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Epigraph

"Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul. And sings the tune without the words, and never stops at all."

— Emily Dickinson.









Prologue


Months from Now

Lights.

Bright, swirling, head-pounding lights. Some white, some red, some yellow; they surround me, torture me. They are me.

Shades and colours, they are illusions, puzzles. They distract the weak in a time of crisis, to help them find their way again, to direct them to their mind again. But not me. Not now. Not here. The lights are not my hero.

Take a breath, I tell myself. You’re alive, it’s not over.

I blink at the lights, my conscious becoming stronger. And then I tilt my head, feeling my own blood swipe across my lips. I can’t remember exactly what happened to make me pass out, but I can remember the events that led me to be lying here, with my hands tightly tied behind my back and my knees crushing into the cold ground as I attempt to sit up.

I know what’s coming. I knew I had to make this choice the moment everything transitioned from the unsure grey to the stultifying black.

Grey was better. I liked the grey, the safest of shades. The in between of light and darkness, the contrast that keeps a heart beating even when it’s close to stopping. While inside the grey, there is still hope to be pulled into the white, to be alive again, but then, there’s also the possibility of drifting into the black.

I am now in the black; bathed in it through layers of torn skin.

Tainted. Decayed. Disengaged. Lost. Lost.

The events that led to this moment are sensitive and dark. Some moments brutal, some moments beautiful. Some moments forgotten, some moments frozen forever. I must believe that I can be stronger than what is about to greet me, that I can be better than the choice he will force me to make: choosing between them. Choosing who will die.

“Beth,” a gentle voice calls across the short distance. “It’s okay.”

I meet his homely grey eyes that are riddled with homelessness, the eyes I have only just gotten used to seeing again after so long apart. And then, they move to the eyes of the man next to him, the electrifying green. Two strong hearts beat next to each other, beating in fear and they both belong to me.

Everything around me is still a blur, but their faces are as clear as the clouds that part to reveal the blue sky. One heart I have loved for longer than I deserved to be loved back and another I have tied my soul with when everything else seemed hopeless. They sit together, forced to their knees, their limbs shackled by chains.

“I made you a deal,” a shadow says from behind their bodies. “You defied me. And now, you must make a choice, Elizabeth. One must die, or they both die.”

I hear the safety of a gun unlock and I hold my breath. After everything I have been through, with both of them, I cannot save one above the other. I cannot love one more. I cannot find the courage to voice a decision. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. We were supposed to be free. We were supposed to be in the white. White.

“I’ll count down from five,” the shadow continues, “and if you don’t give me the name of which traitor you want to see more dead than the other, then I’ll send them both to hell. Five. Four. Three. Two—” I let out my breath, “One.”







Chapter 1


Today

I walk frailly through the doorway of the kitchen, clutching a hot water bottle to my stomach while putting on the best ‘I’m really sick, I’m going to sleep early’ face I can master. My mother sits in her predictable armchair, sewing her predictable sweater that she’s been working on for around a week. My father is in the opposite chair reading through a large book, not bothered nor interested that my mother is even in the room. They sit as far apart from each other as they can; avoiding human contact is a necessity to their strange way of life.

I start for the staircase slowly, holding on tightly to the wall to evade stepping too heavily on the floorboards. None creak, there isn’t even the smallest sound of my breath releasing from my airways; but yet she hears me.

“Elizabeth.”

I scrunch my face up as my mother calls my name, I twirl back around, watching as she continues sewing, not bothering to lift her eyes to make eye contact. “Yes, mother?”

“Where are you going?”

I instinctively curve my spine, the words that roll off my tongue come out murmured and sickly. “Bed. I’m not feeling well.”

“Have you cleaned the kitchen?”

“I did half of it but—”

“So, it isn’t clean,” she says, still not looking at me. “What was the order I gave you after dinner?”

“To clean the kitchen,” I say.

“So, why did you only do half?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” I say, angrier than I should, I can’t let it slip that I’m lying, I really need to get out tonight. “I feel dizzy. I need to lay down.”

My mother gives nothing away with her face, she isn’t one for expressions so it’s almost impossible for me to ever know what she’s feeling or thinking. In all my life of knowing her, she has always been this way and every day of my life it unnerves me. I have never seen her laugh nor smile, I have never seen her kiss my father, I have never even seen them hold hands—it is as though they’re not even human.

The only day that will lift my parent’s spirits, is Sunday when they force me to church, against my will. Only then do I see a difference in their moods and it reminds me that they are kind of human after all.

She continues sewing, threading the needle with precise control as she takes a breath of admiration while staring down at her work. I watch her with an eyebrow raised, once again finding myself approaching the one-way adoption train. Sometimes, I hope for it so much, just so I can find an excuse to leave them and follow the trail of two complete strangers that could be anywhere in the world.

For years, I would dream about finding this small, white cottage with rose petals blooming in baskets over the door, and after knocking on the heart-pounding door, there would stand my real mother; with a welcoming smile, brazen eyes and arms so loving that I would forget my entire life away from her.

This dream was a fairy tale that never came true. For I have never felt loved in this house. I have never felt wanted. I’ve always felt second place to an imaginary being in the sky. It’s been that way my entire life. I’ve always been invisible, neglected and left wondering if there is any point to remaining alive. And then, I found a point. I found a reason. I found it all.

“Do you know it is a sin to lie?” my mother asks me suddenly.

“Yes,” I say.

“Recite Proverbs, chapter twelve, verse twenty-two.”

“The Lord detests lying lips, but he delights in people that are trustworthy,” I say through clenched teeth.

I hate that I can reply to that so easily, but I have an eidetic memory which has brought the curse of the Bible upon me. But also, has given me the perfect chance to babble these odd verses from my mouth and to not ignite a wrath inside my mother, even though I have no care in the world for them.

“Good,” she says. “You may rest, but tomorrow, I want the kitchen cleaned top to bottom.”

I clench my jaw, scraping my top and bottom teeth against each other in sudden annoyance. “Yes, mother.”

“And the bathroom still needs cleaning,” my father says in a translucent tone of disinterest. “I believe you were supposed to clean it days ago.”

“I’m sorry, I got distracted,” I say.

“With what?” he asks.

Unlike my mother, my father goes to the effort of lifting his head to meet my eyes. I glare into those piercing, beady hazel holes and I catch my breath that he could look at me with such loathe. My father isn’t well kept. He wears plain, simple shirts with baggy pants and has taken to growing a musty, unwashed beard that reaches below his collarbone. His dim, black hair is either always messy and un-brushed, or flat and smothered in slick grease. He takes no pride in his appearance because just like my mother, he believes noticing oneself is an act of sin.

My mother is just as revolting. They had me late in life so her hair is half dark brown and half grey. It’s as long as mine because we’re not permitted to cut our hair, and she has so many knots and careless loose strands that if she did ever put a comb through it, it’d most likely all fall out. Despite her impeccable hair growth, she only ever lets her hair down before she relinquishes herself to bed, every other moment of the day, it is tied back in a neat, circular bun. She wears a boring blouse and a boring blazer with boring, grey pants and slippers that are half eaten from moths. Her pale, wrinkled face contains permanent bags under her eyes that no amount of cream in the world could fix. Many have assumed that they’re my grandparents and I can’t blame them.

“Tidying the rest of the house,” I say with a quick, sarcastic smile that doesn’t meet my eyes.

“Did you do your assignment yet?” my mother asks. “It’s due tomorrow.”

Just like every other thing my parent’s control, I’m home-schooled. My mother worked as a high-school teacher for thirty years before retirement, so she’s my qualified, pain-in-the-ass lecturer five days a week. Even though she’s the only teacher I’ve ever known, I’ve still passed every exam that the Board of Education has graded me on with a 4.33 GPA score. When I was younger, I read a lot. I read anything and everything, just to get away from home because it wasn’t like I had any friends to do things with. I don’t know how I adapted to being smart, I’ve never really had that influence from my parents, but gaining an eidetic memory from anything I read, has been the only thing that has kept me in their good books.

“I did my assignment three days ago,” I say. “I told you that.”

“Watch your tongue or I’ll wash it out with soap again.”

“Sorry,” I say, swallowing at the memory. “Can I go now? I really don’t feel well.”

“Yes,” she finally says and the word is like music to my ears. “See you at dawn.”

I keep the act of feeling sick going until I’m halfway up the staircase, and then I release the hot water bottle from my stomach and a grin lights up my face. I keep a steady pace as I cross the landing, and I open my bedroom door and my pace quickens.

I run over to my bed, hoisting up the mattress as I search for my secret mobile phone that I keep hidden from them. It’s against their rules to have any form of technology—that includes mobile devices, computers, laptops, televisions, iPods, even an alarm clock. I’m not ‘allowed’ to have any form of communication with the outside world while inside this house because this is ‘God’s’ house and God never ‘intended’ for the modern world to occur. Yet, they have electricity and gas, and they drive cars, some things are just so contradictory that it’s laughable.

I’m also not allowed to have a boyfriend because of the temptation of sin, but I’m not accustomed to abiding by their rules. I’ve broken a few of their rules before. And the repercussions almost killed me.

One time, they locked me in my bedroom for seven whole days with only a small bottle of water to keep me alive. Another time, because I forgot to put the turkey in the oven for Thanksgiving, they water boarded me until I almost felt my heart stop. I still can’t put my head under water because of that, even taking a shower makes me break out into panic attacks. I could take their beatings, their starvation rituals, their repression, even their forced slavery upon me; but what they did that day, that was the worst thing they could ever do. Suffocation is now my number one, gut-wrenching fear.

I scroll through my list of contacts and I go straight to his name. I click call, while opening the window of my bedroom to lean into the fresh darkness.

“Hello?” Nathan says, his voice sweet and tingly.

“Hi,” I whisper. “They bought it. They’ll be in bed soon.”

“That’s some incredible intel and the plan?”

“I’ll text you when they’ve come upstairs. I’ll have to wait a while until they’re fully asleep, so I’ll let you know when I’m coming down.”

“Okay,” he says. I can hear the loud, party-going sound of clusters of other voices in the background. “You’re not really missing much.”

“Anything is much to me after a day in this hell hole,” I say. “You haven’t drank, have you?”

“I’ve had one. I’m alright to drive. I’ll come pick you up, but don’t be too long because if I don’t have more alcohol soon, I’m going to fall asleep.”

“Nathan,” I say with a hard, thorough voice. “I swear if you fall asleep before coming to get me, then I’m going to run to that party and cut your—”

“Alright,” he laughs, over-riding the best bit of my threat. “I’ll let my imagination finish that sentence.”

I find myself smiling as I press the phone tighter to my ear. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Hopefully.”

“Hopefully,” I echo.

He disconnects the call and I stare at the blank screen with a frown. I was enjoying having his voice inside my ear, it’s the only thing that ignites an unfamiliar smile on my face. Since meeting Nathan, my life has been turned upside down. I thought I was worthless, useless and had no purpose to living; until that one fine day when he knocked on the door of my house, confusing it for someone else’s and blew my world apart.

Thankfully, my parents were at one of their secret church meetings and I was home alone. He stood there confident and strong on my porch—this handsome, dark-haired stranger with light grey eyes and thick, dark eyelashes. He said some words, I said some words, I laughed, he laughed and somehow, we exchanged numbers, somehow, he saw beyond what anyone else sees when they look at me.

He saw the one thing I have never seen in myself; he saw promise.

While I wait in agony for my parents to take themselves to their separate bedrooms, I begin getting ready. I ditch my silk pyjamas, and I replace them with a long-sleeved black sweater and denim shorts. I unearth my secret makeup bag, which I keep hidden underneath a broken floorboard and I stare at myself in the mirror as I wonder what to do.

My wavy, black hair is knotty and disgraceful. I take out a comb from the drawer—something that my mother allows me to keep and I begin combing it back, smiling as the waves layer themselves down my shoulders.

I grip my dimple-chin between my fingers, swinging my face left and right, sighing as I reach into my makeup bag to see what I can try and do to make my face more presentable. I decide to just rub my skin in cream that makes it shiny and oily. My eye lashes are already thick and dark, but I gently add some mascara to give it some volume.

I reach back into my bag, bringing out a tube of coconut lip gloss that tastes bizarre on my lips. I spread it out, filling it in until I’m pretty much smothered in it.

That’s enough. That’s more oddity than I’m used to.

