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        To those who refuse to quit. What feels like the end is

        often just the beginning. Follow your own light.

        It always knows the way.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      I had my fantasies about leaving this place—living some kind of normal life. But I should have known I’d never really leave. I belong here. This is home, like it or not—where it all began, and where it will end.

      This island and me, these people… we’re all the same, we’re all one. A terrible Beauty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            What I Deserve

          

          IT ENDS HERE…

        

      

    

    
      
        
        WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 4TH

      

      

      Three days ago, I woke up with my head in my mother’s lap. I thought I was dead—convinced, really. But it wasn’t the end, at least not for me. Part of me, a bigger part than I want to acknowledge, wishes it had been the end.

      Matriarch Giovanni is dead. And on this perfectly beautiful, sunny afternoon, we are gathered on Albatross Island—at the arena—for her funeral. Our sister maids, Cecelia, Rena, and Cassidy, all perished as well, along with the countless test animals who were sentenced to a life of torture in the laboratories on Black Rock.

      The fire that I started in the assembly room after blasting through the warehouse full of bottles and destroying a control panel spread quickly, too quickly. The sea of spilled Aqua Tonic—William Banks’ toxic and addicting energy elixir—proved to be quite the conductor of flames. We don’t know the details, but I imagine Giovanni tried everything she could to get the others out, even after my mother begged her to come with her and Lillian, out of the building and down to the water.

      Anastasia’s whereabouts are unknown. But we assume she, too, is dead. By the time my mother and Lillian reached the dock and surveyed the situation, she had disappeared. But Devin still lay where Ana had caused him to drop. I will never, ever, be able to stop replaying that scene in my mind—his final resolution as he let me and Alakier go, then his look of pain and terror as the white-hot beam from the gun Ana fired shot through him and crumpled him to the ground like a fallen soldier.

      My mother and Lillian had no choice but to leave him there, to leave without Gio. They had to take the remaining boat and get away from the island as fast as they could, knowing the inevitability of the destruction to come.

      The currents stole their boat severely off course, eventually swallowed it. Fortunately for them, the Madoosik had already eaten, and the terrifying hybrid monsters did not make another appearance.

      They came upon shore far from the gatehouse, fighting the tail end of the night’s ravaging storm as they trudged across the broken landscape. They reached the bottom of the stone stairway leading to the base just as the night lit up with the explosion on Black Rock.

      After we witnessed the destruction from the top of the base, and he realized the labs were gone—along with all the Aqua Tonic within—William Banks took my head in his hands and slammed it into a rock. The lingering effects still catch me by surprise, blurring my vision and my thoughts. With the residual pain of my battered body, but mostly because of the pain in my heart, I don’t know if I’ll ever be the same. How could I be? After everything I’ve done, after everything I put into motion… I’m not sure I deserve to feel anything but this devastation.

      To make things feel even more unstable, it’s been eerily quiet the last few days. As planned, the entire breed retreated to the relative safety of Albatross, and we know nothing of what is going on back on Panacea. There has been no word from or about Leyla, Alakier, and Esmerelda. I feel confident they escaped unharmed. It seems as though we collectively silenced William Banks, his scientist-cohorts, and the rest of the greed-driven monsters of the Panacea Island Branch of The First World Government. But there is no way to really know. I offered to do some investigating, but my mother will not let me do anything until I’m completely healed. I begrudgingly agreed to wait, but only because I want to keep my eyes on my best friend.

      Kendra is nearly inconsolable. She has moments of clarity and what seem like acceptance and calm. Then she dissolves. Back and forth—an ebb and flow of sorrow and grief for her mother, like the waves spilling onto the rocky shore where we will release our loved ones to the ocean. I try to gently remind her to be strong for her unborn baby. It helps, for the briefest of moments at a time.

      Now at ceremony, for the first time in a long time—maybe ever—my mother, Matriarch Tatiana, has very little to say. She is grieving as well, and her grief has trapped her voice inside of her. But it’s now that we need her the most, to console us, to guide us. What will happen next? Are we safe? But she just can’t.

      After the shortest of announcements, she forces herself to say the thing we’ve all been dreading. “Please follow me now for the release.” The catch in her throat is an audible reminder of Giovanni’s permanent absence.

      The arena is silent. We all stand and slowly make our way outside, like the sacrificial herd we have become. There, on a long, gilded stand, four adorned nautilus shells resting on their own beds of grass, driftwood and Wreckleaf represent our departed. My mother stands alongside Kendra, behind the last one in the row, and nods her head. The grieving mothers of Cecelia, Rena, and Cassidy take their places behind the shells representing their daughters.

      “Maids, may the lives of our loved ones not be forgotten,” my mother begins, her voice shaky. “We release them back to the ocean, of which they are a part of. May they find peace, as we find peace as well.”

      She stops and clears her throat.

      “The lives of our sisters, our daughters, our mother, Matriarch, and best friend”—she’s barely holding on—“will not have been in vain.” Her jaw clenches. “The crimes of the men responsible will not go unpunished.”

      “They’ve been punished, Mother.” My voice escapes me without my consent. “They have been… the labs were destroyed. Their plans are ruined. They can no longer grow Wreckleaf… at least, not for a long time. Leyla Banks got off the island with Alakier. She’s going to expose all of Officer Banks’ corruption and—”

      “Stop!” My mother commands.

      I’m halted mid-sentence. Fire burns in my cheeks as I realize everyone is gawking at me. My outburst is inappropriately timed. I bow my head and gaze at the ground. But just as I begin to shrink away, a flame lights in my belly as well.

      “No. I will not stop. I’m sorry, mother, but I won’t stop until everyone knows what happened, what we all did to destroy William Banks. And everyone needs to know that I vow to do whatever I can to ensure—”

      “Nerissa!” Kendra shouts. “You’ve already done enough. You’ve done too much, again. Now shut up and let us mourn our dead.” Her voice bends and halts before the last word comes out.

      I am silenced, and stunned, and hurting as though I’ve just been stung by a poisonous insect. But she’s right. This time, as my gaze falls, my heart sinks into the ground with it. I am emptied at once, of breath and hope… of all feeling. I’m instantly numb, and deservingly so. That’s right. Shut up, Nerissa.

      After my mother places Giovanni’s crown atop her nautilus shell, the rest of the ceremony is a blur. I’m vaguely aware of words spoken by each of the mothers and watching as the vessels are released, one by one, into the current at the water’s edge. I regain only a small sense of the moment as my mother hands Kendra Giovanni’s vessel. There is a muffled mix of sobs and words as Kendra places the nested shell into the water. Unable to watch any longer, I walk away—back toward the protection of the covered arena.

