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​Blurb

They were chosen for their trauma.
They will survive by their rage.
Six girls wake inside a shifting underground Compound built to study fear and manufacture the perfect Final Girl. Bernice Thorn—the only survivor to ever escape the Trials—is dragged back into the nightmare she once destroyed. Farrah, Sloane, Gia, Violet, and Luisa each carry a past the Order wants to exploit... and a fury it can't predict.

As the Six Cuts begin, alliances fracture, memories twist into traps, and the Trials reveal their true purpose. Only three will walk out. None will leave unchanged. And the Returning Girl is ready to burn the system to the ground.

The Trials are waking, and they remember every scream. 

Who will survive them?

​Quote

“Every girl enters the Trials to escape.

Only one learns what she was meant to become.”
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​Chapter One
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Bernice Thorn's eyes snapped open at 3:15 a.m., the exact minute they'd always come for the girls.

She lay perfectly still, not even allowing herself to breathe. The darkness had texture tonight, pressing against her skin like a living thing while cold sweat traced her spine. The phantom taste of blood and battery acid flooded her mouth—the same taste she'd had during the Fourth Cut, when they'd made her choose. From the corner where the shadows seemed to pulse came that familiar sensation, the pressure of being watched by something that had studied her weaknesses for years. She wouldn't look. Looking meant admitting they might have followed her here, beyond the walls of the Compound. And if she turned to find nothing there? That would be confirmation of something far worse: that she had brought the Trials home inside her.

For a moment, she envisioned the red room, a place that resonated with a frequency designed to unravel her. She could still sense how the air within those walls shifted, every molecule crafted for the ultimate extraction of her will. Each time she awoke from sleep, it was the same: the mechanical precision of terror and the undeniable awareness that it was both a rehearsal and a reckoning.

Her eyes found the ceiling, tracing a water stain and a hairline crack. She counted to twelve, as the world returned slowly, like pushing through a membrane. The familiar tension of her room surrounded her—bed, wall, window—filled with the micro-weapons she had assembled from fragments and aftermath.

She lay motionless for a moment to prove to herself that she could. Then, she pushed herself up, her feet flat against the hardwood floor. The air carried a refreshing chill—she always set the thermostat low at night, one of her three unbreakable rules. She had read that keeping the body disciplined was easier when the external stressors remained within her control. The cold nipped at her exposed skin, sharpening her focus as she completed her routine.

She started with the front door, checking the three deadbolts for micro-scratches and the graphite scent that indicated tampering. Next, she examined the window, pressing her palm against the glass to feel for vibrations—signs of a bug or contact mic. She inspected the putty and the tape-sealed sensor she had soldered herself. Finally, she used a modified handheld EMF reader to sweep the room. After logging her findings in a notepad by the entryway, she marked it with the date and the word "CLEAR."

She ran the shower for exactly ninety seconds—just long enough to get clean without creating any condensation that could hold onto prints or DNA. As she scrubbed her scalp, she recited the digits of pi to as many decimal places as she could remember. This helped keep her mind off the challenges she was facing.

Sometimes it worked.

Dressing was a ritual. She wore a black compression shirt with a high collar for throat protection, reinforced leggings under slacks for her security post, and a loose sweater. Her clothing was organized in three duffel bags: Work, Sleep, and After. Her only luxury was an old camo jacket from a surplus store, frayed at the cuffs, which she liked for its weight and pocket fit.

In the kitchen, she did a final check—ensuring the fridge seal was tight, the drawers aligned, and the knife block was in place. Sipping her black coffee, she scanned the newsfeed for missing persons, mass shooters, suicide clusters—any sign of The Orders' experiments. She never saw herself, not even as a shadow, as part of the design.

The invisible hand left no fingerprints.

She opened the second drawer under the sink and removed the travel bag. Already packed. She could be out in fifteen seconds if necessary. She locked it, unlocked it, locked it again, confirming the security number she had changed every week.

Paranoia wasn’t a disease. It was a plan.

Bernice stood at her door, peering through the peephole for movement. After unlocking the door, she paused for a minute before stepping out quietly. Reaching the elevator, she mentally reviewed her exit for weaknesses. She texted her landlord about a burnt-out bulb while practicing a neutral expression in the mirrored walls, trying to erase the fear still lingering in her eyes. The lobby was empty, so she took the stairs outside, quickly scanning the street before leaving. The city was waking up with a few dog walkers and delivery vans, and she moved swiftly along the line of least sight.