I hide my bag, rising from my stool and I turn out my bedroom light—climbing into bed with the covers pulled across my body. They’ll most likely check on me before they go to sleep, they usually do whenever my mother makes me recite the lie passage. I pat my hair, making sure it covers my face, as I turn away from the door towards the window.

I watch the moon that sits high in the blanket of darkness and I find myself praying to it that tonight will be okay. I’ve snuck out a thousand times, they never suspected a thing—so why should tonight be different?

It’ll be fine. It’ll all be fine. I’ll be home before dawn and I’ll get a few hours rest until I’m woken up, and by then, I’ll be fresh and ready to face the horrors of the day.

It’ll all be fine.









Chapter 2

Sometime later—an hour?—I hear my mother crawling up the stairs as though her spine has been carved into pieces. She opens my bedroom door, as expected and then closes it. My father follows a few minutes later and as soon as I hear his bedroom door shut, I reach underneath my pillow case for my phone.

I send Nathan a text to inform him that the coast is clear for him to begin driving and he texts me back barely twenty seconds later, like he’s been staring at his phone for the entire hour to be given that news.

The party is at least ten minutes away, and that’ll be enough time for my parents to drift into a soundless, deep dream where they’re probably just sat on chairs; reading and sewing.

Ten minutes goes by like seconds and soon enough, I hear Nathan’s car pull up on the street outside my house. Excitement courses through my veins and I fly the covers from my body as I wander through the darkness of my bedroom to the window. I open it wide before climbing out, testing my right foot first which goes over the ledge easily and I dig my foot into a gap between the bricks as I twirl my left foot to follow it. I grip the edge of the window as though my life depends on it. I drop my body softly downwards as I make the exchange from the window to the ledge, but then my foot slides against useless brick and I’m left hanging in mid-air.

Blood drains from my face as I clench my teeth in agony, I stretch my arm outwards to try and grip the pipe that I usually climb down, but something is different tonight. I can’t regain my footing, I can’t find the hole in the brick to support my weight. My foot scrapes at the brick desperately, my body paralyzing with weakness as memories of their pain against me lights up my mind. I see my father’s belt hitting my body, I see my mother’s grin as she holds the wet flannel over my face. I hear their justification again and again.

You must be cleansed.

You are riddled with sin.

We must clean you.

My eyes fall on to the scar that’s imprinted into my left palm and then I remember the agony of when they poured boiling water over it.

Whenever I’m in a situation where I have to be strong, I always go back to the thousand and one ways that they took it away from me. And I can never get past it.

I fall to the floor, which greets me quick and sudden, and I try to hold in a noise of pain as my backside smacks into the concrete. I observe my legs first, making sure there are no visible marks, but there doesn’t seem to be any, however, my arm aches like someone has punched it.

I rise to my feet, wiping off gravel from my clothes, before turning to meet Nathan’s panicked face as he abandons his car across the street to charge over.

“Are you okay?” he says as he jogs towards the end of my lawn.

“Yeah,” I say, still wiping myself down. I turn my attention to my hands which are plastered in small cuts where my skin has broken, leaving patches of dry blood. “Dammit. How am I going to explain that?”

Nathan stares down at my hands and confusion mounts on his face. “Just say you got up early and went for a run, and fell in the forest.”

I glare at him.

“What?” he says with a shrug. “It happens.”

“Not to people like me,” I mumble.

“Huh?”

“Nothing,” I say and then I smile. “Hi.”

“Hi,” he says, leaning in to kiss me. I wrap my arms around his shoulders as our lips meet and then I have to retract them as my arm begins to sting.

“Ouch,” I wince. “I think I’ve done some damage to my arm.”

Nathan rolls his eyes and takes my hand, dragging me to his car. “Come on, wuss, you’ll be fine once you get some alcohol in you.”

I agree with him silently, and I slip into the passenger seat of his car while he drops into the driver’s seat and turns the engine on. He might think I’m just overreacting, but he doesn’t realise the consequences that something like this will have on me at home. How am I supposed to explain that I developed a bruised arm and cut hands from having eight hours’ sleep?

Nathan doesn’t know about it. He doesn’t know about anything. He knows little things, like how religious my parents are and that they’ve got strict views on the world, like rejecting the idea of technology or allowing me to date. But he’s oblivious to the other things, the things that will scar my mind until the day I die. To the physical and mental abuse that I’ve been subjected with since I was a child. I know that how my parents treat me is wrong, I’ve always known that, I’ve just never had the courage to challenge them. They’ve got the church behind them, they’ve got an army of religious, brainwashed allies to back them up if it ever got serious.

When I break their rules, I feel like I’m secretly getting revenge on them and that’s enough.

As Nathan’s car begins rolling off the side walk and into the road, I glance towards my house aimlessly, feeling that satisfactory victory creep into my bloodstream.

But as I attempt to grin, as I attempt to enjoy the moment when I can deny them—a tug of dread courses through me as I swear, just for one moment, I see a face in my bedroom window.





Chapter 3

Nathan parks his car in the enormous driveway of the grand three-story house that belongs to the wealthiest family in town. The brave child of Simone and Luke, Henry, is throwing one of the wildest parties I’ve ever seen.

As I climb out of the car, all around me, drunk teenagers are screaming and jumping on cars that are piled together on the driveway. Party-goers are everywhere, some are standing on balconies pouring bottles of beer onto the heads of those below them—some are dancing in a daze to music that isn’t there, others are kissing or getting more than friendly with each other on the ground.

And this is just the outside.

“Thought you said I wasn’t missing much?” I say to Nathan with a smile.

He takes my pained hand and leads me towards the steps of the house. “That was an hour ago,” he says. “I’m pretty sure your imagination can work out the rest.”

“I don’t really think I need to imagine,” I say as I step over a drunk girl that has fallen at my feet.

The inside of the house is even more chaotic. The music can be heard first, as it blasts through speakers that I, unfortunately, have to wait beside as too many crowd an archway into the main room. I begin swaying, nudging my side into Nathan’s as I go along with the base. He dances back, moving his shoulders in a giddy moment of rejoice.

He grips my hand tighter as he spots an opportunity to push past people and we both squeeze our way through a gap that, although, seemed like a good idea at the time, definitely isn’t. There’s so many bodies, so many drunks stumbling into me and even though I’m in pain from my throbbing arm, I manage to successfully push them away from me.

Nathan takes me over to the other side of the wide spaced, luxurious lounge—and I stare at the glistening, polished chandelier on the ceiling. It must be amazing to live in a house like this, to live a lifestyle like this, everything around me, although partly trashed, is still poignant and elegant.

The white-tiled floor looks as though it’s been scrubbed until someone’s hands bled and there’s a plastic box in the corner stuffed with dozens of antiques that Henry must have stashed away before the party began. Some of those antiques must be worth thousands.

Nathan stops us at a long table against a wall that plays host to so many bottles of alcohol that I’m spoilt for choice. I take a bottle of blue liquid that I’ve never heard the name of and I use the bottle opener to open it, before bringing it quickly to my lips.

“Are all of these people from your high school?” I shout to Nathan over the noise.

Nathan nods. “Pretty much.”

I scan my eyes around all the drunk faces. Some I recognise from other parties, some I know well because they’re Nathan’s friends, but the rest are a complete blur. I feel like an outcast at this party because they all know each other. They see each other every day, they’ve known each other for years, probably since infancy. But that doesn’t stop me from enjoying myself regardless, I don’t come to these parties just because Nathan attends them, I come because I want to feel the thrill of this kind of atmosphere. I want to blend in. I want to make friends. I want to be normal.

But above all, I just want to hear music. The teenagers here don’t know how much they take it for granted. How much they take everything for granted. And conveniently, I’m always going to be the only one that sees it.

I tip the bottle vertical above my throat, I don’t know what the hell this drink is, but it’s pretty damn good. I finish it, placing it back onto the table as Nathan laughs at me.

“What?” I say, reaching for another.

“And you say I’m the one with the drinking problem.”

“Oh, you are,” I say. “The intervention is coming soon.”

“Bring it on,” he says. “Just be aware, I’ll be drunk throughout it.”

I laugh, bringing the next one to my lips and I eye him over the bottle. “Let’s just have fun tonight, okay? None of that predictable trash-talk.”

“What trash-talk?” he says, faking an offended response. “Discussing our future?”

“Yes, no discussions,” I warn him with a grin. “I’m putting a future-talk ban on tonight.”

“Oh no, not a ban,” he says while snickering. “How many bans have I broken so far?” He stares into the air, blinking at the ceiling. “I think tonight will make five hundred and thirty.”

I narrow my eyes. “I mean it. It’s a ban ban.”

“What’s a ban ban?”

“It will end in you never getting laid again, ban.”

“Ah,” he gasps, pointing his finger. “You just future-talked.”

“That doesn’t count,” I say, smiling as I glance away, but then I consider it. “Actually, it does.”

“And I can’t even be proud of myself for calling you out on it,” he says with a sigh.

“Your poor future sex life,” I say.

“Yeah, like I have a present one.”

“Oh!” I laugh, hitting his shoulder. “It’s like that, is it?”

He relaxes into me and I use the moment to wrap my arms around his shoulders, while singing to the song that’s playing against his lips.

“Stop,” he says. “Stop singing.”

I ignore him, singing even louder and he pushes me away from him, while covering his face in embarrassment.

He jumps on me, suddenly, picking me up and he twirls me around as I laugh out the last sentence of the song. My body gently glides down his, fitting perfectly against him and we both ignore the party around us as we look at each other.

I never thought I’d even date someone, let alone fall in love with someone. And although Nathan has been my rock for these past few months, every time I take a glance at the future he presents to me, I see a darkness surrounding it. I know deep down that I can never truly be with him in the open, I can never have that future with him that he believes in so much.

And it kills me.

It kills me to stare into his grey, homely eyes and see such an extravagant amount of love looking back. The love that I have always wanted. Enough love to make up for the lack of it from two other people. And it kills me because as much as I want to, I just can’t accept it. I can’t accept something I’m not familiar with, even when I know it’s real, even when I see it before me, so perfect and defined.

Our moment is cut short by fingers tapping against Nathan’s shoulder. I back away from his chest, watching, as a tall, blonde-haired guy wearing a spiky leather jacket whispers something into Nathan’s ear.

Nathan just nods, absorbing the secretive information calmly. I glance between them, waiting for some kind of conclusion or explanation.

“How long?” Nathan says.

“Soon,” the guy replies and then his attention moves to me.

“This is Elizabeth,” Nathan says, warily wiping his chin. “My girlfriend.”

The blonde guy smiles, his hazel eyes narrowing slightly as he extends his hand. “Nice to meet you, I’m Sin. Nathan and I go way back.”

I stare down at his hand. “Funny, he’s never mentioned you before.”

Sin retracts his hand angrily and places it on Nathan’s shoulder. “I’ll come find you when I need that favour.”

I watch as Nathan sinks into himself, his eyes on the floor until Sin slowly walks away to join a group of girls at the window. He finally meets my gaze and I project a scowl until he speaks.

“How about we—” he begins.

“What favour?” I demand.

“He just needs to borrow my car, that’s all.”

He gently rolls his eyes to the ceiling and back down again, unleashing a smile to try and throw me off.

“I know when you’re lying, Nathan,” I say. “You do the eye thing. What are you involved with?”

“You’re being paranoid,” he says, moving towards the table to grab another bottle of beer. I place myself next to him with my arms crossed, staring at him until he gives me more. “He just needs to pick something up across town and his car’s in the garage.”

“Pick what up?”

“I don’t know, a package or something.”

“This late at night?” I say. "He’s not insured to drive your car, and something’s off with him, what if something happens and-

“Beth,” he sighs, eyeing me angrily. “It’s a simple favour. Just let it go, okay? Not everything is about reading people and judging them. You might think you’re good at psychology, but you can get things wrong.”

“I am good at psychology,” I tease, grinning at him. “Which is why I know that you bringing that up is a defence mechanism to throw me off.”

He rolls his eyes. “Here we go again.”

“Fine,” I say, turning to place my back against the table. “I’ll let it go.”

“Thank you,” he breathes and then his attention falls to my hand, he gently takes it, causing me to glare at him. “It’s still bleeding a little. Come on, I’ll find you a band aid.”

I glance at my hand, observing the blood that’s releasing from one of the deeper cuts. I hadn’t even noticed it had been bleeding, the pain from my arm is still over-riding any other afflictions.

I follow Nathan through to the adjacent lounge, looking over my shoulder for a moment to catch a last glimpse of Sin, who is still standing beside the window and stares at me with a ghostly expression of stillness.









