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Claudia wouldn’t dream of pulling this stunt on any of her friends. (Granted, there were just the two unless one was brave enough to count Benny, who had recently learned of her secret debauchery with his nephew.)

Low rumbles pulsed through every molecule of liquid in her gut and head. There was no T-minus countdown. Not even a friendly “Hang onto your hats, folks” before a bone-crunching launch whiplashed her into submission against the passenger ferry’s observation windows.

Everyone knows that when the sea is calm and the sun is shining you carve out your perch at the bow of the second deck—unless it belongs to a hydrofoil that reaches sixty miles per hour on submerged water wings.

“Bloo—dy hell.” The buttons on Claudia's wool pea jacket split into a flying spike belt against her scalp. Claudia was always up for a spot of intrigue, but this was ridiculous. Her trendy topknot braid at the crown of her head began sagging dangerously close to that of a disheveled French milkmaid.

A simple disclaimer near the gangway would have sufficed: All Passengers Bringing Hairstyles On Board Do So At Their Own Risk.

She battened down her briefcase under one arm and white-knuckled a crumpled letter.

Dated February 10, 2018, it was written on the kind of translucent stationery and gold letterhead often used to telegraph doom in someone’s life, but as Claudia reached for the lounge's doorknob her concentration wavered and up the paper flew. It hovered like a fairy with a magic wand before zipping sideways and disappearing over the vessel’s railing.

Too stunned to cry out, at forty-seven-years-old she was still as lean as a thoroughbred. Her legs churned across the sleek whale of a vessel in time to see the cursed thing surfing the hydrofoil’s wake. If only she could set the chief of surgery and his disciplinary committee adrift at sea.

With four lopsided steps, she was safe inside the lounge and—utterly alone. A sour odor like regurgitated stomach acid had attached itself to the vast, plastic silence of white benches. Curious how ferry seats used the same epoxied waterproofing against vomit and pee-pants common to emergency rooms, she thought.

No doubt the vessel hosted that low-brow form of British entertainment that terrorized continental Europe, and once seen, could never be unseen. From her first and only Stag and Hen party came the image of a man transporting an empty bottle of vintage wine—the uncorked neck lodged securely in his anus.

Except, this wasn’t the frothy pedestrian stink of someone who would live to drink another day, but the layered putrefaction of death. Something or someone had been left to rot here before being taken away.

From inside her briefcase she pulled out a weirdly damp postcard which had likely been riding its dockside, brine-encrusted carousel for more years than she cared to know. Maybe this would tell her why she was being summoned to an island she’d never heard of.

Inquisitor’s Island, it stated in tiny print in one corner, is a far-flung promontory with a bloody past. Unloved and unclaimed by any nation, it lies in tortuous seas dead center of the Mediterranean. Below was a blurry photo of an island and an eight-pointed cross she recognized from the time of the Holy Crusades.

Let’s face it, if she was going to perform her brand of miracle then the nipple of rock in the photo didn’t look big enough for a needle exchange van—let alone a hospital.

The flip side had a sepia-tone graphic over which one could scrawl a greeting like—Having a great time on Inquisitor’s Island. Wish you were here—Which would be dandy if the meticulously rendered background wasn’t of someone being burned at the stake.

Worst marketing campaign ever.

One hour after the hydrofoil departed Malta, a dark, iceberg-shaped island rose within the balmy Sirocco winds of a Mediterranean spring, and Claudia pressed her desert boots into the pebbled shoreline of Inquisitor’s Island for the first time.

If locals wanted to scare off visitors then the postcard might be enough. If not, a sulfurous metallic stench hanging in the air certainly would. Burned fat and singed hair was an odor she knew well from destroying diseased sheep on her mother’s farm in Romania. The coppery smell was from the hemoglobin in blood.

Ahead, in a dash for the dock an overfed rat jumped from a beachside bin labelled Biohazard. Not the farm girl’s first dance with a rodent with a piece of—What the hell was that between its teeth? She’d seen her share of wasted human flesh but never as lunch for a rat. Clearly, something was not up to code.

As her boot sent the thing tumbling, a joyless man with an AK-47 slung over his shoulder crunched forward from the shadows of a palm tree. If he wasn’t a Middle Eastern guerrilla fighter of the type often in the news, he sure had the garb down pat. Scarves billowed about his head and lower face. A brocade vest over a Nehru shirt, floppy flood pants, and untied high top runners completed the look.

She stood there doing the three-arm juggling act with her briefcase, backpack, and medical bag, and feeling way out of her depth as to what this guy was here for. Was he supposed to be guarding or protecting her? An indolent movement of his arm toward a concrete pad with an aerial gondola made it clear—he wasn’t a welcoming party and she could carry her own damn bags.

He stuck a key fob into a slot and the car, spacious enough to seat a dozen passengers along its plush bench, sailed up the same vertical cliff visible from miles away.