      I walk slowly, not by choice but out of necessity; my legs are wobbly and unbalanced. When I reach the arena, I stand with my back to the ongoing ceremony, steadying myself on a rough-hewn wall. I can barely hear them, can barely feel anything. I close my eyes and fight the approaching dizziness.

      My ears are suddenly filled with an unfamiliar whooshing sound—I’m sure it’s another residual effect of my head injury. The noise grows louder, bigger somehow, and it makes me feel like I might pass out. Great, like anybody is going to want to come to my aid right now. Maybe I’ll just pass out and never wake up. That may be preferable.

      Someone screams, which confuses me.

      A second scream rises, then another. I spin around and realize at once that the strange sound was not inside my head but came from above. Descending upon the rocky alcove, some kind of hybrid chopper appears out of nowhere. It resembles a dark, iridescent dragonfly, but with four rotating propellers on each ‘wing.’

      Devin told me they didn’t use choppers. I guess some secrets are kept from everyone.

      Inside the bizarre craft sit three men—one at the controls and two strapped on the open sides, manned with large weapons. The whooshing morphs back and forth into a buzz as the aircraft effortlessly darts and hovers above.

      As the fuzz inside my head keeps its grip on me, nothing seems real. But this is as real as it gets. The two men with weapons aim at the funeral ceremony and open fire. Five maids drop immediately. My feet feel stuck in mud, and all I can do is watch in horror.

      “Nerissa John, this is a gift from Officer William Banks.” A voice booms from inside the chopper. Everyone scrambles—some jump in the water, others dart behind rocks. But it’s useless for many.

      More weapon fire. More screaming. Blood. Death… more death.

      “Water Dolls,” continues the omniscient voice from above, “you can thank your own Nerissa John for this visit. She is responsible for this retaliation.”

      Another round of fire. I shut my eyes tight and shake my head back and forth, forcing myself to clear the fuzz and regain sharper focus. But when I open my eyes, I wish my efforts had failed. Fifteen yards ahead, clear and undeniable, a foot lies motionless just behind a dark, jagged boulder. I recognize it instantly.

      My heart is in my throat.

      I will my feet to propel me forward, and they do, without haste, without thought or concern for my safety. The gunfire just misses me twice as I land behind the boulder next to my mother. There is no sound but the chopper above, and I frantically examine her.

      “I’m not dead yet.” She grunts.

      Hot tears spill over my cheeks into her blood-soaked hair. “Mom… I’m so sorry.” I lay my head upon her chest and weep, smelling her familiar scent, which only makes me cry harder. She reaches up with her left hand and strokes my head. “Please don’t die,” I beg.

      “I’m not going anywhere. We’ve got too much to do.” She forces a tiny smile, then winces in pain.

      “Nerissa John, you can end this all right now,” the voice from the chopper announces. My head bolts upright, and my mother grabs my hand. “Come out, or the consequence will be total elimination.”

      “No, you’re not going anywhere,” she pleads.

      How did things come to this? How did we get here? Because of me, that’s how. I’ve caused enough pain, enough misery. It ends here.

      I rise from my position, turning away from my mother as she fruitlessly grips at me. “I will come out if you stop shooting and let the rest of us go!” I yell as loud as I can.

      “That is the deal.”

      “How do I know you’ll keep your word?”

      He actually laughs. “You don’t.”

      I look back at my mother, her face wracked in physical and emotional pain. She shakes her head, barely able to move.

      “But… Ms. John,” the speaker continues in his metallic, robotic voice, “what you can be assured of is this. If you do not come out, every last member of your family will die here today, and you will watch.”

      My mind twirls. I look around, searching for survivors.

      “Kendra?” I yell.

      Nothing.

      “Kendra!? Are you alive?”

      “I’m alive.” From some unseen hiding place, her weak voice rises above the chopper’s buzz.

      “Are you injured?”

      “Nothing serious.”

      “Is the baby okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Lillian? Are you okay?”

      Nothing.

      “Lillian! Answer me!”

      “Ms. John, your time is running out. Come out now, or we will finish this job.”

      “Okay! I’m coming out…. You keep your word. No more shooting!” I turn toward my mother, her eyes a mix of fear and sadness.

      “Please don’t, my baby. Don’t go.”

      “It’s your only chance.”

      “What will I do without you?” She chokes on her sob.

      “You will live.” I bend over and kiss her lightly on the forehead. “I love you, mom.”

      “No. No, you will not do this….” She fights to get the words out, then closes her eyes, unable to watch me leave toward what is most certainly my death.

      I step out into the open, fully expecting to be taken down immediately—surprised when I keep walking forward. “Kendra!” I call. “My mother is alive but injured. Please take care of her.” I proceed slowly, waiting for the pain to come. “Kendra… I love you! You are going to be an excellent mother!”

      “Nerissa! Don’t do this. You don’t have to do this!”

      I stop just below the hovering dragonfly. Tears pour freely down my face. “I do! I do have to do this!”

      It’s the only thing I can do.

      “Ms. John, fall to your knees, and put your hands behind your head!”

      I comply and fall, my left knee instantly torn by the sharp, rocky ground. I lift my hands up to lace my fingers behind my head and against my shorn copper hair—suddenly filled with an uncanny, nostalgic love for the unkempt nest that once adorned me. A love so deep, so intense, and so complete—for this crazy, unconventional life of mine, for my family, for my experiences, and for my stubborn refusal to conform. My mistakes, my indiscretions, my flaws. For my compassion, my unyielding love, and my loyalty. All I’ve ever wanted was for those I love to be happy, to be free, to have a better life, to fulfill their dreams. Maybe now, they can.

      A smile so bold, so pure, so unleashed from the shackles of fear and doubt, spreads across my face. I gaze out at the raw and rugged beauty of the ocean in front of me and emblazon its power within my soul. I close my eyes. This will be the last thing I see.

      A shadow drops in front of me. I don’t look. I won’t look. The ocean, the beautiful ocean—my silent blue, my freedom.

      Someone grabs my wrist, and a tight band locks around it, then onto the other. A hand moves under my armpit, lifting me to my feet.

      “Walk. Now step up.”

      He never leaves my side as we step onto some platform, which then lifts into the air. When will the pain come? When will I feel the shot rip through my flesh?