On the subway, she chose her seat strategically: not near the doors, not on the ends, but two rows down from the operator’s cabin, on the left side. She took out her book and pretended to read, but every five seconds she scanned the carriage. She noted the men with their heads lowered, the couple arguing in whispers, the girl with the green hair crying quietly into her phone—the city’s morning rituals, so different from hers.

At her transfer station, she waited for the second train three minutes longer than necessary. Two men in identical suits boarded together and then parted as if they didn’t know each other. She observed their hands and movements, as automatic as breathing.

Her high-rise building near the river was chrome and glass. She showed her badge at the front desk, signed the log, and joked with the always-serious receptionist about the weather. After taking the elevator up, she circled the perimeter twice, checked the security cameras, logged into her station, and noted every unfamiliar face in the lobby.

By 0730, she was at her post with a view of the main entrance. During her lunch at 1145, she ate in the break room, keeping her back to the wall and exchanging only three words with a coworker. The rest of the day was spent cataloging faces, mapping exits, and mentally reviewing escape routes.

At 1700, she logged out, signed the manifest, and left the building by a different exit than the one she’d entered. She made three untraceable stops on the way home: a corner store, a copy shop, and a coffee stall. She doubled back twice, circled her block once, then approached her apartment building at an oblique angle.

The lights in the hallway were still out.

“Goddamn it,” Bernice mumbled as she walked slowly down the corridor, listening to the dull thump of her heartbeat in her ears. When she reached her door, she reached for the handle but froze. The lock was turned just a fraction too far—a small detail that might have gone unnoticed by anyone who hadn’t lived in the constant presence of fear for years.

She waited, silent and still, and tried to remember if she’d made a mistake that morning.

She never made mistakes.

She drew the slim knife from her boot and pressed her back to the door, breathing through her nose. She counted to twelve again.

Inside, something moved.

Bernice waited at the door. The silence from inside was precise, as if designed to be just not quiet enough. She pressed the flat of her palm to the wall and scanned the seams of her own threshold, tracking any minute vibration that might suggest footfall or breath.

A creak from the far corner of her living room.

She let the moment settle. The enemy of panic was boredom, she’d learned. She trained herself to keep still until her nerves learned to do the same. When her heartbeat dropped to its resting rate, she slid the key into the lock, rotated it one degree, and pushed the door with her foot just enough to let in a sliver of light.

Her eyes needed a second to adjust. The entryway looked untouched. She took in the micro details—her shoes aligned as always, the dust pattern on the floor unbroken. But something else: a scent. 

Human, not hers.

She stepped through, hugging the wall, knife reversed in her grip. The room was shadowed by the cheap curtains she’d never bothered to replace. She let her feet move without looking, remembering every soft spot in the floor. Her brain split the world into two timelines—one where she died at the threshold, and one where she didn’t.

She picked the latter.

The movement came from the kitchen. A shape, not quite full-sized, low to the ground. Cat, raccoon, kid? She thought of the years she’d spent preparing for the worst, and here she was—terrified by a potential rodent. She let the nervousness die before it reached her throat.

The figure edged out: small, underweight, dirty-blonde—a girl. Not more than ten, knees pressed to her chest, eyes like saucers staring straight at the blade.

“Don’t,” said the girl. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

Bernice paused. Adjusted her threat profile. “If you’re here for a fix, take the money from the jar and leave.”

“I’m not a junkie.” The girl’s tone was almost offended. “They told me you were paranoid, but this is...” She made a vague gesture that Bernice recognized as the universal sign for too much.

“Who told you?” Bernice kept the knife up, but now it was as much for show as utility.

The girl stood, brushing her hands on her jeans. “No one important. I can go. Just—” Her eyes darted to the fridge. “Can I get water first?”

Bernice watched every movement as she filled a glass, drank, then set it down exactly where Bernice would have. Some part of her admired the mimicry. The girl left without another word, slipping through the door and down the hall with the soft steps of a practiced escapee.

Alone again, Bernice did another sweep of her apartment. No cameras, no wires, nothing out of place except the tiny finger smudge on the fridge handle. She wiped it off, thinking about how even children here came coded with warning signs. This city was a constant algorithm: measure, adjust, survive. The only variable was how long you lasted before the old ghosts recalibrated and found you.