Chapter 4

A few hours after dancing, drinking, singing, and meeting stranger and stranger whose names I probably won’t remember, Nathan and I sit at one of the empty balconies on the top floor, curled up in a fluffy, white blanket that we borrowed from whoever’s bedroom this is.

It’s been an interesting night. A perfect night. Apart from watching Nathan having another secretive discussion with Sin just before he borrowed his car and after he returned it, I’ve got no complaints. I need to learn to trust, but how can I? I’m always looking for a problem, maybe it’s because I’m always looking for an excuse to make myself seem like a bad person. Either that or I’m trying to find a way to provoke Nathan’s true feelings out.

He never argues with me, he never expresses anger towards me. I can’t help but try and search for a way to bring it out. I always manage to make my parents mad, I just assume it’s a matter of time before I do the same to Nathan. I’m too damaged not to.

My head falls into his chest and I listen calmly to his heartbeats that thump against my ear in a precise, slow rhythm. He brings another bottle of beer to his lips above my head and I close my eyes, savouring this moment.

“So, how long does this ban last for?” Nathan suddenly mumbles.

I groan, lifting my eyes up to meet his. “A month.”

“Now, I don’t remember it being that long. I’m pretty sure you said tonight. Technically, the night is over.”

“It’s two ’o’clock, that is not over,” I whisper, nestling my face deeper into his chest to get comfy.

He begins playing with strands of my hair, twirling them around his giant fingers and then releasing them to fall down onto the blanket. "So, when will I see you again? Hopefully, it’s not another two weeks.

“Yeah, sorry,” I say. “I’ve been busy.”

“Is it something to do with your parents?”

I bring my head up, suddenly startled. “What do you mean?”

“I just find it odd that you’ve met my entire family and yet, I’ve never even seen yours.”

“You know how it is,” I say. “They’re really old-fashioned, they won’t let me date until I’m eighteen.”

“You’re eighteen in three weeks,” he says quietly. “Will I get to meet them then?”

He breaks my heart when he talks like this. I don’t know why he’s so determined to meet my parents, but I think it’s something that people see as important in a relationship. I can’t compare Nathan to anyone else because he’s my first ever boyfriend, but I’ve read plenty of books to know that the male will always feel nervous before meeting his girlfriend’s father for the first time. In most cases, it goes well. In my case, it will never go well. I can’t tell him that, I can’t burden him with that information. It isn’t fair.

“Not straight away,” I say. “Otherwise, it’d be a little obvious. Maybe in a few months.”

“Months?” he chokes out, biting down on the word. “How old-fashioned are these people?”

“You have no idea,” I say, rolling my eyes back towards the sky. “Sometimes, it’s hard to bear them.”

“They sound like a ray of sunshine to meet,” he says sarcastically.

I widen my eyes. “They’re… different. I don’t really know what they are. I just don’t want you to meet them, ever.”

“They’re that bad?” he gasps. “Damn. No wonder you sneak out in the middle of the night.”

“That’s because you’re a bad influence,”

I laugh.

“I think you’ll find you’re the influencer and I’m the influencee.” “That is so backwards.”

“You’re backwards,” he snorts.

I fall back onto his chest, listening once again to his heart beats. “What would you do for me, Nathan?” I say quietly.

“What do you mean?”

“Would you… cross an ocean for me?”

“Yeah, on a plane.”

“No, not a plane,” I say. “Would you cross an actual ocean?”

“I would…” He takes a deep breath, lifting my head up and down as he exhales. “Swim so far, like a few feet, then probably drown because I’m not on a plane.”

“You’re allowed a boat,” I grumble.

“Oh!” he says. “Then definitely.”

I glance up to meet his eyes. “Would you, though?”

“Yes,” he says with a gentle smile. “I’d do anything.”

I fall back down, closing my eyes against his skin. I want to believe that he’s telling the truth, that he would actually do anything, because it’s the only thing strong enough to make me remain by his side. I allowed him to affect me this way, I opened myself to this new kind of hope, but will any of that matter if my parents ever found out about him?

I might act brave and I might be defiant of their rules, but I’m still their daughter. And I’ll still always let them control me, even when I’m fighting against it. Otherwise, they’d make my life hell, even if I escaped them, they’d find a way to bring me back. I’m too scared of them to question it.

It’s all about time. I’ll just have to wait. One day, I’ll be old enough and strong enough to walk out of that house for good, but without them allowing me to take on a job, how am I supposed to fund that?

Where am I supposed to go? What am I supposed to do? Who am I supposed to be?

I’m hoping that it’ll all make sense one day and for now, I can just keep doing things the only way I know how.

Suddenly, cars with flashing blue lights begin to appear on the street below, and the screams of the teenagers on the ground can be heard with panic and fear.

“It’s the cops! Run!”

Nathan jerks himself upwards, pulling me to my feet beside him as we stare down at the many cop cars that are filling up the driveway as all the party-goers scatter across the lawn and disappear into the shadows.

“Nathan, I can’t get caught,” I say quietly, swallowing a lump of fear.

“Come on, we’ve got to run,” he says back.

He grips my wrist and pulls me back through the dim bedroom, and we collide on the landing with several other bodies that are eager to do a runner. Why did we have to pick the top floor? We should have just stayed on the ground, we could be long gone by now. The staircases are filled with people and we wait anxiously as they all try to get past each other while causing serious injury in the process.

Eventually, we make it to the next staircase, to where even more people are gathered, thumping down the stairs like malicious thunder. Nathan keeps hold of me in the crowd and we break out into a run as we reach the ground floor. The front entrance is a swarm of chaos as all the party-goers descend out into the open, while trying to dodge police officers that attempt to grab them.

“They’re just looking for the drunk ones or drug dealers,” Nathan says to me. “Just act normal and we’ll be fine.”

I nod. I take the first step out of the house, surrounding myself with sticky, hot air that makes it harder to breathe. The police officers are occupied, chasing run away teenagers down the lawn and we see our golden ticket to slide by unnoticed.

Nathan jogs with me down the driveway and I assume we’re going to take to the streets, but he instead pauses beside his car and unlocks it.

“What are you doing?” I demand as he casually gets into the driver’s seat.

“Come on, get in,” he says.

“Nathan, you’re drunk, you can’t drive!”

He dismisses that as he turns the engine on. “I’m fine. Get in.”

I fight with the right thing to do, but I know that nothing is worth the repercussions of a police officer catching me walking alone and driving me home. So, I do the stupid thing, the wrong thing and I run around to the passenger’s side.

As soon as my door closes, Nathan begins reversing; he looks backwards through the window and spins the car around, aiming it for the only gap in the drive way that isn’t blocked by police cars.

He almost makes it, almost. Suddenly, several police officers jump out into the direct path of the car with their palms in the air, motioning for us to stop.

“Shit!” Nathan shouts as he slams on his breaks. “This can’t be happening!”

“I can’t get arrested,” I say. “Nathan, I can’t—”

“Just let me think.” He bangs his head into the stirring wheel and then rubs a hand through his hair in sheer frustration. “I can’t leave this car, they’ll kill me, they’ll kill me!”

“What are you talking about?” I demand.

A police officer makes his way to Nathan’s door and swings it open. “Step out of the vehicle, now.”

Nathan doesn’t look at me as he obeys the officer, he surrenders his hands in the air and leaves the car. I leave the car too and I run around it in a panic.

“Officer, please, he wasn’t doing anything wrong,” I say.

The officer brings out a small, black machine attached to a long, clear tube and holds it in front of Nathan’s face. “I’ll be the judge of that,” the officer says. “Breathe into this.”

“No,” Nathan responds.

“Don’t make things even harder for yourself, son, just do it.”

“No,” Nathan says again. “I refuse.”

“If you refuse the breathalyser, then I’ll have to bring you to the station.”

To that, Nathan just shrugs.

“Very well then,” the officer says, and then he withdraws his handcuffs from his pocket and leans Nathan against his car while he tightens them around his wrists.

All I can do is watch, watch with a tear rolling down my cheek as the person I love gets taken away to be held in a lonely, cold cell for the evening. Nathan glances at me one final time before the officer shoves him into the backseat of one of the police cars. The way he looked at me, it’s almost as if he was trying to tell me something, something important.

I see police officers making other arrests too, most of the drunk teenagers had put up a fight and are being pushed to police vehicles in every direction.

Suddenly, a police officer approaches me. He is a man that looks to be in his late forties, with a curly moustache and small, rounded eyes hidden behind thick eye-glasses.

“Miss, come with me and I’ll take you home.”

I swallow. “It’s alright, I can walk.”

“I’m not asking,” he says.

His hand reaches for my arm, and although my first instinct is to resist and punch him in the face, I can’t find the energy but to let him guide me to a car. He slams the door shut as I cower into the back seat, shaking and petrified of what is going to happen.

Not only to me, but to Nathan. He could lose his license because of this and that car means a lot to him.

But I, I could lose much more.





Chapter 5

I fold my arms over my chest, squeezing my fingers deep into my arms as the police officer bangs onto the front door of my house.

“Is that really necessary?” I snarl at him.

“Would you rather have me arrest you for underage drinking?”

I bite on my lip, glancing at my feet as light flickers to life inside the lounge—it happens so quickly that I’m wondering if they were sat up waiting for me anyway. I remember the face I saw in my bedroom window, I hoped I had hallucinated it, I convinced myself it was just a moment of projected fear instigated from my subconscious because of the fall.

I was wrong.

A few seconds later, the door gently opens and I see my mother’s long, bony fingers tap against the frame in agitation.

“Good evening, officer,” she says, pretending not to see me. “What can I help you with?”

“Are you Amelia Sanchez?”

“Yes.”

“I have your daughter here.” He flicks his eyes to me and I nervously walk over to his side, to where my mother stares straight at me. “Were you aware she attended a party tonight and has consumed alcohol unlawfully on the premises?”

I roll my eyes away from him, taking a deep breath as I fidget. I know he’s only trying to help me, like he probably does every single night with countless other teenage girls, but he has no idea that the devil itself hides behind my mother’s friendly, shocked expression.

“I had no idea,” my mother says. “I thought she was in bed.”

The officer laughs slightly. “Yes, well, we hear that a lot. I thought it would be in your daughter’s best interest for me to drive her home, as the boy she was with was arrested.”

I widen my eyes, glaring up at the sky in disbelief as I fall to the verge of tears. Why did he have to say that?

“A boy?” my mother repeats, her eyes are now well and truly scorned into me, and there’s no escaping it. “I can assure you, officer, Elizabeth will be punished appropriately for her actions tonight. Thank you and God bless you for bringing her home safely.”

“My pleasure, ma’am. Have a good evening.”

He begins to turn, but just as he does, I grip my hand into his arm and I force him to look me in the eye.

“Don’t leave me, please,” I whisper. “Don’t leave me with her.”

The officer widens his eyes, confusion washes over his face at first, but then he sees something in my eyes, something in my face, something in my fear that he recognises immediately as though he has seen it on a thousand other faces.

“Come along now, Elizabeth, I’ll make you a cup of tea and we’ll talk about this.” My mother takes my shoulders and starts stirring me back towards the house.

Every moment that I’m in the officer’s line of sight is a safety net—and as he stares back at the front door, with his eyes just a tad narrowing, I hope somehow that he has heeded my cry for help. But he doesn’t come for me, he doesn’t stop that door from slamming shut which causes my body to jolt in terror. I count my heartbeats that are bursting through my chest, it wasn’t that long ago when I was listening to Nathan’s heartbeats, now I might never listen to them again. I might never see him again. And I still have no idea how much trouble he’s in.

Just like he has no idea about me.

My father stands in the kitchen doorway—pulling a long, leather belt back and forth between his fingertips. I stand as far from them as I can, I keep my arms crossed, my eyes down, trying to focus on anything else other than their glares.

“Do you wish to repent?” my mother says calmly, she strolls across the back of the couch, trailing a finger along the back-board.

“I’m sorry,” I say, backing up to the window. “What I did, it was immoral and unforgivable.”

“What did you do?” she says.

“I attended a party down the street and—”

“You lied!” she screams, charging for me with her finger stabbing at my nose. “You recited the passage in which one should not lie and you lied while speaking it! You are not ill.”

I stand still as she observes my eyes, she widens her dark, blue holes of evil into mine like she’s searching for my soul.

“You have the devil inside of you,” she says, then spits down at my feet. “You are riddled with sin.”