      Hands at my shoulders guide me to sit. “It’ll just be a short flight, Ms. John,” he says as he straps me in, which strikes me as ironic.

      Against my own damn will, my eyes flutter open. As the chopper bends and turns, I get one last look at what remains of my breed. There doesn’t appear to be many survivors; dozens are gone. Just before they’re out of sight, I see Kendra run to my mother’s side, then look up, searching. Waving goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Awakening

          

          LIFE AS I KNOW IT RUSHES OUT OF ME IN ONE FULL EXHALE.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 7TH

      

      

      I thought the bastard was dead. At the very least, denounced from his throne. I’ve never been more wrong in my life. Officer William Banks, my father, is alive and well.

      “Miss John, are you comfortable?”

      “Go to hell.”

      “You’re still as spiteful and difficult as always.”

      “A chip off the old block, I guess.” I spit at him, and he laughs that nauseating, pretentious laugh of his.

      “Well, aren’t you a little fighter?”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I’m barely coherent. After the men in the chopper took me from Albatross, they brought me here, to what I believe is the boathouse—the gray steel building marking the gateway between Panacea and Black Rock. But I can’t be sure. I could be anywhere. Once in the air, I was blindfolded. We landed only a short while later, as promised. The landing was relatively easy but not perfect, as though we were on level but rocky ground. The short distance from the chopper to where I am now—the tiny space they’ve locked me away in—proved too difficult for me to walk blindfolded, fighting off grief and a head injury. So someone just picked me up, threw me over their shoulder, and moments later, literally dropped me on the floor in this dank, smelly room. They left the blindfold on and my wrists bound, and I’ve been sitting here for what feels like forever. Numerous attempts to engage my CNI failed. And as the pain in my index finger made itself known—I could only assume my Crystal Nailbed implant had either been severely damaged or ripped out altogether—the reality sunk in that I was truly alone and that nobody could help me. Only when I threatened to kill myself by bashing my head into the wall were my unanswered screams finally addressed.

      “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      I was taken, still blindfolded and bound, to a toilet. My pants were pulled down, and I was instructed to do my business while my guard stood beside me and watched.

      “Untie my hands.”

      “No.”

      “How am I supposed to…. Look, buddy, you’re going to have to wipe me yourself if you don’t untie me for a minute.”

      That convinced him. As he untied my hands, I considered ripping off the blindfold, but quickly decided against it. I didn’t want to see that sick face watching me.

      Instead, as I peed what felt like an aquarium’s worth, I started humming. Why not? I’d take a shot at enchanting him.

      He laughed. “They told me you’d try that.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “C’mon, Doll. Your game is over. I know who you are. Everyone does now. Right now, you’re just too weak. And frankly, you’re not looking too tempting. So don’t bother. Just shut up.”

      He was right. I was too weak. I’d been here for what felt like an eternity. Had it been hours? Days? A week, even? I couldn’t sense any light coming into my prison cell. I didn’t know if it was day or night. And I had only been given a few small sips of water. My mind filled with images from Albatross, some fuzzy, some as sharp and painful as a knife in my heart.

      My breed had been decimated.
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      “So, Miss John, did you like my chopper? Were you surprised?” William’s pompous voice pulls me back to the moment. “It’s a beautiful piece of machinery, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I was surprised. I didn’t think there were any choppers.”

      He chuckles. “Is that what Devin told you?”

      William sounds amazingly confident for somebody who’s just been ruined. He must just still be playing his self-righteous act, though he must know he doesn’t have a leg to stand on. I won’t take the bait, and I won’t answer him.

      “I swear, that boy is not the sharpest knife in the drawer. The next time I see him, I’m going to have to remind him that he does not in fact know everything. And neither do you, by the way. You both could use a lesson in humility and a reminder of what the word respect means.”

      He doesn’t know. He has no idea that Devin was shot.

      “But… if I had to guess, I’d say that moron step-son of mine is dead. Like I said, he’s not the smartest. I sent him to do a job on the Rock before you and your cohorts burned it down. I’d bet he didn’t get himself out. Nobody’s heard from him. How does it feel to know you probably killed him?” He chuckles again, and I feel like throwing up. “What a night you had, Miss John.”

      “It sure was. And I’d do it all over again.”

      “For what? To have your friends and family nearly eliminated? To have your boyfriend killed? To know you caused all of it?”

      “No…” I’m grinding my teeth together so hard, it hurts. I will not allow him to see me cry. “I’d do it all again just to watch your stupid face when Walter pinned you down and Officer Klein shot you. My sacrifices weren’t for nothing. Your labs are destroyed. You’re finished. You and your dirty business, your lies, your deceit. Your precious AQT. It’s over.”

      He lets out a laugh comparable in volume to his scream when the tranquilizer tore through his thigh. It scares the hell out of me, and I find myself shaking and cowering. He leans over to where I sit on the floor and rips the blindfold from my face. The room is dimly lit, but I still have to squint. I turn my head up to look at him. He just keeps laughing, his mouth open and his too-white teeth flashing at me. He wants me to witness his absolute amusement.

      “Why are you laughing?” I say it so quietly, I’m not sure I spoke the words out loud.

      “What did you say?” He just keeps laughing.

      “Why are you laughing?” I force myself to speak a little louder.

      He ignores me and wipes his face with his shirtsleeve, finally regaining some composure. The last of his laughter dies off.

      “What’s so damn funny?” I yell.

      He stops in mid-chuckle and locks onto my eyes. Then he bends over, grabs my chin, and squeezes hard. Our faces are inches apart, his eyes tearing into mine with such intensity, tempting me to look away.

      “I’ll tell you what’s so funny. You are.”

      “What do you mean?” I try to sound tough—unaffected. But my thoughts race with my heart, and I’m starting to get dizzy.

      “You did indeed destroy my labs. My entire building, for that matter. But you certainly did not destroy me or my projects.” He sucks in a breath, nearly overtaken once again by laughter, but controls himself and continues. “I’ll admit, I was a little upset when that explosion went off. Perhaps I overreacted. How’s your head, by the way?”

      His grip on my chin loosens with his pretend concern. My gaze on him is magnetic. I can’t look away, waiting for whatever will come spewing out of his mouth next. It’s like I’m watching a magic show—illusion mixed with clever deceit and distraction. I’ll figure out the trick. I will.

      “My god, Miss John, how vain are you? How naïve? Do you really think you’re that powerful?”