The man paced incessantly, turning their glass bubble into a tilt o’ whirl. For Christ's sake sit down. She eyed the assault rifle and kept her mouth shut.

It was right after they skimmed over a shack humming with a noisy generator that the unmistakable crackle and roar of fire sprang up. She gagged and yanked her cotton turtleneck over her mouth as the full force of the earlier stench struck.

On a broad rock ledge below, guards trudged between a pile of white oblong sacks and a brick incinerator spewing sparks and soot. The workers hoisted one or two sacks over their shoulders and when they reached the glowing oven, they upended the contents and tossed the sack aside.

As Claudia’s car floated directly overhead, a breeze kicked aside the pall of smoke and the two tasked with feeding the incinerator stopped and raised their red, sweat-streaked faces upward. She reared back, struck dumb, because now she could see what they held in their hands—the limp bodies of children.

What the hell was this place, and why was her friend here? Or was she? Claudia fumbled her phone from her briefcase only to find neither a cell signal nor data connection.

With her palms flat against the glass, the scene dropped away, but hands soon gripped her shoulders and forced her down to the seat. Bugger off. She glanced at the semi-automatic again and bit into her curse.

Before the car had even ground to a halt on the lip of a ridge, the guy hopped out and marched out of view where flagstones dove into a discordant tangle of deciduous and palm trees.

Daphne Technologies. Trespassers Will Be . . . she took a wild guess at the last ammo-riddled word of the sign.

Hyper alert, her pulse still racing from the dead children, she silently bid him good riddance, and with her backpack slung across her back, the rest in each hand, she trudged along the twisted, downward-sloping route until she caught up minutes later. He was smoking and chatting with a compatriot stationed at a ten-foot-high iron gate—the chain link fence to each side decorated with barbed wire and voltage warnings.

A pretty flowering hedge would have been a reason for pause—she passed through and assigned the place extra marks for consistency.

Across a shallow strip of packed red earth lay her final destination; Claudia lifted her eyes to the farthest reaches of an Old World facade carved straight from the face of a limestone cliff. Broad stone steps led to a pair of formidable Hellenic-era pillars which framed a double-sided cast iron entrance door. Engraved into the iron was the same crusader cross from the postcard and the Latin phrase: Tuitio fidei et obsequium pauperum.

As she raised her cell’s camera to the words, another rat-faced being skipped into the shot, his hand out long before he reached her.

She did a double-take. So this was where he’d been on the lam all these years, Claudia thought.

“Defence of the faith,” he said, turning his lab coat-clad frame to the phrase. “And assistance to the poor.”

She lowered her phone to find his glad-hand buzzing around her like a biting insect. “Welcome to our institute, Dr. Vlakia. We’re honored to—”

Pathetic. How far had this gifted man fallen to be grovelling at the feet of her own obscure career? Nevertheless, finding the disgraced geneticist here on the island finally shed some light on yesterday’s threadbare email from her friend:

I know how busy you are, it stated, but we need you. Desperately. When you get to the Maltese harbor of Birzebbuga, text us and we’ll send the Inquisitor’s Island passenger ferry to fetch you. Much love and gratitude. Paula, Benny and Maya. P.S. Don’t try to phone.

The first thing she did was try to phone.

The troubling message was not only missing more parts than a Brazilian bikini, it wasn’t Protocol Paula’s usual intimate style. If Benny was trying to deactivate the gene which passed on his congenital heart disease, he was likely in the right place. If their desperation was about Maya, however, why not simply say so?

Claudia had called the couple’s Greek villa first, then Benny’s corporate office in India, and was searching in a panic for the number of Benny’s infamous nephew—her fifteen-year-old victim now suffering from early-onset middle-aged spread—when Benny’s secretary finally came on to say the family was on holiday in Malta.

“Call me Claudia,” she told the wayward geneticist. “And why am I here? All I have is this . . .” Postcard out, Claudia grazed his nose with the burning-at-the-stake side, her unease turbocharged by the dead children. “ . . . and my friend’s email.”

“Sorry, but I’m not the one to answer that.” His index finger and one eyeball tracked the souvenir’s erratic flight path. “I wish they would stop selling that horrid thing on the mainland. We think of our island as a paradise.”

At almost a foot taller, Claudia easily kept up when he strode off at a determined clip. “Right,” she said. “What is the meaning of those children’s bodies down there, Dr. Hocking?” 

“Oh.” The man’s bony knees locked up mid-stride. His shoulders drooped, chopping another inch or two from his limited stature. Those news photos of him must be airbrushed, she thought, her eyes glued to the sharp edge of his ski-slope nose.

“You recognize me.” He let his hands drop to his sides. “It’s sad, but I’m not authorized to discuss it.”

She watched him bounce off, his chirpy indifference to the suffering of children particularly hideous in a man of such intelligence. It wasn’t the children he was sad about but his inability to discuss them.