I don’t know why I say what I say next, but I’ve had enough. I’ve had enough of their judgement, enough of their abuse, enough of their ramblings. Anger courses through me like a lit match, it reaches every part of my body, pushing me to the limit of my self-control.

“I would rather have the devil inside of me than your God!” I spit back at her.

My mother remains still, emotionless, as she takes in my outburst with no instinctive reaction. If anything, it seems to amuse her, she turns around eyeing my father in the doorway and he steps forwards—stretching the belt between his hands.

“You think that will scare me?” I ask. “You think that will hurt me? You have done much worse to me every day of my life.”

“Your father saw you leaving the house with that boy tonight,” my mother says quietly. “Have you sinned with him?”

A smile spreads across my face. “Yes. I’ve had sex with him, mother. And I liked it.”

She pauses half way across the lounge and spins on her axis. I’ve finally ignited a reaction from her, I’ve finally cracked her. "

“You are hanging on by a very thin thread right now, Elizabeth. We have been patient with you, guided you and have done nothing but protect you from the dirt of the outside world, but yet, you don’t seem to be grateful of our sacrifices.”

“Sacrifices?” I whisper, my hand begins to shake. “Sacrifices! You water-boarded your own daughter!”

“And you still didn’t listen,” she says. “I’m afraid she is beyond our help now, Jonas.”

My father nods in agreement.

“It is time to take the necessary action.”

I stare down at the belt in my father’s hands and although I’m afraid of how far he will take it, I know that the physical wounds will heal. I know that it won’t break me, not anymore. I have Nathan now, I have something to fight for, something to hold on to, something to bring me to the near edge of fearless, I just have to be brave enough to cross that path by myself. I straighten my body, looking my father at eye-level, confident and ready.

“You may go now, Elizabeth,” my mother says. “You will not receive the belt this time.”

This is a trick. It must be a trick. I flick my eyes between the two of them, waiting for the catch, waiting for the real test.

“Why?” I say.

“You will see the light by yourself. We cannot guide you anymore. The Lord will judge you.”

I take a breath, relaxing my body as relief captivates me. I’m still unsure about what she means by that because punishing me is something they’ve always found pleasure in. Whether that be hitting me with the belt, with the back of a shoe, dumping my head into a sink of water or smacking me across the face—they always punish me.

So, as they share a look with each other, both of them frowning with a strange disappointment, I begin to wonder something else: what could be worse than the belt?





Chapter 6

I spend a few hours in bed with my hand curled over my head, hiding away the anxiety and shame of the events that have just happened. I still don’t understand why they let me off unless they have something bigger planned. They must have something planned, my mother was too calm down there.

I didn’t manage to sleep because of worry for Nathan, so I stared at my window until the sky turned a bright, fluorescent orange as the sun began to rise. I kept my phone close to me, in case he used his phone call to get in touch—but I’ve heard nothing.

It’s a few hours into the morning now and I’m scared to leave this bedroom. I’m scared of facing whatever is waiting for me downstairs because this situation is unusual. Hitting me I can deal with, cursing me I can deal with, even isolation I can deal with—but forgiveness? I can’t deal with that. I want them to be angry, I want to provoke something out of them, I want them to find me so hopeless that they kick me out.

I don’t intend to leave yet, but I suddenly have no choice as my bedroom door swings open dramatically. I sit up against my headboard, rubbing my eyes tiredly as my mother strolls inside with her hands entwined behind her back.

“Are you ready to renounce your sins, Elizabeth?” she says as she walks straight over to my window and blinks up at the sun.

“No,” I say. “Screw my sins.”

“You need to start watching that attitude of yours, it won’t protect you where you’re going.”

“What do you mean?”

She runs a hand along my bedroom wall, staring at the spectacles of dust that gather on her fingertips. She rubs her fingers together, yet again, not giving anything away.

“Where am I going?” I demand.

“Sin won’t be tolerated in this house,” she says mechanically, as though she’s reading from a script. “You need to be cleansed.”

“What is wrong with you?” I say. “Seriously, you don’t need God, you need a therapist.”

“Therapy,” she repeats, almost smiling at me, almost. “I couldn’t agree more. Therapy is exactly what is required.”

I lean my head deeper into my headboard. “You’re crazy.”

“We will be leaving in exactly ten minutes.”

“To go where?”

“An academy that specialises in these particular situations,” she says. “You are dirty. And you must be cleaned. You must be cleaned.”

I stay silent for a few moments, as she repeats that same sentence to herself over and over again, I watch her in a strange type of pity. I always knew there was something mentally wrong with her, but it’s like she’s suddenly malfunctioning. She still repeats the words, while patting down her apron against her knees.

“Do I need to reboot you?” I say.

“Clean and tidy,” she says while compulsively flattening her apron. “Too much dirt.”

“I’m not going to any academy,” I say. As much as I actually love the idea of leaving them for a long period of time, to go join some delinquents like myself that also stick their fingers up at their parents, I can’t leave Nathan.

Not after what happened last night. I need to know that he’s okay and I actually really want to yell at him for being so stupid. But most of all, I just need to know that he’s okay.

“This is a special academy, Elizabeth,” she says, finally breaking herself out of her repetitive, robotic pattern, maybe she comes with a reboot button after all. “And you are enrolling today.”

“For how long?”

“As long as it takes.”

“For what?” I say quietly. “To become a robot?”

“To become committed to the faith,” she says, narrowing her eyes at me. “To be good.”

I think about that. This is most definitely still an aberration and is a consequence from my defiant abjure nature—but to abscond to this academy and to make my parents believe, for once, that I might be making progress, is almost a victory. It won’t change me, nor will it push me towards becoming like her, but the prospect of coming back and laughing at their expense is almost equivalent to winning a medal.

As much as I hate the thought of leaving Nathan and not saying goodbye, I really don’t want to stay another night in this house, and an academy for people like me doesn’t sound so bad. We can share war stories, bond over how much we hate our lives, eat forbidden cake after dark when we think the coast is clear and probably get caught.

My parents may see it as a training exorcise for me, but I see it as a vacation. It’s not as though I’m out on the streets every night taking drugs and robbing corner shops—the academy will barely have anything to do with me, there’s nothing they can change for the better. I am for the better. Every day I get just a little stronger, and I better myself from becoming like Jonas and Amelia.

Every day I’m proud of myself, even if no one else is.

I meet my mother’s eyes and I accede to her. “We better get going then.”





Chapter 7

“I don’t understand,” I repeat again, while my mother drives me silently through the quiet town and my father sits awkwardly beside her. “Why am I not allowed to take my own clothes?”

Yet again, my question is met with ignorance. I wonder if I’m being naive, and if the academy is all but a rouse and they’re secretly planning to drop me somewhere completely different, like the middle of a desert. My mother picked out a white blouse and grey skirt for me to wear, an outfit that in other circumstances, I would never in a million years put over my body. I despise their plain, boring colours, it reflects too much of their personalities and I don’t want to be reminded of that.

I shuffle in my seat, glancing towards the window to where my face is warmed by the bright, high sun. And then, I straighten as I realise what street this is. The police station is just a little bit further down and even though I know there’s a strong chance he’s already been released, I can’t help but stare at every detail of the street in eager search of him. The car moves past the station, and it is crammed with police cars and teenagers standing in huddles outside of the building. They’ve all probably been released, so where is Nathan?

I scan my eyes over each face, desperately hoping to catch a glimpse of him, but before I have time to look at every person, the car speeds up and the station fades behind me.

I fall back into my seat, banging my head against the leather head-rest as I start to breathe heavily. “What is the name of the academy?” I say. If I’ve read about it or heard about it, I’ll remember instantly.

“Cross Academy,” my father says.

“Wait,” I say. I lean forwards into the middle of their seats. “That’s a religious academy.”

I remember coming across Cross Academy on one of the computers at the library a few months ago. I even scrolled through their page because anything to do with housing robotic religion folk amuses me. At the top of their page in huge, bold letters was the sentence, ‘God needs you now, more than we need you to come, but he needs you.’

And then it went on to describe how only Catholic and Christian followers could sign up, and it welcomes all ages, but at the bottom, the sentence that stood out to me the most was.

‘Do you have children that won’t abide by the will of God? Do you wish for them to be put on the right path to redemption? Then this is the place you have been looking for.’

I remember the pictures that covered their home page with fickle, fake advertisement. Every child and adult photographed was smiling happily, as though this academy had changed their life. But I saw the truth. The people in the photographs were actors, I recognised that immediately, because my mother and father have always forbid photographs being taken—it is seen as vanity.

“What else did you expect?” says my mother.

“I thought you were taking me to a—” I stop myself, wondering if I should give them the satisfaction of telling them that I expected to be going to a different kind of academy. An academy that wouldn’t make me pray as though my life depended on it. “Never mind.”

“You will learn everything you are supposed to learn,” my mother says. “You will be clean.”

“No matter how long that takes,” my father interjects.

No matter how long that takes, I repeat to myself. How long is how long? A fortnight? A month? The whole of summer? I can do this as long as I can still write to Nathan, I remember their website stating that participants are allowed to write to loved ones once a week. I’ll explain everything to him properly, I’ll explain how much I really didn’t have a choice.

I’ll explain that one day, even though it’s uncertain, I’ll be with him again—and no matter what happens, no matter what this academy throws at me, they won’t ever change me.

And I’ll be home soon.







Chapter 8

I remain silent during the rest of the car journey, as there is nothing else to say and no straight answers I will receive if I do. I’m not sure where we are, I just know that we’re not in California anymore and everything around me screams country.

We’ve been driving for the entire day, and my legs are beginning to feel stiff and my back is beginning to ache, and my arm from the fall last night is starting to display thick, purple bruises that leave me wincing in pain every time I move it.

But worse than that, I’m severely dehydrated. My parents don’t feel thirst and hunger like normal people do, they eat and drink when needed, but they could go hours, if not days, without it. It’s something that they have tried to thrust upon me, but it doesn’t work. Whenever they surrendered to bed, I’d just sneak downstairs and pour myself a glass of water. Fasting is part of their strong beliefs and they believe that if a person cannot fast, they cannot handle the word of God.

I wish that they could take the passion that they extract from the Bible and put it into something useful—like loving their daughter, or even loving each other. I’m not sure how they met, or what direction their lives were headed in before they did, but something must have sparked between them. Whether that be a shared interest in being Martians or maybe they enjoyed each other’s silence, I don’t know.

What I do know, is that at some point eighteen years ago, they did interact and they did have sex. Otherwise, how else would I be alive?

They can put on this hilarious sin resentment all they like, but the truth is, both of them have sinned themselves. But with no evidence or photography of their wedding or the date they were married—it’s unclear if they actually have. So, I can’t point out the contradiction, I can just think it.

My mother suddenly jerks awake from her long sleep and she gently stretches out her arms like a cat. She glares at the darker sky, admiring the visible moon that camouflages within the plain clouds.

“Ready to switch?” my father says quietly.

“Yes, pull over.”

As the car pulls over and they both trade places tiredly, I remember the location of Cross Academy on the internet page and I realise that we have an even longer drive ahead of us. We probably won’t reach it until morning and that’s if they don’t make any stops. We stopped at the gas station a few hours ago and they allowed me to briefly use the bathroom, but the thirst is beginning to irritate me.

The only way I can quench it is to sleep myself. So, I rest my head against the window as the car starts moving again and I fall into the quiet darkness.

+ + +

I awake to the sound of a truck beeping its horn beside my window. I let out a small yawn and I turn my head, glancing at the truck that is waiting at the same set of lights. The sun is up and the sky is a radiant blue.

I rub my eyes as I sit up, my mother is still driving and my father is sitting up straight in the passenger seat, his eyes glaring forwards.

The car roars to life and my mother turns us away from the junction and onto a country road that is in the middle of beautiful, over-grown trees. The car turns around many bends, picking up speed as though we’re in a race. And as we manoeuvre towards a large tunnel up ahead, I brace myself for the awkward darkness.

It comes quickly and we travel through the tunnel for a matter of moments, and then the car turns left abruptly.

I glance out of the window in awe as we speed down a long, dirt road that is placed between two forests. The car travels for a few miles before slowing to a stop outside a giant, steel gate that is attached to a line of high fences that create a perimeter, shielding whatever is inside.

Above the gate is a metal sign that reads: Welcome to Cross Academy.

I hold my breath for a few moments before the gate automatically slides open and I catch a glimpse of a security camera that beams a red light into my eyes.

And then, we enter.