      I can’t help myself. “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “Aqua Tonic is bigger than you. Or me. It’s bigger than the building it was housed in. Yes, you did set me back quite a few months. Closer to a year. And I was very angry… at first. But honestly, we needed a rebuild. We needed bigger, better… and that’s precisely what we’ll get. You seem to have forgotten that I have investors. I have very, very wealthy investors. They know how big this will get, and they helped to remind me to have a bit more patience.”

      Yeah, I know his main investor. So help me, if I ever see Alexandria Allerton Bigelow again, I will kill her. I can only hope Moriyah is all right.

      “So thank you, Miss John. The future of Aqua Tonic, in partnership with Bio-Genesis Wave Technologies and the Panacea Island Branch of the First World Government”—reciting the titles like he’s delivering an advertisement—“is bright.” He devolves back into his deafening, defiant, bellowing laughter. I want to plug my ears, but my wrists are still bound.

      “Everything was destroyed,” I try to protest. “All the files, the computer systems, all the AQT. It’s all gone.”

      “Oh, you stupid little hybrid. We gave you beauty, for sure, but the brains don’t match.” His face lights up with glee. “Who in their right mind wouldn’t have a backup? Backup files, backup systems, backup samples. We’ll have to recreate it all, but it’s all there.”

      “No.” I shake my head. He’s lying, like he always does. And then a spark flares in my mind. “Leyla got Alakier off the island. She’s going to expose you.”

      William considers me with disgust, his smile folding into a pinched frown, like he just ate something sour. He clasps his hands behind his back and paces the short length of the small room. I’ve hit a nerve. He knows I’m right. He knows what her escape means.

      He clears his throat, putting two fingers against his lips while his other hand remains behind his back, and finally speaks in what feels like a well-thought-out stream. “My wife had nothing before she met me. I took her and her son in. I gave them a life they could only have dreamed of before. There were conditions, of course, which she fully knew. They were unspoken but not unwritten. She had her role, I had mine, and she agreed in earnest. It is therefore so very unfortunate that she was caught breaking those conditions. And it was equally unfortunate, and devastatingly disappointing, when she felt the need to falsify documents in an attempt to salvage the lifestyle she and her son had grown accustomed to.”

      Wait. What is he saying?

      “My reputation, my position in the First World Government, has come under attack by a malicious, cheating woman who hasn’t anything to fall back on without the life I’ve provided her. Her accusations are a feeble attempt to discredit my important work on this island and to take what doesn’t belong to her in any way.”

      “Are you crazy?” I demand, as if I expect him to agree with me. “Do you really think anybody’s going to believe that Leyla… what? That she cheated on you, and now you want out of the marriage, and she’s somehow made up everything she’s going to turn in to the authorities?”

      “That’s precisely what she’s done.” He actually smiles. “So glad you understand. I’ve thought about how to say that for some time.”

      “What about Alakier? He’s a Dolhuphemale. He’s with her.”

      “So what? A number of people in the First World Government know we reintegrated your breed back onto Panacea three years ago.” He scoffs at me.

      “But Alakier is male.”

      “Again, so what? He’s an anomaly.”

      Livid now, I try to stand up, but with my wrists tied and starvation setting in, I fail. “He is not an anomaly, and you know it. He was created by you! And you were going to clone him.”

      “Are.”

      “What?”

      “Not were. I’m telling you we are going to clone him. I hate to admit it has been, as you told us it would be, difficult to recreate the growing conditions for Wreckleaf. We’ll keep trying, but we’ll also proceed with a new harvesting hybrid.”

      “How? He’s not here. That’s not…” I can’t pretend to ignore the defeat.

      “Stupid hybrid.”

      “Why didn’t you just clone us, Dad?” I spit. “Could’ve saved yourself some time.”

      “Well, I’ll keep that suggestion in mind, dear daughter. But the truth? I despise you and the rest of your hoard of bitches. The sooner I can be done with you, the better. And cloning you would have been too easy. I am a man of high standards.”

      I choke out a disgusted laugh. “Yeah, I know your kind of standards.”

      “You know nothing, Miss John.”

      “Leyla will tell them. I’ll tell them—”

      He chuckles again. “Tell them what, Beauty? And—ha—who are they? They are my kind, not yours.”

      I hang my head and close my eyes. Life as I know it rushes out of me in one full exhale.

      “Now, Miss John, I trust that you fully understand your position. Or lack thereof, at this point. And I imagine you are quite hungry.”

      I try not to seem interested, but my stomach growls audibly at the suggestion of food.

      “I will send someone to get you cleaned up, fed, and properly rested. I will be back tomorrow, and you and I will discuss our new arrangements together.”

      “What new arrangements?” I sneer.

      “Well, since you’re responsible for destroying my labs and the delay it has caused, you will be working for me. I’ll still need Wreckleaf.”

      “Why do you need Wreckleaf now? You can’t do anything with it.”

      “We have simple but functional facilities at the base. Formulations and experiments must continue, as always. And you are going to help me. Aren’t you excited?”

      I spit at him again and miss.

      “You are going to learn that I am in charge. There will be new, strictly enforced rules. And I will deal with nobody except you. Your life depends on it, as do the lives of the rest of your living relatives. Do not fuck with me, Miss John. Or I will crush you.”

      I look him dead in the eyes. “You haven’t yet. Go to hell, Officer Banks.”

      He simply gazes at me, smiles, then turns and leaves the room. The door closes behind him, and I hear the lock turn. I am alone—my breath the only sound, fast and ragged.

      The tears spill from my eyes, and I don’t even have enough energy to try holding back the sobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Ghosts

          

          I DON’T WANT TO WAKE UP…

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 9TH

      

      

      I can only remember this happening a few times before, but it’s happening now—a lucid dream. I know I’m dreaming, but I’m fine with that. Because this dream is so much better than any reality I’ve experienced in quite some time. Please, don’t let me wake up.

      “I miss you, Gabriel. It’s so good to see you.”

      Gabriel stands before me, smiling and bright-eyed. He’s skinny, even for him, and dressed in an unfamiliar outfit. But he's here.

      “Remember, child, I have never left you.” He strokes my cheek with his ancient fingers, then playfully rubs the top of my shorn head and rests his hand on my left shoulder. His touch is just as I remember it—kind, patient, and loving. “Here. You need to eat some of this.”

      “Wreckleaf. Where did you find this?”

      “I have my sources now that you’re no longer delivering to me.”

      “I’m sorry, Gabriel. Everything is messed up.”

      “You do not need to apologize to Gabriel. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

      “No. You were murdered.”