Hocking wasn’t high on her list of potential friends. Best to flood the jailbird with a techno-rant to prove she wasn’t a lightweight. “Back to stem cell research are you?” she called after him. “Or, perhaps attempting to clone animals now? I believe the consensus on clones by SCNT is that only one to five percent are without abnormalities due to epigenetic reprogramming failures.”

Hocking glanced back and smouldered, beak-beady before climbing the broad steps into the institute. “You certainly have a grasp of the latest in cloning.” With the swipe of a key card across a blinking terminal the ancient double doors swung wide. 

“I try to keep up,” she said, careful to keep things vague. “Who’s going to need a donor if they can have an organ bioprinted from their own stem cells?” When he didn’t ask if she was a transplant surgeon, Claudia feared what else he might know. She was always alert to possible lab leaks.

He stumbled in after her with a forced chuckle. “We’re a ways from there. I must say, the Chinese have successfully grown embryos which are part monkey and part human. Those could eventually give us donor organs.”

She froze. “Now that’s friggin scary . . .  scary . . .  scary.” Her voice ricocheted across the limestone lobby, empty except for a metal desk and stainless steel elevator at one end—and the four inevitable sentries with the same passive-aggressive side eye.

Hocking swiped his ID fob again inside the elevator before pressing the Level 5 button. She knew of only two types of elevators with locks: those keeping unauthorized people out or those keeping non-paroled people in.

Since it was futile to ask where they were headed she rode in silence, tapping her foot to the rhythm of a flat tire speeding over a bridge—whop, whop, whop, whop, until—waa-waa . . . waa-waa. She expected the fire engine charging down the elevator shaft to crash over their heads at any moment.

Dr. Hocking pulled the emergency brake, and glanced at the pager on his belt. “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Not again.” He swiped his ID and they appeared headed back down to Level 1.

When the elevator shuddered to a halt, instead of finding herself in the lobby, the rear doors behind them opened onto a long hallway. Hocking tapped his fob once more, pressed a button, and stepped out. “I’ll be right back, Dr.—I mean Claudia.”

The doors were closing.

“Wait.” She bashed the heel of her palm on Open and when that didn’t work, jammed the end of her briefcase into the shrinking gap, suspending it at hip height. The two-inch slit gave her a view of a strip of the linoleum floor.

Better than nothing. No sign of Hocking.

She was about to start shouting for help when the faint echo of raised voices and panicked footsteps filtered from nearby. A young woman in a Middle Eastern headscarf and jeans bolted into view only inches from Claudia, and a door crashed closed behind her. Carrying a bawling toddler in her arms, she ran down the hall then reversed as Hocking stepped from a doorway.

As two armed guards grabbed her and tried to pry the child away, she pleaded, “Please. He’s mine. Let me have him.” When the child was transferred to Hocking, both the woman and the child went ballistic, screaming and kicking.

“Don’t use the elevator,” Claudia thought she heard Hocking say above the commotion, and before ducking out a door at the far end of the hall.

The woman used the distraction to break free but immediately collapsed, limp, as one guard tasered her while the other cuffed her arms behind her back and dragged her out of view. A metal door clanged shut. The alarm ceased.

Utter silence.

Leveraging herself with an arm and leg, Claudia yanked the briefcase free and the elevator doors closed. Now what? If Dr. Mousey-face was smart enough to discover how to jumpstart cloned cells, he only had to take one look at her emaciated briefcase and figure out what she’d done.

Claudia plopped her flat rump atop her briefcase and backpack, and scrutinized the vents above her. Was this the part where poison sarin gas pours out? Goddamn you, Paula. Or was this—? Oh, toss it. She’d know soon enough.

It was the timing that was mucking up her life at the moment.

Only Paula could convince the surgeon to forfeit her warm London bed for a red-eye flight—and do so on a day when the wheels on Claudia’s career had fallen off and passed her on a hairpin turn. 

Hocking thrashed his head in feigned horror as the elevator doors suddenly parted and he saw her sitting there. “Never a dull moment in this place.” They flashed each other fake smiles. On the move again, the elevator rose from the lobby and passed Level 2. “I’ve just found out your host is available. I could take you to your lodgings or—”

“Paula’s here, isn’t she?”

All she got this time was a sheepish shrug.

Six years earlier, Hocking’s stem cell research earned him the King of Cloning moniker—at least, until he ran afoul of UK medical ethics for genetically modifying the embryos of in vitro twins. If Hocking was the errand boy, who was running the place—a cryo-preserved Einstein? 

Claudia rose to shove her mangled briefcase into her backpack and out of sight. The scene she’d witnessed was too disturbing to let anyone know she’d seen it while still in what might be unfriendly territory. She toed her “little black doctor’s bag” closer, and even though taser-wielding militants were not on her mind when she’d packed it, at least she remembered a supply of number ten scalpel blades.