Chapter 9

The steel gates slam to a close behind us. It makes me flinch as I suddenly realise that I am now a part of whatever is inside of here, and the outside world is now lost and locked behind me.

I turn my attention to the compound around me, becoming startled as I see woman after woman walking in a straight line behind each other, all of them dressed somewhat the same. They walk in synchronisation with their arms by their sides, staring on ahead as though they have nowhere else to look. Their outfits are not outfits—but uniforms. The older women are wearing grey sweaters with grey trousers, while the younger women wear grey-collared gowns that flow down their legs to their ankles and wrap themselves in a dark, grey shawl. All of them, are barefoot.

I notice how each of their hair is combed into a tight bun, not a single strand falls out of place and most of the women wear bandannas. Some grey, some white, some black. Not a single colour is located on their body.

There are lines and lines of them in every direction that I look. They are all being led somewhere different by a person wearing a black and white gown in front of them. All of them act the same, all of them walk the same, all of them terrify me.

My mother stops the car outside one of the many buildings that inhabit the ground. I gaze at the building; it is a small, orange-bricked cabin that no line of women are directing themselves towards.

“Out of the car, Elizabeth,” my mother says as she swings her door open.

I reach my hand out to the door handle, my heart begins beating twice as fast, as I remember all of the women I have just witnessed, aimlessly walking past the car as though it would kill them to even glance at it.

What the hell is this place?

I open the door and step into the fresh, cool air that feels like heaven against my skin. I’ve spent hours cooped up in that car, so I take a few moments to regain my comfort, before I am snapped straight out of it.

The door to the cabin bursts open, and into the light of day, steps a short-haired, middle-aged man with tan skin, a thick moustache and frosty, dark eyes. He doesn’t regard me at all, his only interest is my parents.

“You must be the Sanchez’s,” he says. “Thank you for seeking our help.”

“We are desperate,” my mother tells him. “Thank you for accepting her at such short notice.”

I want to wave a hand in their faces, to avert their strange introduction and direct their attention to me, the person that is standing here, right beside them. But I remain silent, watching them intensely as I think of the words I should say when I do need to say them.

“I am all too familiar with desperate,” the man says sadly. “I reviewed your case last night and I felt that this situation needed correcting immediately.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” says my mother. “What you do here is inspiring. I only hope you have the patience for this particular challenge as it is a rather difficult one.”

“I have dealt with the most difficult of difficult,” the man responds and then he finally looks at me, eyeing me from my toes to my hairline. “I broke them all.”

“Broke?” I say.

“Hush,” my mother sneers at me. “You don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.”

“What do you mean you broke them?” I ask him, ignoring my mother.

“Do you see the problem?” my mother says.

The man flicks his eyes from me to her. “I do. That behaviour will not be tolerated here. Let that be a warning.”

I find myself grinning at him. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

His face falls sinister as he takes steps towards me and he leans above me with fury mounting in his ice-cold eyes. “You are brave, Miss Sanchez,” he says through his teeth. “Bravery at Cross Academy is not heroic. And not one person here sees it as heroic. Do you understand?”

I nod.

“Good. Let that be lesson one.” He scrolls his eyes to my parents. “You may leave now.”

“What about the contract?” my father says. “We need to sign.”

“That won’t be necessary,” the man says. “Elizabeth can sign herself. You have brought her to the right place. We will contact you with updates. God bless you.”

“God bless you,” my parents say at the same time.

I stand still beside the man as my parents surrender themselves back to their bland, black car. No goodbye, no advice, no real reason as to what the hell any of that meant—I truly mean nothing to them. I am merely an inconvenience, a burden that they have finally released themselves from. I watch as the car begins moving from me, back towards the steel gate that slides open for them to exit. I watch as the only two people that I have all but tried to love, leave me behind as though I am just a hitch-hiker that they’ve finally dropped off, as though I am a stranger.

“Come,” the man says, his hand falling onto my arm. “We have lots to discuss.”

I slowly turn around to allow him to lead me towards the entrance of the cabin, while secretly I am, wishing that my parents will turn around and come back for me, to tell me that it’s all a mistake, that they have always loved me and I do mean something to them, and leaving me here alone is just a joke that they took too far.

I’d be okay with that. If it was just a joke. One day, I’d laugh.

One day, I’d even forgive them.

But as I linger at the doorway, my eyes scanning over that gate, my hopes are crushed with a sudden realisation: they are never coming back.





Chapter 10

“My name is Duncan,” the man says over his shoulder as I follow him through a wide-open chapel room with a shiny, tiled floor, and rows and rows of seats. “But you shall address me as Pastor.”

“Fitting,” I mumble under my breath.

At the top of the chapel is a high-up stage that holds a dusty piano and a wooden book holder with non-other than the Bible spread across it. I gaze around at all the empty seats, wondering why the members aren’t here because it’s Sunday. I would have thought, at least, one member would be here.

Then again, from what I saw of the compound outside, it is pretty big. There could be dozens of chapels. That could be where all those women were headed.

But where are the men?

Duncan opens a small, oval door around a red curtain and I step inside what looks like an office. My eyes scan over the shelves of books against the wall that are neatly organised and categorised in chronological order. That, to me, gives me the first impression that Duncan has severe OCD. As I observe other objects around the room, I come to the same conclusion. Every single object on his desk, including his paperwork, has been lined up across it and placed perfectly vertical.

He walks over to the other side of the desk and despite it already being neatly tidied, he begins re-straightening everything anyway, as though it’s his own compulsion that they’re not straight enough, especially with an audience watching.

“Take a seat.”

He gestures to the wooden chair in front of me and I gently slide into it, folding my arms over my lap as I glare at the light that seeps through the one, high window in the corner that reaches to the roof. The window is decorated with Biblical images, like the ones that I know too well from Church.

“Do you know what this place is?” he says as he stares at me, I see him through my peripheral vision, he waits for me to meet his eyes, but I glance down at my fingers instead.

“Is this a convent?” I say quietly.

“No. It is an academy. Convents are for those that already hear the word of God.”

“And the members here… don’t?” I say, flicking my eyes up hastily.

He nods. “Parents bring their children here to correct them. To better them. However, we do have members that join voluntarily. Over time, many of them have been promoted to leaders, and they pass on their knowledge and authority.”

I clench my teeth at the word correct. It angers me that he views us as incorrect, as damaged or wrong. We should be able to embrace who we are as individuals, as unique and bright humans from all walks of life, but that concept doesn’t apply to people like me, who were born into this way of life. It’s as though we’re not worthy of thinking for ourselves, or believing that we can be different—we have to all be the same, we have to all be obedient.

“How long have you worked here?” I ask.

“I have been running the academy for twenty years, I took over from my father and my son will take over from me.”

There’s something awfully odd about Duncan. He’s too calm, too keen to answer my questions. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he’s being polite. But his eyes tell me a different story, there’s a darkness there, although, I can’t quite work out how bad that darkness is. I’m doing it again, the ‘reading’ thing that Nathan always criticises me for. I can’t help it, it’s just a gut instinct of mine.

“Rest assured, Elizabeth,” he says, noticing my uncertainty. “You are safe here. I suppose, you’ve never known safety in your life, have you?”

I shrug.

“I can grant you freedom from the life you have come from. From the pain that your parents have inflicted. I can unite you with peace. Even if you are not committed with the faith, even if you do not feel as though you belong, one day, you will find where you belong.”

“How do you know about that?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.

“They didn’t even say goodbye,” he says, a cluster of pity laughter shrieks from his lips. “They didn’t even look at you when they left you here. They didn’t even give you a second thought. You are better with them out of your life. Parental abuse is very common here in many members, I take notice of it. Here, you will make friends, you will learn different types of survival skills, you will get stronger, able to take control when you are returned to the outside. Don’t you want to take control?”

I hang my head, giving a gentle nod.

“Then give it a chance,” he says, and then his hand falls onto a piece of paper and I watch as he slides it across the desk. “You’ll have a home. A new start. We’ll be able to accommodate you when you leave, we’ll give you money to start over, even get you a job through connections. All we ask is that you play nicely and do some work for us during your time here. Cleaning jobs, harvesting, things like that. Every job you complete will earn you more money for when you leave.”

“So, let me get this straight,” I say. “Even though my parents were the ones that forced me to come here, probably like other children that are here, your solution is to set us up so we never have to go back to them?”

“Yes,” he says.

“Even though they’re the ones that sent us here?”

“I understand it’s not exactly ideal,” he says. “Most of the victims don’t wish to involve authorities into their ordeals. Just because we know about it, doesn’t mean we can do anything about it. What we’re doing here is for you, so you can still have a life. It’s for your own safety that we keep your parents on board and after, if you wish to pursue a prosecution, then that’d be your own choice.”

I bite on my lip, slightly laughing at the thought. “So, it’s a safe house.”

“It’s been called that, but mostly, it’s just a religious academy with a wide range of possibilities and people that are dedicated to helping you.”

“It’s a safe house conveniently for mistreated people from religious backgrounds?” I continue, ignoring his speech. “How many Christians and Catholics mistreat their children? Because it sure seems like a lot.”

“It’s not just for mistreated children, Elizabeth,” he says. “As I said before, many members join voluntarily because they want to be here. If your parents hurt you, it has nothing to do with religion. We believe in forgiveness, kindness and we very much respect the will of God. You can be free from whatever hold they have over you, all it takes, is one signature.”

Duncan smiles at me, warmly and sweetly, as he holds out a pen in his palm for me to reach over and take. I glance down at the contract he pushed across his desk, my eyes scanning over every single word in less than twenty seconds. Every word is perfect. And then, I reach the small print.

The member must remain inside the grounds of the academy and is not permitted to leave under any circumstances, regarding length of time, not stated.

“Do you think you know me, Duncan?” I say with a sudden smirk. “Because of a few truths that my parents have filled you in on?”

“Pastor,” he says through his teeth.

I lean back in my chair, folding my arms over my chest. "Allow me to fill you in. I’m good at reading people, fantastic at it, actually. Yes, my life has been hell and I was subjected to years of torture, but I’m smarter than I look, and I’m more sceptical than most teenagers. This contract is rigged, if there’s no length of time stated then you can keep me here for my entire life. And how do I know that you won’t? So, I’m sorry to say, but you’ve just wasted minutes of your breath sprouting lies because I’m not signing anything.

Duncan remains expressionless, he leans back into his chair and begins tapping his fingers against the handle as he observes me, properly, for the first time. “I underestimated you,” he says, his voice flows along with the rhythm of his fingertips. “It won’t happen again. You will sign, one day, be sure about that.”

“What is this place really?” I demand. “The women out there, they’re mechanical. They’re miserable. You’re not helping them, you’re exploiting them.”

“How many psychology books did you swallow?” he asks.

“Enough,” I say. “You can’t just altar someone’s personality because you want them to fall into your congregation. It doesn’t work that way. Do you manipulate them all into signing their lives away? Or is it rare to find a girl that can see through it?”

He crosses his arms over his chest, taking large breaths as he evaluates me, again. “I’m impressed. The sin inside of you is much stronger than I anticipated. You see, Elizabeth, it doesn’t matter whether or not you sign the contract. The contract is merely insurance. By the time it will ever be needed, you won’t even be in the right mind to refuse. You are still a member here, as of now and you won’t be leaving for a very long time. So, I suggest, you open your mind to your new surroundings and gain comfort from knowing that you will be healed from the damage inside of you that you may view as personality.”

“Personality is free will,” I say. “To take away free will, you are going against the Bible.”

“How so?”

“And that they may recover themselves out of the snare of the devil, who are taken captive by him at his will, Timothy, chapter two, verse twenty-six.”

He gasps, widening his eyes with amusement. “Right you are. However, that passage is not interpreted by a human’s free will. But the damnation of being taken by the devil against one’s will.”

“That’s not a justification,” I say. “Whether it be the devil or otherwise, taking a person captive is—”

“That’s enough now,” he says, he pushes his chair back angrily and begins pacing himself around his desk. “Madam Katelyn is waiting outside to take you to your dorm. She is your supervisor and will report to me regarding any disturbances. Whatever you may think of me, please be assured, I am only trying to help you.”

I rise from my chair, looking him straight in the eye. “I believe you and that’s what worries me.”

“You may go now,” he says angrily through clenched teeth. I might not had ever been able to provoke a reaction out of my parents, but I’ve definitely got under his skin. “God be with you.”