      “Yes. I was unfairly taken from you. But I was unable to fight. They told me they would kill you, too, if I did.”

      I start to cry, and he softly wipes my face. I quickly realize it’s because I can’t do so myself. My wrists are still locked together but now above my head, not by ties but by some kind of metal contraption. My whole body seems bound to an upright board. “Here, child. Eat, now. It should pull you out of this.”

      I do as he tells me, the slippery fronds filling my mouth with delectable flavor. I feel the Wreckleaf’s energizing effects almost immediately.

      “Gabriel, where are we?” I look around the dimly lit room. It’s small but much more spacious than the cold, concrete-floored cell in which I fell asleep. Another reason I don’t want to wake up. This room is warm and furnished… like a mini house. It’s comfortable, and it even smells nice.

      “I guess this is home for a while, child.”

      “I’ll stay here with you forever. I don’t ever want to wake up.”

      “Gabriel cannot stay, but I’ll be back. I must go now.”

      “No, please don’t leave, Gabriel. I don’t want to wake up. Please….” I beg.

      He doesn’t answer me. He doesn’t speak another word. He just turns, walks to a door at the edge of my vision, and disappears, like he’s stepped into a black hole. He’s gone—again.

      I open my mouth and scream a silent scream. I thrash against my restraints, feeling my feet are bound as well. My mother’s voice rings in my ears, a painful, lingering memory….

      “Gabriel is dead… we suspect a drug overdose. Gabriel is dead. Gabriel is dead. Gabriel is….”

      “No! Stop it. Shut up!” I scream back at her disembodied voice. The room spins and darkens. Now I want to wake up. Wake up. Wake up, Nerissa!

      I force my eyes open and gain focus just as a door slams against the wall.

      “What are you yelling about?” someone shouts.

      I fight my way back to full consciousness and concentrate on the figure standing in the doorway, a still-blurry silhouette against the bright sun streaming through the open door. Where am I? Not in my dark, cold cell anymore.

      “Who’s there?” I ask, squinting against the glare. The unknown person walks in and closes the door. My stomach drops when Officer Emanuel MacNamire turns to face me, his twisted smile a reminder that my perfect dream is over.

      “Hello, Doll. So what are you yelling about?”

      I don’t answer him. I feel dizzy, disoriented. Maybe I’m still dreaming.

      He walks toward me, eyeballing me up and down, licking his lips. “You look nice.” He lifts his chin and raises his eyebrows. “Pretty dress.”

      I look down at myself in utter confusion. I’m wearing a soft pink dress with spaghetti straps and a slit up the thigh. It hugs my body. My feet are bare. And just like in my dream, both my wrists and ankles are bound—attached to some kind of upright table. Now I pray I’m still dreaming.

      “So, Beauty.” Manny walks up to me. He’s so close I can feel the heat rising off him, and can smell his body odor. “Who were you talking to just now? I heard you all the way next door.” He wraps his fingers around my throat. “Answer me. Now.”

      “I was having a bad dream.”

      “Aww… that’s too bad.” He loosens his grip but leaves his hand there. “You’ve had a rough couple days. Poor baby.” His other hand comes to my hip, and he sucks in a deep breath, seeming to absorb a piece of me; his eyes flutter and close.

      “Get your filthy hands off me.”

      His eyes snap open, and he smiles. “You’re not in any position to be giving orders now, are you?” He buries his face in my neck and takes a long sniff.

      “Get off me, you pig.” I thrash against the table, whipping my head from side to side. He strengthens his grip around my neck, then I feel his lips and tongue at my ear. “Stop.”

      He squeezes hard, and I can barely breathe. His other hand lifts up my dress while he slides his tongue from my lower jaw all the way up to my temple.

      Against the growing pressure at my neck, I start to hum and feel the vibration against his hand. He freezes instantly, then releases me, pulls his face away, and lets go of my dress. Regarding me with utter contempt, he raises an open hand and brings it down hard across my cheek. My vision sparkles for a brief moment.

      “Go ahead. Sing me a song. Try to enchant me, you little slut.”

      I know before he does it that he’s going to hit me again. I can see it on his face. I’m right. This time, he strikes even harder, and I taste blood. When I open my eyes and straighten my head, his hands are at his belt. He’s already unlatched the buckle,  pulling it from his pant loops. Whatever he plans on doing, it’s not going to be good.

      “Kiss me, Manny.” I force the words.

      “Nice try.” He wraps the belt around his hand and snaps it on my open thigh. The pain is a hard shock, and I can’t help but yell out in agony. He does it again.

      And again.

      And again.

      From behind tear-flooded eyes, I watch Manny’s hands move again to his pants. He unzips himself, and I think about Kendra. I can’t imagine the fear, the horrific anticipation she felt. And for her, there were two of them.

      The door crashes open behind Manny, and he fumbles to contain his exposed parts before he pulls up his pants.

      “What the hell is going on in here?” Officer William Banks asks. The irony of this particular man coming to my rescue doesn’t escape me. “Answer me, MacNamire. What are you doing?”

      Manny completes his wardrobe adjustment and turns to face his superior. “Sir, I was approached with misconduct, and I thought I ought to remind this hybrid who’s in charge.”

      “And who exactly is in charge?” William snips.

      “Oh. You are, of course, Officer Banks.”

      “That is correct. Do not make me remind you again. Now get yourself together and move aside.”

      William walks toward me, surveying the battering his subordinate just delivered. “Hmm… I did like that dress. MacNamire!”

      “Yes, Sir?”

      “Get Hani in here to clean her up.”

      “Yes, Sir. Right away.”

      “And MacNamire,” William barks. “Remember, she is mine. Not yours.”

      “Of course, sir.” Manny turns to leave, but looks back at me one last time and, from behind his boss’s back, winks.

      “That’s one class-act friend you’ve got there, Dad.” I have to push past the pain to get the words out.

      “That idiot isn’t my friend. He works for me. And he’s the best damn plant guy you could ever meet.”

      “Creepy plant guy,” I mumble.

      “What?”

      I ignore him. He pretends not to care.

      “So… I trust you had a good, long rest? Do you like your new housing?”

      I have no memory of anything since a woman brought me a plate of mediocre food and a glass of water in my last prison room. I want answers, and I want them now.

      “Where am I? How did I get here, and how long have I been here? And what is with this dress? And why am I tied up?”

      “Woah… slow it down.”

      “No. Just answer me.”