The innocent excitement of a new adventure was flashing red. Had Maya been kidnapped and Claudia brought in as the go-between? After all, terminally ill children made the best kind of hostages.
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On Level 2, Claudia exited into more of the same airless palette of worn limestone walls punctuated by polished steel doors, where an unseen woman was hollering her head off.

She trailed Dr. Hocking through a meandering stream of sighs and moans from waddling women. Their black robes and headscarves fit so well with the Moorish arches and chandeliers, she wouldn’t have been surprised to see a turbaned warrior swagger by, his curved scabbard swinging from his belt.

A blur of men wearing hospital-blue scrubs at computer terminals was the first hint she might be in a medical facility. It was here at a bend in the hall where Hocking parked Claudia and her stained rucksack in the kind of windowless lounge mob bosses and playboy bunnies might like. Still and fresh as a jungle cenote, with sage green walls and cream carpeting it took a while for her eyes to adjust to the speckled light.

Instead of tossing her stuff atop one of two frosted silk sofas, she dragged it into a dark corner, where, fanned across an oak side table like cheese slices were magazines such as The Joy of Motherhood, Ladies’ Journal, 21st Century Parenting, and more of the same drool she’d never read.

A framed diploma did interest her. It was for someone with a name so long her eyeballs went into fibrillation. The doctorate in virology was, of course, from anywhere but her own obscure alma mater in Bucharest; even if people knew where that was, they certainly hadn’t studied there.

She was scanning for other diplomas when a garish freak show poster caught her eye. Heavily photoshopped, a startled wide-eyed monkey embryo stared back from the confines of a test tube. As usual, the caption would have to be so annoyingly tiny as to make you stick your nose into it. She hated this kind of consumer manipulation because, at six feet tall, Claudia was always peering down at one thing or another. She was no long-legged beauty of the catwalk, though—unless one found her horsey facial features endearing.

Are chimeras the answer to the world’s organ transplant shortage? the poster postulated. This globally condemned soup of mixing the genes of two species was what the geneticist had joked about outside the building. What the hell was going on here—the joy of motherhood or the creation of Franken-monkeys?

At the sound of a door opening behind her, she jerked her nose from the poster.

“We make dreams come true, Dr. Vlakia.” A male voice with a promise of something comforting like Baileys in steaming black coffee, shoved the test tube image to the back of her mind.

She bolted upright to find a man with his back to her. He was unlocking a smoked-glass door into another room and, no doubt about it, the guy had a weakness for silk. Snugged into a blue-striped silk jacket over faded jeans he was the picture of refined ruggedness. 

His dust-gray hair was shot through with the blond of a more virile time, but it was the metallic-hued blue braid which clung to the back of his neck that screamed to be noticed. A vain attempt to appear young? she wondered. Normally, anything going against nature’s grain left a sour taste in her gut, but this blizzard of shades was a snub to the status quo.

She immediately liked him.

“Do you have children of your own?” He palmed the glass open and stood aside to let her pass.

Eye to eye, his crystal blues held her dark browns easily. They had jumped over pleasantries into what new acquaintances assumed was a touchy topic for her. It wasn’t. She liked him even more despite a cautionary amber light whirling like a Dervish inside her head. He was good-looking enough to make poor grooming irresistibly sexy.

“Never went down that road,” she said. “Nor marriage. Are you a doctor here?”

“I own and operate the clinic.” He motioned to two wingback chairs in a corner. “My name is Papakostopoulou.”

Who could forget a name like that, especially in celebrity rags with a penchant for snappy appellations like J. Lo or BoJo? This guy’s plump name and its aberration—Papa K—had caught her eye a few years back at a newsstand, but she assumed it was an article about a Greek gangster. An internet search was in order.

She sat, half-assed uncommitted, one butt cheek clinging to the padded arm of the wingback.

“I go by Homer,” he said. “I felt if one of my patients was coding, by the time the floor nurse paged me the patient would be long dead.” He squared himself into the wingback and, thankfully, didn’t so much as smile at his own joke. 

“We’re honored to have you.”

There it was again. She didn’t mind being honored, as long as it wasn’t based on her research into a bionic heart. If her friends had breathed a word about it to this guy or anyone else including his shoe-shine boy, they’d have to answer for it. 

“To be honest,” Claudia began, “which is what I always am—I’d feel more appreciated if you could tell me what I’m doing here. Moments ago, your man Hocking locked me inside an elevator.”

A look of mock horror wiped the shine off Papa K. “I apologize on behalf of Dr. Hocking,” he moaned. “He’s an invaluable asset to us, but the incident was a false alarm. Our greatest fear is that someone will kidnap a client’s newborn. The guards mistook one of our surrogates for a kidnapper.”

“A virtual deluge of kidnappers, is it?” Claudia asked, recalling Hocking’s “Not again.”

He bristled when she leveled a cold stare at him, leaving Claudia convinced her skepticism was warranted. “Is that what you’re up to here? You’re a fertility clinic?”