She did her standard thirty-minute decompression: five minutes of static exercise, ten of slow breathing, fifteen of pacing her perimeter. At no point did her body let its guard down.

She couldn’t sleep, not yet. Her mind replayed the day in increments, searching for what she’d missed. The black sedan outside her building was parked for three consecutive hours and never once saw anyone leave or enter. The tall man with the earpiece, who stood by the ATM for longer than it took to withdraw cash, whose shirt cuffs didn’t quite match his discount blazer. The woman with the dog who circled the block, passed the front door twice—once with a backpack, once with a purse—and whose hair, Bernice was sure, was a wig.

She logged these things not as suspicion, but as data: patterns, timings, gaps in their performance. If it was surveillance, it was practiced but not quite professional. She wondered if they meant for her to notice, if this was some new tactic—disorient through sloppiness, a reaction test.

She left her apartment and took the night bus, three stops in the wrong direction, to see who would follow. At the bus shelter, she timed her departure to coincide with a delivery van that idled at the curb, ducked into its blind spot, and waited. The man from earlier—the one with the mismatched blazer—appeared at the end of the block.

He didn’t look lost.

She got on the next bus, rode it to the end of the line, and backtracked using surface streets. She picked up a tail once, lost him in a convenience store. On a hunch, she switched to the train at the last possible minute, ducked into a bathroom, and waited. No one followed. Paranoia, she told herself, but it was the only plan that worked.

By sunrise, she was back at her building. The sedan was gone. An older man had replaced the woman with the dog with a newspaper, but he read each page without turning it, staring over the top every sixty seconds.

She keyed into her apartment, feeling the now-familiar tension in her chest. She checked every room, every seam. No one.

But the coffee pot was full. And she never left it that way.

She poured a cup, tasted it—normal, maybe a little strong. She sat at the table, staring at the slow swirl of liquid, and wondered when she’d started to believe she could ever be safe.

She made a plan. Three options: fight, run, or let them come. She didn’t believe in option three, but she logged it anyway, out of respect for the system.

Her phone buzzed: a number she didn’t know, no message. She placed it in a Faraday pouch and left it on the counter, right next to the knife.

She dressed for work and followed her morning routine to the letter. She checked the peephole three times, took the elevator twice, and left through the garage instead of the lobby. The sidewalk felt brighter, louder. She counted six new faces on the block—none overtly threatening, but all wrong in ways she couldn’t articulate.

At her desk in the high-rise, she logged into her terminal, checked the security cams, and ran a diagnostic on the building’s wireless. For the rest of her shift, she watched the street from the monitor: black sedans, dog-walkers, people who sometimes looked up, as if aware of her gaze.

She knew how this worked. They would watch, prod, and escalate. And then they would come for her, because in the end, the experiment was never really over.

At 1700, she left the building and took three trains home, switching cars twice each time. She got off three stops before her own, walked the last two miles, and watched her shadow lengthen in the evening light.

***
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WHEN BERNICE REACHED for her door, her fingertips froze just before the metal. Something was wrong. The air around the lock felt disturbed, carrying signs of intrusion that only she noticed. As she touched the knob, ice spread through her veins. The tumblers were not just misaligned; they were deliberately rearranged to mimic her lock pattern. Someone had watched her for weeks, memorizing every detail of how she secured her door, even the slight hesitation between turns. Her home, once a place of safety, had been transformed into a trap.

She drew the knife from her boot, thumbed the grip until her skin found the worn groove, and pressed herself to the seam of the door. Listened—nothing inside, but the negative space of waiting.

She cycled through her next three moves: escape through the fire stairs (Plan A), up to the roof for signal acquisition (Plan B), or bait the intruder to the foyer kill zone (Plan C). The choice barely mattered. They’d gamed her out a thousand times in a thousand simulations. No pattern was unbroken forever.

She pushed the door open an inch, then two. Bernice entered through the door sideways, her eyes scanning the entire visible spectrum of her apartment in one blink.

Two men in black stood by the windows, their faces partially obscured by shadows, making them deliberately forgettable. They remained still, the type who exuded confidence without needing to move. 

In the center of the room, a third figure appeared, dressed in a more expensive suit and with perfectly styled black hair.

Kline.