      “Miss John, must I remind you—”

      “Yeah,” I say, “that you’re in charge. I know, but I can’t remember how I got here, and I’d like an explanation. Please.”

      He produces that gross, fake, pompous chuckle. And he seems to puff up his chest in satisfaction over my plea. But before he answers, if he was going to at all, there’s a soft knock on the door. He turns to open it.

      “Ah, Hani. Perfect timing. Please see that Miss John is cleaned up and taken care of.” William is almost jovial.

      The slightly rotund, dark-haired woman at the door nods and looks at me. I recognize her instantly. She gazes at me only with a sense of duty and no hint of recollection. She wouldn’t. She succumbed to my kiss, just as she should have that night at Black Rock in the tank room—with no memory of it. She was there the night I discovered Ana and Alakier, and now she’s been given orders. I am a job. Nothing more.

      “Miss John, this is Hani. She doesn’t speak much, but she takes orders well, and she will attend to your needs.”

      She spoke the night I first saw her. In fact, she was singing. Maybe she just doesn’t like to speak to him.

      “You mean she’ll clean up the blood your man spilled? She’ll change me out of the dress you had me put into just to satisfy your twisted mind? Will I get a new one?”

      “That is correct. I bid you a good evening, Miss John. I will be back tomorrow to go over the Cooperative.” He steps toward the open door.

      “What Cooperative? What are you talking about? The Cooperative is over.”

      He stops and regards me like an intellectually challenged child. “The new Cooperative. Remember? Our new arrangements?”

      “No. No way. I’m not agreeing to any new Cooperative. No chance in hell.”

      “You will, and you’ll do so with a smile on your face.” He steps through the door, and leaving me fighting to catch my breath again.

      “Wait!” I yell. “Wait. Come back. Please?”

      I suppose for dramatic effect, he lets a few seconds tick by before reappearing at the door. “Yes, Miss John?”

      I clear my throat and try to calm myself. “How long have I been here?”

      He seems to consider whether or not to answer, but his twisted expression suggests he’s eager to deliver his unsettling response. “Since Saturday.”

      “What day is it?” I ask.

      “Monday.”

      “Why can’t I remember anything?”

      He smiles. “You were given an antidote to help you relax and transition.”

      “An antidote? You mean you drugged me. In the food?” I’m shaking with anger.

      “Don’t you feel rested? And your head injury seems to be all cleared up. Isn’t that nice?”

      “You drugged me,” I say plainly.

      “Yes. You’ll get used to it. Good evening, Miss John.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The New Cooperative

          

          NO EXCEPTIONS WILL APPLY.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 10TH

      

      

      Dolhuphemale member: Nerissa, daughter of Matriarch Tatiana

      Assigned name: Nerissa John

      Age at transition: 17

      Address: First World Government, Panacea Island Branch Base One

      Employment: Ambassador and Harvester of C. Periculosis Abscondita/Dolhuphemale-Government Consultant and Liaison/Voluntary Test Subject

      Duties will include but are not limited to: regular harvesting and sole delivery of Caulerpa Periculosis Abscondita/Wreckleaf to FWG Officer William Banks; sole correspondent with remaining Dolhuphemale breed in strict compliance with direct orders only; willing participant in sharing all knowledge in regards to breed and acquired Wreckleaf intelligence; willing participant in Aqua Tonic trials and other experimental formulations.

      All outside communications will cease, effective immediately.

      A daily schedule will be predetermined to include harvesting, information-sharing/collaboration, injection(s), and any other work/duties deemed necessary and appropriate.

      In strict compliance, Dolhuphemale member Nerissa John will be allowed to live, as will remaining Dolhuphemale breed, with the understanding that breed will stay contained to Albatross Island. Entry onto Panacea Island by any Dolhuphemale other than Nerissa John will be considered trespassing and any/all subjects will be deemed criminal and will be treated as open targets. Breach of any part of Cooperative on the part of Nerissa John will result in breed elimination. No exceptions will apply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Bedtime Stories

          

          I WAS SICK OF KEEPING YOUR SECRETS…

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 10TH

      

      

      “I will not. You’re crazy. You can shove that piece of paper up your—”

      “You will sign this or suffer the consequences. I am one hundred percent serious, Miss John. Now, I am going to unlock your wrists, and you will do what needs to be done. Do you understand?”

      I robotically mimic his tone. “Yes, I understand… I will do what needs to be done.”

      He leans in close and uses a key to unlock the shackles containing my wrists. The relief is more than welcome; my fingers started tingling hours ago. “You know, I could really use a stretch. How about you unlock my ankles, too?”

      “Not just yet. One thing at a time. I will give you your freedoms, eventually, but you must earn them.”

      Lowering my hands and rubbing my wrists, I try to appear calm and compliant. Carefully, I raise my eyes and look around the room, noting a small window above the sink and the door he’s left ajar.

      “I like my little house. Where exactly are we?”

      “Oh, I think you’ve figured that out.”

      “The top of the base? One of the red-roofed cottages,” I surmise.

      “Very good. Now, let’s take care of business.”

      He holds the paper in front of me; it dangles between his two fingers like an invitation to rampage. I snatch it right out from under his stupid face, rip it up violently, and throw the pieces to the floor. He just stands there, observing, with no expression. I scream and yell and grunt as I flail my body back and forth, reaching down to my ankles to free myself.

      He calmly puts his hand on my chest and forces me to rise back to a standing position. I look him in the eyes and take a swing at his face. I miss the first time but hit him with my other fist just above the eye. He lets out a quick moan, then steps back.

      I’m breathless, rigid, and ready to fight. “Hey, Daddy, how about a kiss?” I hiss at him.

      “Hey, that’s a great idea.” He steps forward, leans into me, and I’m ready to take his face in my hands. Instead, he strikes me in retaliation, and the wound Emmanuel MacNamire gifted me with at the bottom of my left lip reopens.

      I sincerely wasn’t expecting it. I don’t think William was expecting to do it, either. He steps back again and takes a deep breath, pulling gently on the edges of his shirt sleeves and tilting his head from side to side in a feeble stretching motion. We just stare at each other. Then he turns and opens a small cabinet drawer of what serves as a kitchenette here. But this looks less like a place to cook dinner and more like a doctor’s office.

      He produces a needle, then reaches down into a small refrigerator and brings out a chunky vial of cloudy white liquid. He flips the plastic top off the needle with a quick flick of his thumb, inserts the syringe into the vial, and draws out a carefully measured dose. He’s obviously done this before. Then he replaces the vial and turns toward me.