“Among other things,” he said. “I heard about your unfortunate view of the clinic incinerator. The cable car is usually reserved for staff only.”

“It looked to me like you’re burning children—not bio-waste.” She tapped her foot through another long pause.

“You’re right, but unfortunately the Maltese authorities don’t want the bodies of asylum seekers. Nobody does. They wash ashore occasionally. Along with adults, of course. Refugees trying to cross from the shores of North Africa in appallingly crowded boats.”

“How do you know their families aren’t looking for them?” she said.

“We send digital images to the holding camps and rescue ships. If we get a response we have our cold storage here, but if not . . .” He lunged from his chair with a sharp sigh. “I can answer any question you may have, but first Benny has some news for you.”

Would her friends bring her all this way to announce their next child? No.

“He’s waiting up top,” Homer said. “And Paula’s in the ICU.”

That shot Claudia to her feet. “Intensive care? Why?”

“She’s fine.” The warmth of his palm on her shoulder did reassure her a touch. “Do you know I’ve been friends with Benny for more than a decade?”

To hell with small talk. ICU was never for patients who were “fine.”

They were in the elevator, headed up top, whatever that meant, when Claudia realized the problem with his explanation—the child she’d seen with the tasered woman wasn’t a newborn. “What’s in that hallway on the ground level where I was locked in the elevator?”

“You must mean the one behind the lobby. It has our in vitro labs.”

Not a bit of hesitation from him this time.

“Our clients are in the top three percent of society. They want utter privacy from the news media and safety from possible kidnappers. That’s why visitors and clients are escorted at all times. Even doctors such as yourself have to prove themselves before we give them passes for the facility.”

A fine joke that would be—Claudia working inside a fertility clinic where people spent all day micromanaging sperm and ovum. Sending them out on blind dates and hoping for the best. True, she spent all day with sick newborns, but at this watershed in life she no longer had any interest in what preceded the tiny things, or, what followed. At the first sign of an opinion out of the little scamps, she would drop them.

Surely His Dudeness was exaggerating about their hyper-vigilance of his own staff. Oh boy, had this man’s face ever gone permafrosty. His clinic wasn't the only thing locked up tight.

****
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AS THE DOORS PARTED on Level 5 Claudia caught the unmistakable burbling of water rushing over rocks. She stepped into an oriental garden sheltered from harsh seawinds by a story-high bamboo grove. Ornamental shrubs and delicate willow trees surrounded a pond expansive enough to contain three pagoda-style gazebos at its shore.

The calming tinkling enticed her up a slight incline to a low waterfall and arched bridge spanning the pond’s narrowest point. 

With arms raised to the entire panorama, a sparkle had returned to Homer’s eyes. “This is what passes for the great outdoors on our island.”

The rooftop garden seemed to cap the entire clinic which might have been a catacomb of caverns in its natural state. Claudia frowned. “Someone has gone to a lot of trouble, but how—”

“It’s not natural, of course,” Homer cut in. “We pump the water from an aquifer under the island. It’s here to amaze our guests flying into the helipad behind that hillock over there.

“The Maltese Order of Hospitallers fashioned the fortress from the limestone caves during the Crusades,” Homer said to her roaming gaze. “And when the Spanish Inquisition took over they dug out a network of dungeons for their punishments.”

Claudia’s head snapped in his direction at this dark image.

“After I purchased the island outright from the present-day Order of Malta, we bricked over the stairs and ...” His voice trailed off. “We left the torture apparatus as we found it. For posterity.”

She wanted to give this eclectic man and his unique island half a chance if only they would stop hurling spitballs at her. Certainly, while the dead children, mad scientist, and tasered woman had made for a rough start—if one ignored the monkey in a test tube, then Homer’s office, this lovely garden, and the man himself might qualify as quite likeable. This wasn’t the only island with a refugee crisis at its shores.

However, what in the name of Christ on a Bike was a medical facility doing with an interactive Dungeon of Horrors museum? If it was spinal traction they needed, that’s what chiropractors were for.

“What do you mean by present-day Maltese order?” she asked.

“They’ve become a medical charity with the status of a sovereign nation. All I had to do to get one of their diplomatic passports was get baptized in the Roman Catholic Church.” His cocky stance quickly dissolved at something behind her.

“Part of the sale, actually,” he blurted out before she turned to see a somber Benny plodding across the arched bridge.

“You made it.” Benny squeaked this out when he reached her. Somewhere in his fifties, in the satisfied but weary way fatherhood works on men who come to it late, he seemed even more aged than during his daughter’s recent heart check-up. Benny hugged as long as she would allow, forever connected through Paula, a Canadian who happened to inherit the Romanian castle once occupied by Claudia’s aristocratic ancestors.