I turn away from him, feeling a wave of pride wash over me. I know I took that too far, I know I crossed over limits in which I will probably regret, but it felt so good. It felt good to finally stand up for myself, to finally have a voice, to be able to actually put my knowledge of the Bible to some use that can tear apart this foundation of pretence. And I will continue to do so, for as long as I am here.

I feel his frosty eyes on me as I open the door, glaring at me with frustration and loathe. I’m used to that, I’m used to being disliked and treated as an inconvenience. Only this time, it’s giving me courage rather than conviction.

I step out of his office, pacing myself back into the chapel that is still deserted, except now, there is a woman standing before the front row of seats. She turns to me and I get the first look at her face. She looks the same age as my mother and her back is slightly bent as she stands. She wears the same black and white gown that the leaders of the lines of women wore, and her white hair is covered by a large, black bandanna.

“Are you Madam Katelyn?” I ask.

She nods. “Follow me, quickly. We have much to go through in little time.”

Before I can respond, she is half-limping through the pathway between the seats and I’m wondering what exactly quickly means to her.

“Where are you taking me?” I say.

“First, you will change,” she says, staring forwards. “And then, you will be put to work.”

“Work? What kind of work?”

“Allow me to phrase it more bluntly,” she says. “You work for us. And you will complete the job that you are given to our standards, and afterwards, if you’re lucky, you might still be able to walk.”

“And if I’m not lucky?”

She doesn’t respond to that, but I see the corners of her lips curve into a delighted smile. Whatever ‘work’ she has in store for me, I get the eerie feeling it’s not going to be cleaning bathrooms.





Chapter 11

I stand just slightly back from Madam Katelyn as I don’t want to give the impression that I’m annoyed at her pace. She leads me across the quiet compound, her eyes point ahead, sharp and ready—unlike the women that are around me. Most of the lines have vanished now, only a couple remain, as they tread their feet simultaneously behind their supervisors.

“Where are all the men?” I say.

I know this isn’t an all-women’s academy, I remember the website advertising it for both genders.

“Women and men are separated,” she says. “The men’s camp is at the other side of the academy.”

“The other side?” I mumble, trying to see past the many small buildings to catch a glimpse of further into this prison.

It must be much bigger than I thought.

“The women and men are separated into groups,” she explains. “Your group is C.”

“The groups are letters?”

“Obviously.”

“Ranked by what?”

I watch as she grins to herself and she looks over her shoulder to meet my eyes before replying. “By behaviour.”

“So, my group, C,” I say. “The women aren’t compliant?”

“Well, are you compliant?”

“No,” I say.

“Then there’s your answer.”

“But the women in my group won’t all be new, will they?” I say. “So, even the ones that have been here who knows how long are still resistant.”

“That brain of yours is going to be my bane,” she says through clenched teeth. “The women in your group are compliant to a degree, but they are not ready to be promoted to B.”

“So, there’s only three groups?”

“No,” she says. “There are four.”

I think about that, scratching my chin as I consider it. If I am to be in group C, a group that fits me well, considering I just insulted Duncan to a dangerous degree, then what could be worse than that?

“So, who is in group D?” I ask.

“Pray you never meet them,” she says.

That’s all she’s going to give me on the subject, so I remain silent, letting it go as I follow her into an isolated, pebbled cabin with a dusty, grey door. The inside of the cabin is plain as can be—the walls are black, the floor is just a long strip of concrete and it smells of damp crust, making my nostrils flare.

“This is your living quarters,” she says. “The entire group C sleep here. However, you will share a dorm with seven other members. I am the supervisor of your dorm.”

“But not the group,” I say.

“No, there are five of us.”

I do the math instantly. “So, if there are eight per dorm that makes forty members.”

“Fifty-five,” she says, giving me a side-ways smirk of amusement. “We make adjustments when members are downgraded or upgraded.”

“And how many are in group D?”

She doesn’t answer that, angering me on purpose. She opens a door at the end of the long path, it creaks open—unleashing a dark, padded room that hosts exactly eight beds. Four against one wall and four opposite. The beds are single, low and only have a thin piece of quilt that is spread over each bed perfectly with a flattened pillow at the top. I glance my eyes across the walls, searching for a window, but there isn’t one. It’s a box room and the only light that is visible, comes from three lit lanterns that are nailed to the walls.

Just like home, I think to myself. Although, at least at home I had electricity, this is like a chamber from the middle ages.

“Beds must be made every morning to my standard,” she says as she opens a drawer beside the furthest bed on the right. It’s the closest bed to the door, but farthest from the lanterns. “If it is not made to my standard, you will redo it until it is.”

I mentally make a note of all the beds at this moment in time so I’ll remember how to make it to her ‘standard’ in the morning.

“This one is yours,” she continues, pointing her eyes to the bed she is stood at. She holds a neatly folded uniform in her arms and walks over to me. “These are your clothes. You will find extras in your drawers. Each night, you are to deliver them to the laundry room, and those on duty will have them cleaned and put back in your drawers the next day. You will eat once a day, at breakfast and you are required to tie your hair back.”

She throws the uniform into my stomach and I clench my teeth as I take them from her grasp. I begin to unfold them, rubbing my fingers idly along the soft cotton.

“Get changed,” she says. “You have two minutes.”

“And after?”

She just smiles at me, darkly and scarily.

“Right,” I whisper, turning away from her with a frown. “Work.”





Chapter 12

I place my old clothes onto the bed, unsure what else to do with them. I’m certain someone will come and remove them at some point before I return, they’ll most likely be burned. I wipe a hand down the front of my grey sweater, leading down to the thigh of my grey sweatpants. This outfit is actually rather comfortable, it’s the type of clothes I’ve always wanted to wear at home, I’d even sleep in them—I imagine they’d be extra comfortable to sleep in.

My two minutes is suddenly up. Madam Katelyn stands in the doorway, narrowing her eyes as she observes my alacrity.

“Comfortable, are you?” she says.

A smile lights up my face. “Is there anything wrong with that?”

She snorts, rolling her eyes towards the ceiling as she spins around.

“You’re going to be a fun one,” I mumble under my breath.

I jog to catch up to her and then I slow my pace as I realise that really doesn’t take much. The woman walks as though someone is twisting a screw driver into her spine. I’m not sure if it’s a medical condition or if something happened to her to cause her to walk that way, but she limps so frailly like she’s in unbearable pain.

“Where are the rest of my group?” I ask her as I exit through the dull door and rake in the fresh, cool air.

“Your introduction is over,” she says. “You’re not permitted to speak anymore.”

I scowl at the back of her head, rolling my tongue across the front of my teeth as I fight to remain silent. Does she mean I’m not permitted to speak now? Or ever? There’s many more questions I want to ask, there’s so much more information my brain yearns for. Such as, where can we get water from? When is the time period in which we’re allowed to write a letter home?

My thoughts drift slowly to Nathan. I’ve been trying not to think about him because the reminder of him, of everything we were, will distract me from remaining focused. I can’t lose myself to sadness, I can’t lose myself to the light sting in my heart—I have to stay strong. And if I linger too long on the image of his face, I might just break down. I haven’t come that close yet, it takes a lot to reduce me to tears, the last time I cried, properly cried, is after my parents water boarded me.

That was the moment I was reborn. That was the moment I was forced to appreciate the strength I never knew I had. I found what I needed to keep me going, I discovered a part of me that had always been suppressed by their manipulation.

I know how to easily access it now. I know how to easily access courage now. And I’d like to think that my time here will only make it magnify.

But I still need to write Nathan a letter. I still need to explain the situation. I need him to have closure because the thought of him banging on my door in several days’ time (demanding to my parents why I haven’t replied to his messages) breaks my heart. He has no idea how far I am.

Madam Katelyn stops around a corner, and as I curve myself around it, I notice that she has stopped to talk with a tall-built man wearing a grey V-neck shirt and black jeans. He’s a member, that’s obvious, but why is he lurking around the women’s side of the academy?

“Take this one to group C,” Madam Katelyn instructs. “She’s new, so be sure to stick to the guidelines.”

The man just nods in response, his hands entwine at his waist as he glares at the ground—afraid to meet Madam Katelyn’s eyes. Is this woman that scary? She can hardly walk. I could push her over and walk a mile away from her before she had even got back to her feet. I quickly vanish that thought, before I break out into laughter.

She meets my eyes, somehow noticing my amusement like she can read my thoughts. “See you at assembly,” she says.

“Looking forward to it,” I say loudly as she limps past me back in the direction that we came. I wait for her to turn around the corner and then I stare at the man. “What’s assembly?”

“This way,” he says, nodding his head forwards and ignoring my question completely.

He begins walking and it is a pace I’m not yet used to. I genuinely do have to jog to catch up to him. He remains silent, keeping his hands astride his jeans as he trots along the path towards a giant canvas of field in the distance.

“Is that where we’re going?” I say.

He doesn’t respond.

“Do you know where I can get a drink of water?”

Still no response.

I sigh, staring at the heavy bags under his eyes from the side of his face. He doesn’t seem irritated that I’m glaring at him, he just looks forwards, not daring to prize his eyes away from the destination in his mind. He looks to be in around his twenties, but his face is so dry and musty that it’s unclear.

“Hello?” I say, waving a hand in front of his eyes. “I know you can speak and I know you understand English.”

Still nothing. Not even a flinch. Every human’s reaction is to flinch when something comes close to their face unexpectedly, it’s not only a natural instinct but it’s a type of defence mechanism. The brain sends a distress signal issuing a response that can momentarily protect us, so we’re more expectant and less likely to be surprised if it happens again.

Annoyed by his mysterious self-control, I reach out and I grab his arm, twisting it around—forcing his eyes to finally meet mine. His eyes glare into me, solid and straight. But I notice the piercing green of them, the shattering bedazzlement leaps from his pupils like electrifying waves. He’s amazed that I managed to break his attention, even if it was just for a second, I’ve got him.

“You’re human,” I say. “You can speak. Talk to me.”

“You shouldn’t do that,” he says. “We can’t touch.”

My eyes flick down to my hand that is still gripped around his strong, athletic arm and I pull it back quickly, gently placing it beside my leg. “Okay,” I say. “What else can’t we do?”

“Speak.”

“Because we’re the opposite sex?”

“Because we’re not from the same group.”

“Which group are you?” I say.

His lips curl into a smile, just for a moment and then it vanishes, leaving me to ponder if I’d imagined it. “What’s your name?”

“Elizabeth.”

“Biblical, like all the others,” he says. “Come on, we need to move.”

He turns away from me, giving our surroundings a quick glance over before he begins walking. I stare after him for a moment, lost in confusion, before jogging to his side.

“What do you mean by Biblical?” I say.

He stares forwards again, not daring to flick his eyes across. “You’ll find out soon enough. Just count yourself lucky that you were born with that name. Others aren’t.”

I catch on quicker than I’d like to. “They change people’s names if they aren’t Biblical?” I say.

He nods.

“Did they change yours?”

He shakes his head. “I’m one of the lucky ones also.”

“They change people’s names,” I say, repeating it to myself in disbelief. If you take away someone’s name, you deprive them of identity. You erase everything that they are, everything that they have fought to become. You eradicate them from having purpose. “What else do they do?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” he says. “If it isn’t already, then you will learn soon enough.”

“How long have you been here?”

“All my life.”

I stop walking, staring at the side of his face in a state of shock. He turns, meeting my eyes with seriousness.

“Word to the wise,” he says. “If you want to survive here then play by their rules. Whatever you see, whatever you hear, whatever you feel, you can’t act on it. They’re testing you by placing you in C, they want you to react. But you can’t do that. Because if you do, you’ll be placed in D. And trust me, you don’t want that to happen.”

“Why are you helping me?” I say quietly. “A few minutes ago, you wouldn’t even look at me.”

He continues walking and I snap back to life as I stroll beside him. “I’m not helping you,” he says. “No one can help you. No one can help either of us.”

A few silent minutes befall us and although I itch to get his attention to ask more questions, I know it’s best not to because up ahead within the field is a shadow of grey bodies baking in the strong heat as they rake the ground like their lives depend on it.

“This is the work?” I say, unable to hold my tongue any longer. “Harvesting?”

I suddenly become painfully aware that I’m wearing a baggy sweater that is already beginning to make my armpits sweat and by the looks of all the women, they’re close to passing out already.

“That’s your group,” he says, nodding towards the grey bodies, not realising I’ve already clicked onto that. “The men’s group B is over there.” He nods his head farther left, towards a cluster of bodies in the far distance that are too far away to see clearly. The stretch of field goes on for miles and it blurs my vision the more that I try to see into it.