      “I suppose that’s for me,” I growl.

      “As I have tried to make clear, Miss John, I am in charge, and you will comply.”

      “Cheap tactics. You should play fair.”

      “As the old saying goes, ‘All is fair in love and war,’ Miss John.”

      I smile as the tears escape my eyes. I don’t feel afraid; I feel out of control and defeated. And angry as hell. “So which is this? Love or war? And please, call me Nerissa.”

      “I like your name, Miss John. I named you myself.”

      “Why didn’t you just name me Nerissa Banks?”

      He laughs. “We both know I couldn’t do that. Some things need to remain between friends.”

      “Friends? I’m not your friend.”

      “Of course not. I mean your mother.”

      I hardly have the chance to say another word—how dare he talk about my mother?—before William lunges at me and injects the white fluid quickly into my shoulder. It burns, and then it doesn’t. I don’t feel anything at all.

      “All is fair in love and war, Miss John.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      When I wake up who knows how many hours later, Hani—the dark-haired woman from the labs—hovers over me, blotting my lip with a damp cloth and humming a soft, beautiful melody. It takes me a few minutes to regain awareness as my eyes flutter open and I adjust to a light above my head. A quick survey of the room tells me it must be nighttime; both the window above the sink and the seams around the door are dark.

      I try to lift my head, and Hani softly places her hand on me to ease me back. I’m horizontal—lying down.

      “Try to relax,” Hani says, her voice like a warm blanket. “I’ll lift you up.” She leans over, and a soft click sends my ‘bed’ into a slow, mechanical, vertical adjustment, my feet supported by a small ledge. “There you go. Are you thirsty?”

      “Yes, please.” My voice is gravelly, and my mouth feels like cotton.

      She holds a glass of water with a straw in front of me. I’m about to drink, then halt abruptly. “This is just plain, clean water. I promise.”

      I have no reason to trust her, but I take a long, deep drink and drain the glass in seconds. There’s a quick knock at the door, and it swings open before Hani answers it.

      “Ah, good. You’re awake. We have unfinished business to attend to.” William is not dressed in his usual formal attire but has donned casual gray workout pants and a perfect t-shirt in the exact color, the entire ensemble matching his hair. His eye is bruised and swollen. “Thank you, Hani. You may leave.”

      Without saying a word, Hani nods, turns obediently to gather a small bag, and walks to the door.

      “Wait, I have to use the bathroom,” I say, not really needing to go.

      “Hold on, Hani. Please take her. You know the protocol. Next time, try to get her to the bathroom before she’s fully awake.”

      Hani nods again, then goes to the kitchenette and proceeds to fill another needle just as William did before.

      “This is actually a good idea,” he says. “Perhaps she’ll be a bit more agreeable. But don’t give her a full dose. I need her to sign some paperwork.”

      Hani walks toward me.

      “No, Hani,” I mutter. “Don’t do this, please. He can’t make you—”

      I hear William laugh from behind her as he watches his slave do his dirty work. Hani looks me in the eyes, then glances down and uses a technique opposite William’s—she gently inserts the needle under my skin at my shoulder and presses lightly on the plunger.

      The rush is almost instant, but instead of everything going black, it all just goes fuzzy and soft. All the edges blur. And my head swims over my body. A warm sensation spreads through me, then that too distorts and numbs. With no control over myself, I let out a huge sigh, then start to laugh.

      I’m faintly aware of Hani turning to look at my father before retrieving a small key from a hook above the sink. She unlocks my wrists first, and my arms drop to my sides, which makes me laugh again. Then she unlocks my ankles, and I have to balance myself against her as she helps me place one foot then the next onto the floor. The room doesn’t exactly spin; it pulsates. And I’m like a wide-eyed child, moving in what feels like ultra-slow motion, noticing every tick, every minute movement, but as one fluid, continuous action.

      I look over at my father. He’s smiling at me. And for one second, I feel something other than pure hatred for him. But even in this forced, euphoric oblivion, I shake away that hint of acceptance or empathy or whatever it was.

      Hani brings me to the bathroom and closes the door. She lifts up my dress, which only now do I realize has been replaced. This version is much less “cheap prostitute” and more “mythical goddess.”

      “Oh, Hani… look at my dress… It’s so beautiful.”

      “Sit down.”

      I plop down on the toilet and try to pee, but nothing comes out. “You know, I don’t think I have to go.”

      “I figured not. I just brought you a little while ago.”

      “You did?”

      She doesn’t answer me but reaches into her pocket and produces something that makes me blink and try to shake myself back into full awareness. “I had to take this off you. Your hand was swelling up, no doubt from the shiner you gave the Officer,” she whispers. “It would have cut off your circulation.”

      “My ring.” I hold my right hand up in front of me and observe it as though it isn’t mine. “Well, that is something.” My knuckles are black and blue, my middle and ring fingers swollen like two sausages. Between that and the mangled CNI on my index finger, I hardly recognize this appendage as a part of me.

      “Let’s put it on the other hand,” Hani instructs. She grabs my left hand and attempts to put the ring on my middle finger, but I pull away from her.

      “No.”

      “Come on. We’ve got to finish up in here. Put it on.”

      “No.”

      “What’s taking so long in there?” William shouts from behind the door, and Hani jumps, visibly shaken by the voice of her oppressor. She shoves the ring back in her pocket, helps me get up, and washes my hands.

      “Nerissa, do as he asks. He will punish you if you don’t,” Hani softly advises, then opens the door.

      I turn to look at her and cup her cheek in my hand as we stumble through the bathroom doorway to rejoin my father. “Emancipation ignites power and fuels responsibility…” I slur, then blow a skeptical puff of air through my loose lips.

      “What did you say?” William demands.

      “Nothin’.” I wave a hand at him.

      He glares at me. “Contain her, Hani.”

      Hani returns me to my metal bed and locks my ankles inside the cuffs. Out of nowhere, William produces another copy of the new Cooperative and holds it up in front of me, this time not so close that I can grab it. The room is reduced to that single white piece of paper, my heartbeat, and the shiny silver pen William holds between his fingertips.

      He will punish you…

      “All right, Miss John, it is time to sign this document. Hani, stay. You can actually be our witness.”

      “Like you really need a witness…” I mumble.

      “Just making things official. Now sign it,” William orders.

      “I don’t want to.” Even I realize I sound like a spoiled toddler.

      “Well, I am confident at this point you understand the consequences of not signing it.”

      “Yep. You’re gonna kill me. Got it.”