His voice slid through the air like warm honey poured over broken glass. She'd never heard it in person before, only from observation tapes and overhead speakers, but her body recognized it instantly. Her spine liquefied even as her skin prickled with goosebumps, that evolutionary warning that something beautiful and deadly had just entered the room.

"Subject 01A," August Kline said, hands steepled behind his back. “I commend the diligence. But the experiment remains incomplete.”

The sound "Subject 01A" hit her sternum like a hammer to a bell, vibrating through her bones. Her real name—Bernice—retreated somewhere behind her eyes, a small animal hiding from predators. Her fingers twitched, muscle memory from the days of responding to numbers called across cold hallways.

She counted the exits. Both blocked. The window was not an option—third floor, security bars. She catalogued the weapons at hand: three kitchen knives, a glass, one heavy book, and the first five feet of movement before their hands would be on her. She wanted to scream, but that was the one thing she’d taught herself never to do. Screamers died first. She’d read that somewhere.

"Come quietly, and this can be routine," said Kline.

Bernice laughed, a dry pop in her throat. She didn’t remember the sound until it was out in the world. “Routine,” she repeated, and threw the knife in his direction.

It missed, not by accident—a tactical maneuver. The two guards shifted in unison and moved forward. She ducked, grabbed the glass from the side table, broke it against the wall, and drove the jagged end toward the closest throat. The man grunted and stepped back. The other grabbed her by the collar; she stomped down on his instep, twisted, and felt the ligament in his thumb snap as she bent it back. She pulled free, threw the book, but Kline was already to the side.

He watched with the detachment of a zoologist observing animal behavior. She saw no satisfaction, no surprise.

The injured guard recovered and circled her. The blood on his neck was more dramatic than fatal, but it made him angry and reckless. Bernice led him toward the kitchen, where she could maneuver, force a one-on-one. She opened the silverware drawer and sent a handful of forks flying, then dived for the space under the counter.

A hand clamped tightly around her ankle. She struck back with a butter knife, but the grip held firm. Another guard hauled her out, and she crashed onto the linoleum floor. Her head thudded against the fridge, but she barely registered the pain—it was just a cue, a nudge to keep fighting.

They pinned her arms behind her back, one pressing a knee into her spine while the other searched his pocket for a syringe. She thrashed and tried to bite, but they were experienced and made no mistakes. The needle slid in smoothly just behind her ear. As the world shrank to a single point, it felt like looking down the barrel of a gun that had long been lying in wait for her. Her limbs felt heavy as lead, each heartbeat echoing like a countdown.

She heard Kline's voice, distorted and echoing as if through a deep, dark abyss. Each word slithered into her ear like a chilling whisper: "It's a mercy, you know. We need you. We've always needed you." His tone was unnervingly calm, yet laced with an unsettling intensity, like a predator who had meticulously calculated every scenario and found them all to his advantage. The air thickened around her, charged with a sense of impending dread, as if the shadows themselves were closing in, hungry for whatever dark purpose lay ahead.

She attempted to spit, but her mouth wouldn’t cooperate. Instead, she allowed the venom to decay her from within, a final act of defiance.

As the drug took hold, the room shimmered with visions: a red glow, the low hum of the Trial chamber, and rows of empty chairs, each bearing her name. She envisioned herself racing around the circuit, always a step ahead, always under watchful eyes.

She tried to summon a pure thought, something that belonged solely to her—a memory from a time before—but it vanished the moment it met the serum. The last image before her was Kline's expression, emotionless and ghostly, as he gave a brief nod to the guards and turned away.

Her body felt alien, limbs disconnected, while the world transformed into a slow dance of sensation and absence. They carried her out toward her fate, the city beyond oblivious to her plight.

When the darkness finally enveloped her, there was no fear—just the cold certainty of being drawn back into the experiment. She had escaped once before, but now awareness slipped away like grains of sand through her fingers. As the void closed around her, one thought crystallized in the depths of her mind: They had rebuilt the maze, but mazes have walls.

And walls can fall. 

Before her last synapse fired, she made a solemn vow to the abyss—this time, she wouldn't merely escape. This time, she would burn it all to the ground.
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​Chapter Two
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Bernice came to in a room designed solely for the moment of her awakening, a nightmarish blend of sterile white light that felt like a harsh spotlight on a stage of horrors. It spilled from every joint and seam, obliterating shadows and turning the space into a flat, suffocating tableau of dread. Her eyelids fought against her will, peeling open in agonizing increments, revealing a landscape that twisted her stomach into knots.