I glance back to him sadly. “So, are you group A?”

“Well, I definitely wouldn’t be standing here talking to you if I was D.”

“What do you mean?” I demand. “What happens in group D?”

“You should get to work before they come and drag you there,” he says, taking steps backwards. “Thank you, Elizabeth.”

“For what?” I say.

He lifts his arms for a moment, giving me a gentle shrug. “For demanding my attention and bringing me back. Even if it was just for a few minutes.”

“What’s your name?” I say.

“Elijah,” he says. “Remember what I said.”

“If I ever need reminding again, where can I find you?” I say quickly, before he turns around completely. “Where is group A?”

“I’m not in group A,” he says, almost grinning. “I think you can work it out for yourself.”

I narrow my eyes at him as he turns and begins walking back towards the compound. He’s not in group A? But if he’s not in group A, and he isn’t joining group B in harvesting, he isn’t in my group because we can’t speak to each other and he’s definitely not in group D then…

A sudden chill comes over me as I do exactly what he says and I work it out. I glare at the shimmer of the sun that shines from the back of his puffy, black hair and I hold my breath.

He’s a leader.





Chapter 13

I walk towards the edge of the harvesting field while glancing at the sky to allow the sun to warm the haunting chills that are making my fingers tremble. The women are spread out amongst the field, too focused to look in this direction. I flick my eyes across each of them, catching my breath as I observe how exhausted and faint they are. There is a young girl, around twelve, that is aimlessly drifting back and forth across the corn as though she is day-dreaming.

Not one of them has a bottle of water. Not one of them stops to take a moment, or to sit out for a few minutes. This is slavery.

“You. New girl,” a voice calls from my right.

I turn to look at a young woman wearing a supervisor’s gown, she leans against the bonnet of a red truck with giant silver tires and her arms remain firmly crossed as she stares at me. She is blonde and unlike other supervisors, she doesn’t wear a bandanna. Her hair is tied back into a ponytail—making her beauty shine from her pale, flawless skin.

“Name?” she says.

“Elizabeth,” I respond.

“Elizabeth,” she repeats. “You’re late.”

“How?” I say. “I had to walk here and—”

She uncrosses her arms, lifting herself up from the bonnet and walks over to me. “Your group has already begun,” she says. “You are late.”

I stare into her sharp, blue eyes, showing her no fear. “Madam Katelyn gave me my introduction, I couldn’t be here any sooner. I didn’t know where here was.”

“So, is it Madam Katelyn’s fault?” she demands. “Is that your excuse?”

Is she trying to trick me? I roll my eyes across her face, measuring her solid expression as I reach the conclusion that she’s enjoying this. I know exactly what she’s trying to do and I’ve known her approximately a minute.

“I can only deliver an excuse if it’s a lie,” I say. “And thou shall not lie.”

She smirks at me and I can’t tell if she’s impressed or taking a severe dislike to my attitude. She turns her attention back to the members and steps sideways. “Group C, meet your new addition,” she shouts towards the field. “Be sure to inform her of what happens when members act smart.”

The group stops their work for a moment as they wipe sweat from their foreheads and glare in this direction.

The woman looks at me and then nods her head at the field. “Get to it then, you’ve got catching up to do.”

I begin walking towards the field, wriggling my fingers beside my waist as I try to make it seem that I have a clue what I’m doing. I’ve never even been in a field, let alone worked in one. I glance around, trying to catch a glimpse of what everyone else is doing. Some are raking the ground, others are digging holes with their bare hands to extract vegetables but most are limping across the field with giant baskets that are brim-full and over-flowing with potatoes. I notice the remaining three supervisors are out here also, treading the ground back and forth with whips in their palms.

I flinch as a young girl becomes a victim of one of those whips in the far distance, it hits her so bluntly that I can hear it clearly. I see the girl curl over as the supervisor, a tall brunette woman, springs it upon her again and again while screaming at the girl to pick up the pace. The girl is merely a baby—she looks older than the twelve-year-old that I saw, but she is still just as fragile and innocently petite.

“Don’t stare,” a voice suddenly says. “You’ll be next.”

I look down to the ground, meeting the eyes of a woman that is digging so hard into the soil that her fingers are bleeding. “What do I do?”

“Get on your knees,” she says, turning her attention away. “You can share my basket.”

I fall to my knees, searching the ground for something to use to begin digging. I see a rock just a little further ahead on the ground and I push myself forwards to retrieve it. It’s small and not blunt enough to penetrate the soil for a deep hole, but it’s all I have.

“Thank you,” I whisper to the woman as I scrape the soil. “What’s your name?”

She digs harsher suddenly, her face scrunches up into an expression of resentment and anguish. “Ruth.”

“That’s not your real name, is it?”

She glances at me, calmness befalls her as she mentally questions my observation. “Yes, it is.”

I blink at her, confused as to why she wouldn’t admit it. “Is that what they told you?”

“Stop talking,” she says through clenched teeth. “You’ll get us both whipped.”

A supervisor suddenly comes into view as she paces herself in front of us, swinging the thick whip gently through the air at the back of her body. This one is older, not as old as Madam Katelyn, but the dooming grey in her hair is visible. At her arrival, Ruth suddenly stiffens, her head falls down instinctively and her eyes become dedicated on the soil. I notice how her body trembles just a little, as though she is anticipating an attack just for the sake of it and not because she’s doing anything wrong.

But I don’t do that. I’ve been whipped before, I’ve been belted before, I’ve been water-boarded before. I’m not afraid of the weapon she holds, I’m not afraid of the authority she holds—my eyes remain up, my face remains solid and I glare upon this woman’s face with bravery that makes her pause in her tracks.

Then I remember Elijah’s warning. Whatever you see, whatever you hear, whatever you feel, don’t act on it.

And my eyes fall down. I rake the levelled soil with my right hand, pushing as much strength into my shoulder as I can reach without tearing a muscle in the process. Whatever I did, seems to work, because the supervisor walks on by like she’s impressed.

As soon as she’s out of my peripheral vision, my head goes back up and my surroundings finally make sense to me.

I turn to Ruth. “This isn’t an academy at all, is it?”

“No,” she responds, not daring to glance up again. “It isn’t.”

My eyes snap over her head at the sound of another whip hitting an exhausted, fragile body and I hold my breath for a moment before the truth rolls off my tongue quietly. “It’s a cult.”







Chapter 14

Heat. Exhaustion. Dehydration. Heat.

My eyes blink, my body sways, my breathing pattern loosens as though I don’t know how to breathe anymore. Sweat drips from every gland on my body—I feel sick, dizzy, faint, but the thirst…

The thirst is unlike anything. I never knew thirst, not until now. My throat burns like someone is pouring oil from a vat fryer down it. There’s no escaping it, there’s nothing to distract me from it—and catching glimpses of the supervisors wandering around drinking water, bottles that they occasionally dangle in front of some members is excruciating.

My surroundings begin to blur as I fight to stay conscious. My head remains down, my hand still moves against the perishing ground, but it grows slower and slower, weaker and weaker. The only thing that has kept me going is seeing the young girls carrying on, but physically, I can’t take it anymore.

“It’s full,” Ruth says, referring to the basket of potatoes. “Take it to the truck.”

“I… can’t,” I say breathlessly as I blink at the spots forming around my vision. “I can’t…”

Without any warning, my body jerks backwards and my eyes roll to the blue sky as I pant at it. I focus on the blue. I focus on the wonder of it, of the bedazzlement of it and then I become annoyed by it. I don’t know how long I’ve been out here now. I don’t know if it’s been hours or an entire day, but the light seems to never end, the blue doesn’t seem to ever go away. The sun doesn’t seem to ever be setting.

When my eyes roll back down, I’m face-to-face with the tall, brunette supervisor that I’ve seen whip the members carelessly. I’m too drained to offer a reaction to her deep gaze, I’m too alarmed that I’m seeing three versions of her above me to move my body back into position.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the three faces of her says, it’s all compiled together to create three versions of one voice.

Suddenly, I feel pain ignite into my shoulder as she unleashes her whip upon me. My body curls over and I fall on my stomach as she whips me again directly into my spine.

“I said, what you are doing!” she roars.

“What are you doing!” my mother’s voice screams inside my head as I’m forced into a memory.

As the supervisor kicks my stomach until I roll over, in my head, my mother is slapping me across the face and shoving my head into the toilet bowl of the bathroom because I decided to run a bath instead of dusting the landing.

I lay on my back, physically on the field, mentally on the bathroom floor as the supervisor and my mother stand above me, both of their faces projecting anger and impatience.

“Answer me!” the supervisor yells, and slowly, the hallucination and memory of my mother disappears.

I don’t even have the energy to speak anymore, I don’t even have enough energy to react to the pain. I’m slipping into darkness and it’s taking me quickly. As much as I try to stay awake, the thought of being able to sleep and having no control over it is, frankly, a haven escape. But she won’t let me sleep, she won’t let me go. She keeps on whipping me, getting angrier with every time that I’m not reacting, until finally, I gasp out and I react.

“I… I just need… a drink,” I say, panting at the sky.

“A drink?” she says. “Well, why didn’t you ask? I’ll fetch you a drink.”

My mind is so blanked out by the hallucinations and fatigue that I can’t evaluate her tone seriously. I’m not sure if she’s being sarcastic or if she genuinely means it, but either way, all three versions of her begin walking away and I take that time to hold my hands to my face as I give myself a you can do it pep talk.

I manage to sit up, coughing spit onto the ground as I hold in the bile that’s working its way up my throat. I hold my stomach tightly, slowly rocking as every inch of me stings from developing bruises.

“You’re making it worse for yourself,” Ruth says. I try to look at her but she’s just an unclear shadow. “You need to get on with it.”

“How?” I breathe, my fingers grip around my stomach in desperation. “This is the… this is the freaking twenty-first century, how is this happening?”

“You’ll go crazy if you try and look for an answer to that,” she says. “You either survive today, or you die.”

Die. That word sounds amazing. It sounds like the door to water and safety. I’m already half way there, I’ll be dead soon, I know I will. I can feel it inside of me, I can hear it singing to me.

No, I think to myself. It’s the dehydration talking. You’re strong enough for this. I fall into a timeless state of mind. Not looking at anything, not thinking of anything, just breathing.

Suddenly, a cough rumbles from above me. I lift my eyes aimlessly, meeting another blurry shadow.

“Here,” she says. “Water.”

She throws me a bottle of clear liquid and it rolls across the soil to my toes. My hands reach out for it, grabbing it slowly and cautiously.

“Thank you,” I say, I tighten my grip around the lid, almost tasting the cure to death.

“That bottle is to remain by your side for the duration of the harvesting. If it has been opened, if a single drop is missing, then you will be out here every day under my supervision until I say otherwise.”

I snap my eyes up, glaring at one of her faces that is ugly and damaging. I slowly drop the bottle, placing it beside my leg as I resist the urge to use what’s left of my strength to throw it at her.

“Good,” she says. “You’re learning. If those brats down there can do it without water, then it’s rather selfish of you to ask for it. The Lord detests selfishness. Now, get back to work and I expect to see at least another twenty baskets making their way to that truck.”

I keep my eyes on her faces as she smirks to herself while moving on by, the whip swinging from her fingertips. When she is gone, I weakly roll the bottle back and forth from my leg, wishing that I hadn’t been foolish enough to ask.

“Told you,” Ruth says. “You’re lucky to take on Joan and still be conscious.”

“Yeah, lucky,” I whisper, nudging myself closer to the rock to begin digging again. I take a breath before plunging the rock into the ground while the dizziness still makes me feel sick and disoriented.

“You’ll get used to the way things are done here,” Ruth mutters, meeting my jumpy eyes. “Sooner or later, they all do. If you survive this, kid, you might just wish you hadn’t.”





Chapter 15

The sound of a far-away klaxon rumbles through the hot air, causing me to remain still while I try to observe what is happening. The noise must symbolise something big because the entire group has also paused their labour and are staring up, waiting for the noise to drown out.

“You know what the noise means,” a supervisor shouts from across the field. “Move!”

Breathless and weak, I copy the actions from the other girls and I slowly rise to my feet, leaving my half-full basket behind as I waddle forwards while stumbling through the air. I know that I must walk, I know that I must continue, but the more I try to move further, the more my legs just give way and I fall towards the ground.