      “Well, yes, that is true. But not before we will kill every last one of your surviving family members. While you watch. Then we’ll kill you. Eventually.”

      I swallow hard and try to concentrate on the almost-pleasant buzz of my most recent injection. “I think you’re bluffing. You need us.”

      “Miss John, I assure you, if you choose not to comply, I am done with our games. Remember, we have collected the male Dolhuphemale’s genetic material. We will produce a suitable Harvester. Or I’ll just take your suggestion and clone you. Then I’ll erase your pathetic lot.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      William grits his teeth and exhales through his nose. He holds his index finger to his mouth. “MacNamire, bring me the Water Dolls.”

      I snap to attention. What is he doing? He’s trying to scare me. The room changes energy from a pleasant pulse to a fast throb, my heart keeping time with it. I look at Hani, pleading silently with her. She looks down.

      Seconds later, there’s a hard knock at the door. William opens it, and my breath catches in my throat. No. But my voice is paralyzed.

      William grabs Lillian’s hair at the back of her head and pulls her from Emmanuel’s clutches and into the room. I almost can’t tell it’s her. Her mouth is covered in thick, silver tape, a blindfold over her eyes. Her hands are tied behind her back. But it’s her.

      Against my drug-induced stupor, I pull myself up and away from the table, trying to stretch as far forward as my locked ankles will allow me to reach her. “Lillian! No, let her go. She hasn’t done anything… please…” I reach and stretch and flail against my confines.

      I would expect William to laugh, but when I look in his eyes, search his face… there’s nothing. He is as dark and emotionless as death itself.

      “Miss John, this will serve as a reminder that I am not taking our situation lightly, and neither should you.” He tightens his grip on Lillian’s hair. “Fall to your knees,” he commands her. He pushes her down, and she crumples under his force. Then he pulls the blindfold from her face, and our eyes lock instantly. Her terror is unbearable to witness.

      “I’ll sign it. I’ll sign it right now. Give me the pen. Give it to me.”

      William looks at Emmanuel, and the Officer jumps to attention—retrieving the document and pen. He’s barely given it to me before I’m fumbling, trying to sign legibly against the palm of my other hand.

      “Wait,” William says.

      I look up, confused.

      “I want to read it first, out loud, to you, so that you understand perfectly.”

      “I do”, I say. “I understand. I’ll sign it now.” But he looks again at MacNamire, and that’s all it takes for the Officer to rip the pen out of my hands and give it back to William. He proceeds to read it, slowly, methodically, over-annunciating every last word. When he looks up, I nod in agreement and reach my hands out so I can sign it and we can finish this.

      “You read it now, out loud, back to me,” he insists.

      “I… that’s not necessary. I’ll sign it. I’m not sure I can see well enough…”

      But he makes it clear with his continued grip on Lillian that this is a non-negotiable order. I do as he says and strain to read it aloud, quickly but clearly. As I reread my new duties and the new laws I will be governed by, fear and defeat sink into my heart.

      When I look up, he nods at me, and I finally sign the document. I shove the crumpled paper back at MacNamire. “There. There it is… it’s signed. I agree to everything. Now just let her go. She’ll go back to Albatross and won’t ever come back. Right, Lillian?”

      Lillian nods frantically, the tears pouring down her face and snot flying out of her nose as she tries to calm her breath.

      MacNamire gives William the paper, who grabs it in his free hand to examine the signature. Then he places the paper on the counter, takes the pen, and signs his own name as well. He never loses his grip on Lillian’s hair, pulling her at an awkward and uncomfortable angle as he leans over and signs. When he rights himself, he hands MacNamire the document and pen.

      “It’s official. Welcome to our partnership, Miss John. MacNamire, the other, but keep her outside.”

      Emmanuel disappears out the door for just a moment and returns with an unknown guard who holds in his ruthless grip another of our sister maids, Sarah. At eighteen, she’s just come of age. She’s also bound at the wrists, blindfolded, and her mouth taped. My mind refuses to believe what I’m seeing, challenging my reality as a drug-induced hallucination.

      “These two were caught last night just as they were trying to leave Panacea. Lucky for me, I suppose.” And there’s William’s signature chuckle. “They wouldn’t explain what they were doing here. Looking for you, perhaps.”

      “They were just scouting, I’m sure…” I say quickly, trying to ease his tension.

      “The Season is over. And there will be no more of that. I told you, all Dolls are fair game now.”

      “But they didn’t know that. Let them go,” I plead. “It’s not their fault.”

      “Well, they should have known. After what you all did to my labs, to my building… you must have known there would be consequences.” He pulls Lillian’s hair, shaking her back and forth in anger. She lets out a muffled cry from behind the tape.

      “No… not this.”

      William looks at the unnamed man and nods. The tall, muscled guard pulls off Sarah’s blindfold, pushes her down to her knees on the manicured path just outside the door to this cottage, retrieves the knife strapped to his waist, and slits her throat in one seamless motion.

      Blood spills freely from Sarah’s neck as her eyes meet mine then quickly roll back. Her body falls limp, the guard lets her go, and she slumps sideways to the ground.

      “No!” I scream and squeeze my eyes tight. “Sarah… No, no…” I grab the edges of my bed as the room spins and I start to fall forward. Hani catches me and eases me back, then I gag and throw up what little is in my stomach. I open my eyes and catch Lillian’s gaze just before she closes her eyes and waits for the knife to end her as well.

      “I signed your paper,” I scream, sobbing now. “I signed it!”

      “Yes, just in time. Let this unfortunate but necessary exercise be a reminder to you of the seriousness of our situation. Remember, these two were caught easily on their own. We know how to deal with your kind now, Miss John. And don’t forget, I have a chopper.” He smiles. “Albatross is easy to access now.”

      I’m hyperventilating, and I can’t stop.

      William turns to the others. “Get this one out of here.” He shakes Lillian’s head, and MacNamire, his obedient puppy, snaps into action, relieving William of his grip on her and forcing her to rise. The two turn, and as Lillian faces Sarah’s fate, her muffled moans and wails rise past the tape over her mouth. They step over Sarah’s body, carrying and spreading her blood on their shoes, tiny splatters landing in front of them with every step. Lillian has been spared—for now.

      I’m watching a movie. This isn’t real.

      “Clean that up,” William snaps at the guard. The man bends over, grabs Sarah once again by her beautiful, cinnamon-red hair, and drags her away with no effort or emotion. A smeared pool of her blood is the
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