What kind of terror awaited her here? She felt the poison surging through her veins just before she fully regained consciousness: tranquilizer, but not the refined type used on humans—this was the harsh stuff meant to tame wild beasts. Tolerance builds, she thought with a chilling clarity.

They had completely misjudged her, and a sense of fear ignited within her as she sensed their growing ruthlessness. If they wanted her to comply, adjusting the dosage would likely involve something much darker. Lying on a thin cot, microtremors coursed through her body. The windowless cell felt suffocating, the air heavy with a sharp bleach smell mixed with a metallic hint of blood that hadn’t been fully cleaned. Above her, the HVAC hummed, sending vibrations through her molars.

No reflective surfaces at first glance. But above, near the join of the ceiling and wall, three black glass beads, the kind they used in labs that watched more than tested. Cameras, fixed in their sockets, but nothing was ever really fixed here. She blinked once to let them see the return of consciousness.

She rolled her neck, as if waking from some cozy nap instead of the pharmacological chains they’d thrown her in. She let her hand drift to her own shoulder, slow enough to read as groggy. Her fingers traced along the line where a familiar scar lived—a relic from the last time she’d woken in a room like this. Still there. The world was consistent in its cruelties.

She moved her toes, then her calves, then flexed her hips to test for injuries or implants. Nothing new. They’d done her the favor of leaving her in a gray standard-issue jumpsuit with no pockets. She checked the sleeves for bugging or threading. Nothing visible, but the fabric was too new, too stiff. She rubbed at a seam, fingernail catching a ridge, and felt the faintest raised ink inside the cuff: 01A.

Of course. First in the order.

The cot was bolted to the floor, with two stainless steel anchors on either side. Not to prevent movement—just to ensure that when they came for her, she’d be exactly where they left her.

The urge to vomit came and went in a tidal loop. She curled her fingers in the sheet, letting the tremors ride out, and forced her body to obey by thinking the word: obey.

Footsteps.

A shadow loomed in the doorway, gradually taking shape into two figures that were taller and broader than the women who usually served as handlers. They bore no insignia or name tags; they were dressed in muted black fabric, their boots softened by wear. The first guard wore a series of plastic restraint loops at his hip, while the second held a data pad firmly in hand.

"Subject is awake," the second said. His gaze flicked over her, recording her posture and vital signs. "Proceed."

They did not tell her to stand. They waited, body language calibrated to see whether she’d comply on her own. She obliged, swinging her legs off the cot in a movement as smooth as she could fake. Her knees barely wobbled, though her head pulsed with the leftovers of chemical restraint.

They gathered in a triangle around her, just out of arm’s reach. A small smile broke across her face. She enjoyed the game they played, pretending they weren’t afraid.

They escorted Bernice out through the corridor that curved ahead, its seamless design engineered to ensure there was nowhere for anyone to tuck away a finger or a weapon. The hum in the air intensified here, as if the walls themselves were alive with vibration. She matched her footsteps to those of the two guards, taking note of how they synchronized their movements only to deliberately fall out of step, almost as if it were a game they played.

They led her past three identical doors, each marked with a single blue LED light. She filed the pattern away. On the fourth, they halted, and one guard palmed a pad beside the seam. The panel withdrew with a hiss, revealing a vestibule bathed in blue. The temperature dropped five degrees. Air here tasted like aerosol and teeth.

The room beyond opened up into an antechamber with bench seating arranged in a semicircle. The floor featured an unbroken black stripe, and the ceiling soared higher than necessary. At the focal point of the semicircle stood a floor-to-ceiling panel of one-way glass. Suspended above were two overlapping rings of cameras, their lenses peeking out from the recessed lighting. On the far wall, another door remained closed.

"Sit," the guard said. He gestured to the bench, as if offering a luxury.

Bernice did. She chose the seat with its back to the wall, dead center of the curve, giving herself a clear view of both exits and the glass panel. From here, she could see the reflection of the entire room in the black strip on the floor. She strained to catch a glimpse of the guards, her mind racing as she cataloged the room: molded polycarbonate benches, no exposed fasteners, and nothing heavy enough to use as leverage. The glass was too tight for even a credit card to slip through.