Raised in rural India, Benny Musahar had something else she valued—archaic Edwardian English left behind by British colonizers. His organically pretentious vocabulary appealed to her latent arrogance. Not only was Claudia an over-educated type, she’d been raised by obliviously droll parents on a British estate built with “old money”—so ancient, in fact, that there was none left and the place was a wreck.

Something only the tallest of women could manage, she peered off the tip of her nose at him. “Everything okay?”

He lifted his hand to a departing Homer and cupped her elbow. “Let’s walk out a bit.”

So much for no one moving without an escort.

They circled past pregnant women chatting inside open-air pagodas—their subdued robes and conversations fitting with the controlled landscaping.

“Maya is dying. The infection has returned.”

At this, Claudia halted.

“She’s on oxygen,” he added.

“Take me to her,” Claudia said, already on the move to the elevator.

At Level 3 intensive care, they passed a male nurse at a flickering computer screen and doors closed to prying eyes, before entering a room with the rhythmic beep of a cardiac monitor and hissing oxygen pump.

Before Claudia could lower herself into the stillness and embrace her shattered friend, the listless child laid out on sweat-soaked sheets suddenly groaned and bent into violent dry heaves. Paula daubed her daughter's face with a wet cloth as the child lay back, spent.

Here was the one child with plenty of opinions whom Claudia couldn’t escape even if she wanted to. Unlike her grimly handsome parents, four-year-old Maya had ended up with a Miss Piggy nose and an overbite to rival the canopy of the Hollywood Bowl.

However, what her goddaughter lacked in beauty, she made up for in brilliance. “Does being beautiful make you miserable?” she had once asked.

“I wouldn’t know, pet,” Claudia told her, “but that’s not what’s wrong with your papa.”

Inside Maya’s ICU room, Claudia focused on the monitor which showed normal blood pressure. Whatever was failing, it wasn’t Maya’s heart. Not yet, at least. The girl had been thriving just weeks ago, so much so that Claudia gave the go-ahead for the immuno-compromised child to play with the new wolf pups at Claudia’s sanctuary in the Carpathian mountains.

Benny entered with the chart from the nurses’ station and handed it over. History of familial dilated cardiomyopathy/recurrent bacterial endocarditis was written at the top. As she flipped through, Claudia bobbed her head, but as soon as she arrived at the x-rays her hands fell motionless.

The splintered hemorrhaging along Maya’s nails confirmed her fears. Working overtime since birth, the muscles and cells of Maya’s leaky heart had become exhausted, and with each bacterial infection within the heart’s lining, the child was closer to a blood clot and stroke.

Claudia sighed, ragged and long. The worst part was the pneumonia which kicked her off transplant lists. After all the death certificates she’d signed, was this the start of a slow march to the precipice of putting her signature to her own goddaughter’s?

In a voice thick with fear Paula rasped, “You’ll do the implant?” She lifted her bloodshot eyes, so wild and beseeching Claudia shrank from them.

“There are signs of infection on both her heart and lungs,” Claudia said. “I’ll ask for an EKG and more blood tests to determine if she’s on the right antibiotics, but guys—good news. Maya isn’t in critical need of a transplant at this point.”

“I refuse to wait until my daughter is hours from death before I act,” Paula snapped, Claudia’s good news seeming to have no effect at all. “The artificial heart you gave Benny is here,” Paula said. “He took it out of storage at his factory and flew it in.”

So this was why Claudia had been called. For one sinking moment she wondered if he’d unpacked the priceless thing. She twisted to find Benny staring at his feet, fully aware of the peril he’d put her in by bringing the Thames Heart Institute’s stolen prototype here.

Claudia had turned this prototype into a personal souvenir of the world’s first successful, albeit illegal, trial of a bionic heart inside a human. She then asked Benny to hide it at his factory in India’s hinterland. However, as far as her research institute knew, it was long gone like any other medical waste—replaced by a human heart inside the Johnson baby.

“I’m always here for Maya but—” She moved to Paula’s side at the foot of the child’s bed. “The prototype isn’t ready for humans.”

Claudia didn’t know it yet, but there it was, the first of many lies between friends. This time to protect her lab’s research.

Now she had Benny’s attention. He came to sit beside Paula and folded his arms around his slumped wife. Quietly content with the world and each other, ever since Benny realized that he gave his daughter the gene that was killing her, the billionaire had become reclusive, almost sullen.

At the door, Claudia looked over her shoulder at her friends clinging to each other—rich, beautiful, and (as Maya realized) miserable.

“Benny,” Claudia asked. “Can I see you outside?”

At the first unoccupied room Claudia came to, she took him inside and closed the door. “What the hell were you thinking by bringing that prototype here?”

He pinched his lower lip with a dullness she’d never seen before. “It was a terribly daft decision on my part. I would not blame you one bit for giving me my comeuppance but—”

“You’re a businessman with patents of your own,” she said in a whispered growl. “If that prototype falls into our competitors’ hands before we have it approved, millions in research is out the window.”

