, I don’t know if we should believe him.” 

The General turned his focus on Liam. “If you want to keep your father, Emily, and everyone else safe, you’ll listen to me. I have an idea.”








  
  
Chapter Two




Sofia Hernandez and her mother, Andrea, stepped into the tower. Sofia was a 29-year-old Colombian-American woman with light tan skin and brown eyes. She was five feet one inch tall, with black hair that fell past her shoulders, full lips, and a beauty mark below her left nostril. Sofia wore white jeans and a zipped-up brown hooded leather jacket. 

Andrea Hernandez was a fifty-two-year-old woman hailing from Colombia. Her light skin glowed with a dazzling white luminescence, and her eyes were blue green. She stood five feet five inches tall, with a slim-yet-curvy physique and short curly black hair. Andrea wore a white lab coat over an orange blouse and blue jeans. 

Their footsteps echoed through the expansive lobby as they made their way toward the GravLift. 

Floor-to-ceiling windows stretched from the ground to the second story of the vast open space. 

Golden escalators and many Super HD Hologram viewing stations lined the waiting area. 

Outside the glass, a sea of red light bathed the city, while inside, the gentle radiance of after-hours lighting cast a warm ambiance. 

Sofia glanced at Andrea. “What’s happening?”

They walked to one window and gazed at the source of the scarlet glow. 

Andrea turned to her daughter. “We must hurry. That can’t be something good.” 

Sofia approached the GravLift. “That looks like the forcefield from Papa’s lab. Did you see it there?” 

Andrea glanced back out the window. “We never had to use it. The Taken posed no danger to us, since they were under our control.” 

Sofia raised a finger. “They never threatened you? Not even once?”

Andrea smiled at her daughter. “They were never a threat to either of us. I communicate with them telepathically.”

Sofia stopped in her tracks. “You mean you speak to them, and they obey? Or are you implying they talk back to you?”

Andrea held up two fingers. “Both. They adhere to my instructions, and we converse. The Taken see me as one of them. Almost like… their mother.”

Sofia’s brow furrowed. “Why would they call you their mom? Just because you can interact with them?” 

Andrea shook her head. “No. The process your father used to create the Taken stems from what he did to save my life.”

She sighed. “When creating the Taken, he used my D.N.A. as the foundation of the formula. They are blood of my blood.”

Sofia gasped. “Why did you let him use your blood for something like that?” 

Andrea laughed, urging Sofia forward. “Let him? Your father is no longer the man we remember. This version of Mateo doesn’t ask for permission. He does what he wants without hesitation.”

Sofia remained silent as they stepped into the GravLift. 

Moments later, they arrived in the same luxurious hallway they had traveled separately days prior. 

Floor-to-ceiling gold-trimmed windows and black marble floors speckled with matching golden accents adorned the corridor.

Andrea shook her head. “He told me he ran my labs to make sure there were no unforeseen complications with the process. Mateo took blood samples daily to check my health. I only discovered what he had done recently.”

As they walked, Sofia placed a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “I thought Papa might be beyond saving. After what you just told me, I’m certain he is.”  

Andrea pulled her arm away. “Do not say that about your father. It’s still not too late for him. I don’t believe the man I fell in love with is gone.”

They entered the secretarial area and found chaos. 

Someone or something overturned the desk, scattered some chairs, and broke others into pieces.

Sofia pointed at the wreckage. “Papa’s creatures did this. They’ve attacked, killed, or transformed tens of thousands of people into monsters against their will. Maybe even more.”

She shook her head, her voice tinged with frustration. “When I agreed to come with you, I held onto a sliver of hope that we could save him.” 

Sofia let out a dry chuckle. “It’s so clear to me now that we can’t help him. My goal is to stop him.” 

Andrea jabbed her finger toward Sofia’s face. “You’re wrong. If I need to protect your father alone, I shall. You’ll see, and when you do, you will thank me for bringing your Papa back.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned and strode into Jack Lincoln’s office.

Sofia lingered for a moment after entering. She noticed the metal gate above the entryway. “Did Jack Lincoln raise this gate because he saw you two?”

Andrea faced Sofia. “He did. Mateo told him that Mr. White tried to have us killed.” 

She paused. “Jack said he’d help our family leave the city and get to safety.”

Andrea looked at Sofia. “I accepted his offer so we could be together again. Your father was furious with me, which confused Jack. He assumed that was the reason we came.”