Her gaze shifted to the one-way mirror, its faint rainbow tint hinting at military origins—smart glass that shifted between transparency and opacity on command. She imagined the audience on the other side: scientists, analysts, and a wary nest of supervisors, all waiting for a subject to become an object lesson.

The unsettling blue light washed over her, making her skin appear lifeless. She examined her hands, tracing the scars and calluses that told stories of survival. In this harsh glow, there was no room for deception. 

It never lets you lie.

The guards stood at parade rest, their faces as unreadable as possible. They would not look at her, but she knew from the way their hands hovered near their equipment that they could be lethal in under two seconds. She tested their readiness by flexing her right foot as if to stand. Both tensed. She grinned, more for herself than them.

She let the minutes slip by, fingers tracing the raised ink of her label: 01A. Pressing her thumb into it, she felt the pressure echo in her bones. The room was a familiar cage—designated for announcements about the next trial.

Bernice exhaled, her pulse steadied below the panic line. She wasn’t a subject anymore; she was the flaw in the system—the breaker. As she awaited the others, she contemplated how to redraw the experiment’s boundaries, now that she understood the architects' mindset. Looking up at the glass, she wondered if they were ready for her or if they were already devising their exit strategies.

***
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THE SILENCE GREW A harder edge as the first girl arrived.

She entered with her head down, shoulders tight, as if the world’s gravity was set specifically to pin her in place. Her guard gave her space—a trick Bernice recognized as psychological rather than a courtesy. When you give a subject room, you remind her that it’s yours to take away.

The girl's hair shimmered in a rich brown hue, casting a warm glow as it absorbed the blue light that filled the room, giving her an almost ethereal presence at its heart. She wore her jumpsuit with an air of professionalism, its crisp creases untouched since leaving the factory. As she approached the bench, she pulled a neatly stacked bundle of index cards from her pocket, each one bound with a rubber band into perfect rectangles. With precision, she laid them across her lap, the sound of the cards shifting a whisper in the stillness. In her right hand, she grasped a pen, her thumb tapping it rhythmically against her thigh, a quiet Morse code of thought and intention.

Without looking up at Bernice, she briefly rolled her eyes, taking in everything around her—the position of the guards, the number of cameras, and the potential thickness of the glass. Then, she turned her attention back to her cards. She pulled one off the stack, quickly scribbled a note in her scrawling handwriting, and tucked it away at the back of the pile.

Farrah Huntington. Bernice didn’t know her personally, but she recognized her type all too well. Planners. They were the meticulous architects of their own lives, crafting intricate schemes as if they could bend reality to their will. A list for this, a spreadsheet for that—every detail accounted for, every contingency considered. They thrived in the illusion of control, navigating the world with an air of confidence that masked the chaos just beneath the surface. 

But Bernice had seen it before; when the façade cracked, when the carefully laid plans unraveled, it was a spectacle to behold. They didn't just stumble; they imploded, ignited by the very fire of their failed expectations. Farrah, with her pristine outlines and color-coded calendars, was a house of cards poised to collapse at the slightest breeze. The question lingered in the air like a predator stalking its prey: how long until the storm hit and the planners turned to ash?

Farrah's pen-tapping came to an abrupt stop. She stole a glance at Bernice's face, a fleeting moment of scrutiny before she turned away, mentally filing Bernice away without a word. Good. The first eye contact was a battle no one ever won. 

The minutes dragged onuntil the door creaked open once more. 

The moment the next subject entered, the air shifted, tension hanging like a thick fog. She was tall and slender, her blonde hair shining like spun light, her skin as pale as hospital sheets. Moving in rigid, straight lines, she sat on the bench with mathematical precision, aligning her knees with the seam of the tiles. Her hands rested in her lap, and she gazed at the array of cameras with a cool detachment. Her eyes, frosty and unblinking, seemed to pierce through Bernice, even though they didn’t track her.

Sloane Hart, Bernice guessed. The name buzzed from her memory of dossiers, or maybe from the hollow behind the glass where analysts had compared notes on who would survive longest. The look in Sloane’s face was not hope, not fear—just the flat curiosity of someone waiting for the test to start.

Sloane’s fingers played along the seam of her jumpsuit, kneading it, as if the thread might unwind under the right pressure. After a minute, she bit down on her lip, enough to leave a faint red print—a nervous habit, or maybe a reward.