Benny squared himself military-style. “My dear friend, you are acting like Homer’s clinic is some sort of den of goondas. I thought it could save Maya, why would I not bring it here?”

There was at least one goonda by the name of Hocking, a fact her friend seemed ignorant of. She trusted Benny with her priceless technology, but Hocking? Hell no. “What do you know about this character Hocking?” Claudia asked him.

Benny frowned. “Why? Does he have some sort of checkered background?”

“I’ll say. He’s a fugitive from the UK’s ethics watchdog. Has he restarted his cloning shenanigans here?”

Benny physically dodged the accusation. “I am certainly not abreast of anything so nefarious.”

“Obviously,” she said. The thought of what other slimeballs might have their sticky fingers on her research sent a silent shriek crawling up her throat. “Don’t tell me the prototype is in Homer’s hands.”

“Of course it is. He has Maya’s life in those hands, too.”

“That’s the other thing,” Claudia snarled. “Maya needs to be in a proper hospital. What’s she doing in a fertility clinic?”

“If we can’t use the artificial heart,” he said, “then a transplant will take place here. Homer guaranteed he could find us a donor.”

In the world of heart transplantation there was no such thing as a guarantee, especially for a recipient so young. If Benny was buying a heart from illegal sources then the promise she’d made to Paula to save Maya’s life—would have to be broken.

“How is a fertility clinic supposed to find a donor heart?” she demanded.

Benny's confusion slipped into shame as he avoided her gaze. If her friends were counting on Auntie Claudia to continue her rebel ways, then they couldn’t be more wrong when it came to her biotech breakthrough.

A month from now, when the Thames lab came out of stealth mode and published their research, Claudia planned to be interviewed inside a television studio about the world’s first bionic heart—not interrogated in a room with a two-way mirror about her part in organ trafficking.
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​Chapter 3
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It was the shriek he’d been waiting for all night.

From far below came the pitched wail of the hydrofoil docking at Inquisitor’s Island. It set Dafnis’s cheek vibrating against the layers of palm fronds inside his secret treehouse, and he was on his feet, shoving aside the oak’s dense foliage.

A narrow sunbeam crawled across the thatched platform. He'd made it to sunrise without dozing off, his brain a riot of activity. The day was dawning without confusion and what a day it was going to be. He wished it would never end.

Like a barometer stuck on the same forecast, Dafnis started every day in a fog with a trend to clearing in the afternoon. Crisp, starry nights, smooth as onyx were when his synapses sparked to life with the faces, voices, and scenes of the past flashing on a screen only he could see. But the minute he drifted to sleep fierce electric storms moved in to snuff out all that day and more. The who, what, where, and how of his entire nineteen years were once again missing in the icy mists of morning.

The clinic’s doctors told him it was a form of amnesia they’d never seen—a pariah of an ailment with neither a cause nor a cure. One named it Leaky Brain Syndrome and since this bloated man smelled like he knew a good lick about his own seepage problem, Dafnis thought that sounded good enough whenever people asked what happened.

Someday soon, Dafnis would prove he was nobody’s fool, but for now he was still the clinic idiot. Homer’s idiot. His son. Fortunately, the sticky slur rolled right off his back most of the time since Dafnis couldn’t remember that he was the son they were talking about.

Whenever he heard the nurses and doctors calling each other idiots, Dafnis dreamed of a day he, too, would be enough of a moron to fit in with this giggling gang. Six years after arriving, though, he was stuck working the night shift, alone and unseen by all others.

Their ferry sloshed to a stop. At the bow was a tall woman with something like a frayed string of wet rope plastered to the side of her head. She flung a backpack over her shoulder and climbed down the outside stairs to the main deck.

This would forever be known as the day the puzzlingly wonderful Dr. Claudia appeared on his beach like sunken treasure on an epic journey from who knows where, and he dropped those other idiots cold.

A flutter of yellow under the beach palms meant Nabi was creeping around. Since Dafnis was outside the fence without a pass, this shifty-eyed butt-kisser was the last person he wanted to see. Thankfully, he rarely did anymore. Dafnis worked and slept on the clinic’s ground floor while Nabi hung around the rooftop helipad’s paramedic shack.

You always knew when the black-bearded lecher had entered the nursery to scan the children at lights out. Jaza said he had the kind of scarred, twisted face you didn’t want as your last image before drifting into sleep, and smelled like a cross between a cheap cigar and sweaty horse. While Dafnis had no idea what a horse smelled like, he knew from delivering messages to the smoking pit that nothing could be worse than calling someone a cigar, cheap or not.

He wiped the dew from his watch’s dial. Half-past six. Jaza would have to show up within the next fifteen minutes for any chance of hiding inside the hydrofoil’s on-board morgue.

It hadn’t been easy convincing his girlfriend to join his escape plan. All the tears and sadness. Or, . . .  wasn’t I the one who cried? It made him crazy whenever this happened. What was real today and what was just a flickering memory of long ago?