She looked at the overturned desk chair. “But Mateo said he knew what he’d done. Jack offered to explain, but your dad had a Hunter seize him instead. Jack begged your father to listen, but he refused and had him thrown into the back of a HoverVan at our lab…for later use.”

Sofia frowned. “What was he trying to tell Papa?” 

Andrea shook her head. “I don’t know. Mateo threatened to have his tongue ripped out if he didn’t stop talking, so Jack complied.”

Sofia’s eyes drifted to the surrounding chaos; the broken glass, the overturned steel desk, and the crystal chandelier dangling near the floor. She stooped to pick up a picture frame lying on the marble floor. Turning it over, she found a photograph of Jack Lincoln with her parents.

He was an Asian-American in his thirties with shoulder-length hair, wearing a suit.

She stared at her mother. “It’s possible he wasn’t a good man. He may have been a monster. But watching someone die like that, just feet in front of me… it was horrifying.”

Sofia hesitated, her voice quieter now. “The worst part is knowing my father was responsible. He commanded the Hunter to kill Jack. That blood is on his hands.”

The two women exchanged tense glances before Andrea looked away.

She looked back over her shoulder. “Search for any useful items while we are here.”

While they searched the office, Sofia turned to her mother. “How do you know he came back here?” 

Andrea shook her head. “I’m not. I’m just following my intuition. He and the Taken weren’t at the lab. Mateo may have been there before leaving. The laboratory was messy. He no longer has a Hovercopter. The quickest way for him to reach The Agency is via The Web. A tunnel leads straight there, though I’m unsure which one.”

Sofia frowned. “What’s the probability that he will assault Mr. White?” 

Andrea sighed. “The possibility is very high.” 

Sofia sifted through the scattered papers. “How can you be so confident about his intentions?”

Andrea extended her hand to emphasize her point. “Right now, your father is seeking control. The key danger to that power is Mr. White. He believes that if he eliminates him, he’ll be free to evolve both continents into Taken. If he transforms the remaining humans and destroys the Pallid, nothing will stand in his way.”

Sofia clenched her fist, a yellow aura igniting around it. “We can stop him.”

Andrea shook her head. “I am going to persuade him. It won’t come to violence against your dad. You, the others, and Mr. White are all underestimating Mateo. Right now, he’s wounded and cornered. Survival instinct isn’t so different from animal instinct. Desperation breeds aggression. We don’t know what your Papa’s been up to since he fled the research campus. That’s why we’re heading to The Agency. We need to find him and convince him to fix this before Mr. White tries to kill him again.”

Sofia stared at her mother. “What if you’re wrong? What if Papa didn’t go there, and we miss our chance to stop him?” 

Andrea looked at her. “What if I’m right this time? What happens if we make it in time to stop him? Besides…”

She pointed to the forcefield outside the building. “He has no choice but to head towards the person who trapped him.” 

Sofia moved to the window. “He might create more Taken from innocent people. They don’t know what’s happening, but we do. We have a responsibility to find Papa and stop him.”

She glanced behind her. “Why do you think we can stop him with words? After all that he has done? After he abandoned us when we needed him most? What makes you believe the man you loved is still alive inside the monster he’s become?”

Andrea walked over to Sofia and placed a hand on her shoulder. “There was this boy named Daniel in my grade back in high school. His father was a major drug kingpin in what used to be Colombia, and Daniel knew it. He acted as if he ran the town. One day, he asked me out, and I declined. When I did, he hit me. Your papa was younger and smaller than Daniel, but he stood up for me and beat him up pretty good.”

Sofia frowned. “How does that relate to this?”

Andrea smiled. “Mateo has detested bullies forever. He despises the way they prey on people they think are weak. If we can make him see that he’s become what he has always despised, we might halt him in his tracks.”

Sofia shook her head. “We must stop him at any cost. What’s your plan if he doesn’t want to talk? How will you feel if he goes through us to accomplish his goals?” 

Andrea stared at her daughter, unwavering. “He won’t.”

A tear slid down Andrea’s face. “We need to save him, at any cost. As your mother, I’m making this decision, and you must abide by it.”

Sofia shook her head. “I’ll follow it for the time being. When someone I care for is in danger, I will act without hesitation.”

She turned away, her voice steady. “You may be my mom, but I’m a grown woman. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to somebody else. Too many have suffered and died already.”

Sofia walked toward the GravLift and entered a passcode. She glanced back at her mother. “Let’s go. There’s nothing here that's of use. We should check The Warehouse.”

Andrea typed her code, and the lift powered up. She stepped inside with Sofia, and together they descended.