Third came a girl who practically vibrated with unsaid fuck-you. Her frame was compact, knuckles already white on her knees, neck corded with the effort of keeping her mouth shut. Her black hair was cropped close, showing off the angular lines of her jaw, and when she moved, it was with the sharp economy of a person who’d learned that the world respected only force.

The guards behind her walked in step, but she ignored them, zeroed in on the bench, and took a seat at the farthest end. Her face wore a permanent scowl, though the eyes behind it flicked from Bernice to Farrah to Sloane, measuring distance, reach, and threat. The tattoo at her wrist—a thin line of geometric shapes—caught the light each time her hands flexed.

Gia Ramos. Military kid, or maybe something dirtier. Bernice pegged her for the kind that did not break but exploded. A good asset, provided you could detonate her at the right time.

Gia glared at the room’s perimeter, nostrils flared. She shifted forward, ready for the next escalation. Her hands opened and closed, never quite unclenching. If she could have torn the room down brick by brick, she would have.

The door cycled again.

This time, the girl was nearly invisible, her presence a shadow’s echo. She moved with a careful reluctance, never letting her body disrupt the air around her more than necessary. Her long, dark hair formed a curtain, mostly hiding her face, though it couldn’t mask the sharp lines of her cheekbones and jaw. She kept her arms folded tightly, as if trying to compress herself into a smaller volume.

She sat without noise, arranging herself on the bench like a museum artifact. Then, for a full minute, she didn’t move. Bernice was impressed. It took discipline to erase yourself like that.

But her slanted amber eyes missed nothing. The girl tracked every twitch of the guard and fellow subject, every drift of dust in the camera array, every microsecond when the blue light shivered along the glass. She pressed her palms to her thighs and rocked slowly.

Violet Nguyen. The name hung in the air, charged with an electric tension. It was always accompanied by whispers of “prodigy” and “hypervigilant,” each word dripping with both admiration and a touch of fear. Bernice couldn’t shake the feeling that beneath Violet’s calm exterior lay a storm of intensity, a razor-sharp focus that could cut through the thickest of uncertainties. 

If she had to choose a candidate for survival in this unforgiving world, there was no doubt in her mind: Violet was the one. But the stakes were higher than ever. As the shadows crept closer and danger loomed just beyond sight, Bernice wondered—was Violet truly the survivor they all needed, or merely a ticking time bomb under pressure? In moments of crisis, even the most gifted could become unrecognizable; the line between strength and vulnerability was perilously thin.

Violet’s gaze locked with Bernice’s for an instant. She offered nothing—no defiance, no plea. Just a flat data transfer: I see you, I know the game, and I’m not your problem unless you make me one.

Last came the girl whose warmth was a weapon. Her skin was copper-bright, eyes too wide and too dark to be anything but honest. She entered the room as if she could apologize for the cold. Her hair was pulled back in a neat bun, but a few strands had escaped, floating like antennae.

She nodded at the guards, and for a moment, Bernice thought she might thank them for escorting her. Then she caught the way the girl’s smile snapped off before it reached her mouth, the way her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her sleeve. The friendliness was calculated, but expertly so.

Luisa Mercado, said a small voice in Bernice’s memory. The fixer. The kind that wanted to help but knew the danger in helping too much. Bernice marked her as the most dangerous kind of ally: the one you wanted to save, even when you knew better.

Luisa’s eyes did a quick circuit of the room, lighting briefly on each girl, then coming to rest on Bernice. She offered the ghost of a smile, then looked down at her hands, as if embarrassed by her own optimism.

With all six of them in place, the guards retreated to the door, forming a silent barricade. The overhead lights buzzed, then flicked to a lower setting, deepening the shadows under the girls’ eyes.

Bernice cataloged the cohort. She built profiles from scraps—posture, breathing, how quickly each looked away when caught. She tagged Farrah as the contingency planner, Sloane as the deep reader, Gia as the kinetic disruptor, Violet as the silent observer, and Luisa as the mediator. It was an old, comforting routine. In the old days, she’d done the same with rats or soldiers. The variables changed, but the experiment never did.

The room’s cameras rotated in their tracks, a chorus line of impassive black eyes. The girls sat in silence, each burrowed into her own reality, each waiting for the next algorithm to unfold. Bernice felt the history of every similar room press in from the past, layering over the present: the old
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