Well, somebody had cried and it might have been him.

Inside his treehouse, he kicked at the stray acorns left behind by the overnight storm and thought about how horrible it must have been for his tree to have all those dead people hanging off it. Still, he would have always taken the hanging tree punishment over the iron instruments left behind in the clinic’s basement.

“Idiot,” he said, and tried to pitch the first acorn out the window opening. “Idiot ... idiot ... idiot.” The thatched cubicle was soon a war zone of speeding brown pellets until one smacked him in the forehead and he dumped the lot of them through the opening for the ladder.

Plop . . . plop . . . plop. The damp oak’s wood smell sucked the tension from his chest, the leathery leaves like tiny gloved palms guiding the baby acorns to a soft landing on the forest floor. Much like they must have done when he fell through them at thirteen and landed on a pile of palm fronds.

It was a Homer story, of course, but since it was already in circulation before his Jaza arrived, there was no way to check if it was true.

Would his father be freaking out wondering where he was by now? Nope. He’d be at the clinic’s helipad, giving the Search & Rescue crews hell. It was almost March which meant the horrible work of summer was about to begin. Homer was probably marching into their shack this very minute, yelling and waving his arms, “We’re falling behind. I need more bodies. Bring me the ones still breathing but nowhere near alive.”

How could someone be alive and dead at the same time? Even crazier was why the boat people believed Homer was their hero. What a pile of dog shit. Of course he knew what that was. There was only one dog on their island, but they had lots of piles.

Before he was able to worry about a single thing more his stomach got grouchy. Jaza said they’d be eating from the streets of Malta from now on. He didn't know what a Malta was. He kinda knew what a street looked like, but it was still hard to imagine how this might work since Homer’s island didn’t have any streets—the monster clinic took up the entire dinky thing. He figured the Homer story that it was built as a knight’s fortress and used to torture people must be true.

It was time for Dafnis and Jaza to get to hell out of The Republic of Homer—and that was no lie.

He sniffed and cursed at the first whiffs of the greasy-sweet stink from the clinic incinerator. It sat on a rocky ledge halfway uphill between the dock and his treehouse. Crap. They hadn’t planned on running into the burn crew—their escape was ruined and he needed to find Jaza.

He could almost hear Homer in his ear—One thing at a time, boy. How will you get back inside the clinic now that it’s daylight? The day guard won’t be dozing like the one last night, will he? Secondly, how will you account for your absence?

The image raised a smile just as the tall woman below headed across the beach toward Nabi. Figures he would volunteer for a chance to pat down a female guest.

Nabi was the only other person Dafnis knew who hadn’t left Homer’s republic in years. The island where their refugees lived was only twenty minutes away by hydrofoil, but neither Nabi nor Dafnis had any reason to go there.

He watched one of their dumpster rats dash for the ferry. They always did this for some reason, but this time a small corner of himself hoped it would make it. Whoa! The woman booted it but good. He waited for her to repeat the trick the minute Nabi laid his hands on her, but they boarded the gondola to the clinic, the pat-down left undone. She must be a personal friend of Homer’s.

Minutes later, as one set of boots lagged another on the stone pathway below his tree,  a line of rag-swaddled heads also bobbed past. Wouldn’t you know the slackers were cutting off early again—not for lack of bodies. Dafnis grabbed one of Jaza’s discarded shawls and slid down the hemp rope he kept tucked from view. 

He straggled behind, hidden within the undergrowth bordering the path, and just before the gate he wrapped the shawl around his lower face to blend in. The men branched off into their bunkhouse, but Dafnis headed across the dirt yard to the same side exit he’d snuck out of the night before.

With only ten more yards to safety, out of nowhere an ear-splitting alarm started. Oh shit. Lockdown. He kicked his dawdling into a trot and patted his pocket—yes, the fob stolen from Homer’s office was still there, but he needed to hide before someone saw him. No way the key fob would work in lockdown mode. Flat against the building, he scanned for somewhere to hide. Nothing but open ground between him and the fence.

Just then the alarm cut out. The exit door opened. Don’t look too panicked, he told himself and slipped into his room between the door and lab further along the hallway.

There was no lock on his room, but one of the guards had once shown him how to spot anything weird, and how to do something called a modus operation—every time he returned. He pushed aside the lumpy sack of pillows he left under a sheet, lifted his mattress and slipped the stolen fob key back between the pages of his secret atlas. About the only thing this place had over his father’s penthouse was his very own bathroom (with a lock, too). Why else would someone want to live in a windowless hole just big enough for a metal bed, a dresser, a desk, and hundreds of notepads?

Inside his jacket pocket was the one he’d taken in case he fell asleep inside the treehouse with no Jaza for help. Imagine waking up with no arms or legs—that’s how much he needed it to start his day. His medical condition and who he was, the layout and purpose of the clinic, and a description of his night shift job at the lab were the first things Dafnis read each
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