I manage to keep vertically adrift without falling completely, but it’s taking everything I have to do so. My limbs are frail like doll parts, my breathing pattern is so staggered that I don’t know which way is out or in, I don’t even have a sense of direction—I just keep fumbling my way towards anywhere that is away from this field.

That way is freedom, and I approach it quicker and quicker while my feet keep turning into bizarre directions as I walk. Soon, I’m out of the field and I’m blending with the crowd of bodies that are dragging themselves in perfect straight lines, as I’m the odd one out, treading everywhere.

“Get in line,” a voice snarls at me.

I turn my head to look at Ruth who stares at me from one of the lines. I side-step until I fall into her line and I place myself behind her.

“W-where are we g-going?” I blurt out.

“Assembly,” she whispers quickly over her shoulder. “Pastor’s called it early. That isn’t good.”

I go to reply but the blonde supervisor glances back from the front of the line, rolling her eyes across each face until becoming satisfied that we’re all under her control and glances forwards. The other supervisors are scattered across the path, leading their own lines of members and still swing their whips at the back of their bodies.

To my left, in a different line, is one of the young girls. She moves as though someone has hacked into her joints, she doesn’t walk, she pulls herself—her eyes remain down, her expression sad as she tries her best to keep up. She’s a pretty girl. She has diamond-blue eyes and raven-coloured hair that has almost completely fallen out of her bun. She carries herself with so much pain that my heart breaks for her. Just like myself, she has probably never known love in her life. She has never known safety or company, she has always felt alone, misunderstood and insignificant. No one has ever helped her, no one has ever stood up for her, no one has ever tried to console her or lift her spirits—no one has ever given her a reason to live.

But I will.

I become stronger just by observing this girl. She inspires me to walk, to resist the weakness that drowns me, she lifts me. I shake the desperation to drink and to rest. I suppress it, allowing myself to heal instead.

I won’t be broken. I’m lucky to still be standing, to still be alive, but I am not broken. The women and children around me might be halfway there, but I’m the only one that can see what they can’t.

From what I know of cults, their motive is brainwash. Torture, slavery and control are just standard procedures to speed up the process. But brainwash is the endgame, it is their purpose. The members around me are not yet entirely brainwashed, hence why we are group C. Group B will be a step up—less likely to be saved.

But group A?

The thought of meeting them terrifies me. They’ve most likely lost themselves completely, forced into believing that the years of suffering that they have endured here is necessary. Then again, Elijah is a leader, and he’s been here his whole life and I was able to snap him out of his trance.

If I can bring back a leader, someone that was much far gone than any of the members here, then getting through to the groups should be easy. But what if my encounter with Elijah was just something short of a miracle?

What if the reality is that everyone here is beyond saving and beyond bringing back—what if, I am too?

What if… none of us can ever be saved?





Chapter 16

Before attending assembly, we are all guided towards an outside drinking fountain which is attached to a wall and guarded by a male leader. We wait in our lines, all of us desperate and impatient to get to it—but remain controlled and silent. After minutes of waiting in queue, it’s finally my line’s turn. Because I’m at the back, I’m the very last person to have my turn. Mentally, I’m jumping up and down with joy—physically, I’m still slightly swaying and seeing spots cloud my pupils.

Ruth walks forwards, she presses the button upon the fountain and drops her head onto the flow of water—I watch her with envy as she gulps down the water as though she’s been deprived of it for much longer than I have.

Finally, she wipes her mouth and walks back towards me, passing me to get back to the end of the line. All that stands between me and the fountain is a few short steps. I push myself forwards, giddily approaching the fountain with a desperate waddle.

Pressing that button and hearing the water pour from the tiny pipe is the sweetest sound in the world. I lower my head, bringing my mouth to curve around the edge of the opening, gasping as the water drizzles down my throat—healing the sore, dry patches of my temporary insanity. I don’t want it to ever stop. It’s orgasmic. It’s heavenly. In this moment, it is a life saver. Just a few droplets of water, just a few seconds of something so simple and I’m me again.

It hasn’t quenched me completely, but is enough to last a while. It is enough for the blinding spots clouding my vision to disintegrate and for the muscles of my legs to harden, giving me a better sense of direction when I finally release my lips from the pipe, and walk back to the line. I’m still weak and I’m still nauseated, but I see the world so much more clearly. I see everything.

I straighten my spine behind Ruth, rubbing my fingers gently against my dirty sweatpants that are smothered in soil, grass and insects. I copy what everyone else does and I accede to the instructions of the blonde supervisor to follow her. We begin moving across the wide landscape and I suddenly become aware that no one else is around.

No leaders, no members, no supervisors… no one.

“Move it!” a supervisor shouts. “We’re late!”

The line picks up the pace, our bodies move as one as we begin hurrying towards what looks like an ancient chapel in the near distance. The building is made of rusty stone, with a pile of white steps that lead up to two enormous high pillars that are engraved with swirling patterns that entwine up and down in spirals. The building itself looks thousands of years old and it makes me wonder if the entire academy was built around it.

Every other building looks fairly new, not brand new—but newer than crusty, rotting stone that shakes gravel onto my head as I walk underneath it. This building must be important, it must hold some kind of particular history, something that the founder of the academy viewed as a centre piece to their artwork. It could hold answers.

I follow my line into the entrance of the chapel. Inside, it resembles a giant church, except every inch of it is light grey and there are more pillars holding up the sky-high roof than brick. It smells of nothing, literally nothing. There is no fragrance of warmth, no aroma of pleasantry, there is no odour but the strong stench of sweat clinging to my armpits.

The chapel is layered evenly. Around the level that I am standing on, is the platform of leaders and supervisors that are standing at steel railings with their hands behind their backs, staring downwards. I look downwards to where my line is heading—I begin walking down another set of steps that lead deeper into the depths of the chapel and towards all the uniformed, silent bodies that are organised in categories.

As I reach the final step, falling behind my line that leads me left, I take notice of every member that is here. The women and men are separated. The men take the right side and us women take the left. And then we are split into our groups. At the front of the platform, I’m assuming, is group A, followed by group B in the middle region and my group at the back.

That’s the logical sense of organising this.

Every single head is down, every single body is stiff and rigid. I can’t get a glimpse of any face clearly, but almost every member has uncanny resemblances—partly because they all wear the same colour, have the same shaped hair and proclaim the same soulless aura. I’ve never experienced being with such an enormous amount of people in one room before and yet, I still feel as though I am standing alone.

As I take note of all the groups that are divided evenly with large spaces between them, one thing becomes clear: group D isn’t here.

“Children!” a voice suddenly exclaims from the lifted-up stage before us all. Duncan wanders across it, his hands spread out through the air as he looks over us. “I am deeply sorry for interrupting your daily activities, but the assembly had to be brought forward due to unforeseen circumstances. As you know, it is a breach of the rules to engage in what could be perceived to be sexual activity with any other member. It saddens me today to report that these rules have been breached.”

I observe curiously as group A and group B let out shrills of gasps between them, glancing around in a state of disgust. I was right, they’re definitely gone.

“Rule breaking will not be tolerated here in Cross Academy!” Duncan continues. “And as a result, I will present to you the two shameful members that will be publicly punished as a consequence of said breaching.”

He turns to his left and rubs his fingers together, issuing a signal towards someone in the shadows of the stage. A few seconds later, two male leaders emerge, both of them clinging on to the hair of one female and one male. The female is a young girl, hardly a teenager, and the male looks young too, his body is flimsy and weak, he struggles in the grasp of the leader, but he cannot break free.

The leaders throw them down onto the stage, and their bodies smack into the ground while peeking up in terror to meet the eyes of group A, who are snarling and spitting at them. Hands dive up to try and grab them, to try and pull them into the crowd because of irrational fury that doesn’t make sense to me. The girl treads backwards on her knees, trying to get as far from group A as possible while her eyes hold so much fear that she begins to hyperventilate.

“It’s time for judgement,” Duncan says. “The Lord will rule!”

“The Lord will rule!” Group A repeats in unison.

Duncan unleashes a long, thick piece of metal that he rises above his head for a moment, before swinging it down and plying the girl with unbearable pain. Her screams fill the entire chapel, they echo throughout the walls, bouncing from one to another. He doesn’t seem to stop, he kicks her stomach as she rolls over onto her side, then proceeds to slam his boot into her face.

I begin to fidget, feeling adrenaline course through my bones as I fight with what to do. I can’t watch this, everyone else can, but I can’t. I can’t stand here and be silent. I can’t stand here and cheer. I can’t hear those loud, agonising screams coming from such a small, petite person and do nothing.

I begin to pace a little, moving side-to-side while I clench my teeth and ball my hands into hard, thorough fists. I glance up to the top platform of all the male leaders and my eyes find Elijah, he is staring at me, he shakes his head at me as though he knows what I am thinking.

The cheers from the groups fuel my anger, how they can be happy to see this? How can they praise such a malicious and evil act?

No, I can’t take it.

I begin to move towards the stage, even if I have to take the place of that girl, I will—I’ll take every beating for her. I’ll take anything they throw at me, I just can’t listen to her screams any longer. I direct myself from the group and I cross over to the path in between the two sides that separate us, I put myself in the dangerous line of sight of everyone around me.

My eyes fall on Duncan and I narrow them slowly, before I charge.





Chapter 17

I keep my eyes on Duncan, ready for my intervention, when suddenly, a strong hand grips my wrist, yanking me out of my charge and I am pulled back into the silence of group C. I stumble back into the crowd, turning to meet the calm eyes of Ruth.

“Don’t,” she sneers. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Get off me,” I say, trying to break my wrist free from her grasp.

“Look around you,” she says. “They’re testing you.”

I gently turn my head, gazing upwards at the oval of supervisors and leaders. All of them are staring at me, all of them are evaluating me and they’re waiting for my reaction.

“Every time a new member joins, Pastor brings the assembly forward,” Ruth says quietly. “In every assembly, something like this happens. He wants to divide the pure from the sinned.”

“What happened to new members that spoke up?” I ask.

“They were escorted out of here and we never saw them again.”

I flinch as the girl’s screams, once again, bounce across the room. I turn away, clenching my teeth together as her cries for help push me to the edge.

“The girl will be fine,” Ruth says. “She’ll be taken to medical. She’ll heal.”

“And the boy?”

“Pastor won’t touch him, he likes to make the boys watch. He favours them. They’ll both renounce their sins and then they’ll be free to re-join their groups. If their groups will allow them back.”

I scowl at the word free. How is that freedom? How is being put back into a group a reward? By the sounds of group A, I suddenly get the feeling that the two of them belong there. And group A doesn’t seem like the forgiving type.

“What if their group rejects them?”

“They’ll be downgraded,” she says. “If group B refuse to take them, then they’ll be placed in our group, but only if we take them.”

Suddenly, the screams of the girl drown out and silence befalls the chapel—causing our conversation to be cut short. I turn around, my eyes flick back up to the stage and they land on the boy who has the face of someone that may as well had been beaten. Watching someone you care about endure such pain must be a greater punishment than the physical pain itself. The girl is still conscious, she’s a fighter, she lays on her hip with her arms tight around her stomach as she cradles herself softly while whimpering.

Duncan blows some of his fallen hair out of his face that sticks to his forehead by sweat, he stands over the girl’s head, glancing down at her with a twisted smirk.

“The only way to exile the devil, is to beat the devil!” Duncan shouts, igniting a wrath of praise from group A and B. “The female holds the devil. The sin of seduction. I do not blame this boy for falling for the devil’s trap.” He points his finger at the boy, making the boy turn his face away to gaze into oblivion. “It is not his fault that he was seduced. This slut took his attention from us. But now we have gained it back!”

I look around as the roars continue, hands are now vertically pumping through the air and not desperately reaching towards the terrified boy. He wants to look towards the girl, I see it in his eyes, he wants to crawl over to her and wrap his slim arms around her. He wants to take the pain away. But he can’t because he knows she would be the one receiving the consequence. I’ve never seen bravery like that. He has to leave her alone in the loneliness to save her—even though that loneliness will last a very long time.

“Settle down,” Duncan says to his beaming audience. “The devil has been cast out. Her sins will be heard. I will redeem her, I will save her!”

The girl still holds her stomach, her head remains on the ground, she’s too scared to move. One of the leaders gathers her up in his arms and lifts her from the stage. She’s so tiny in his huge arms, such a breakable little thing. She doesn’t make a sound, she just allows him to carry her away from the boy that is desperate to see her.

Duncan moves towards the boy, placing his hand on his shoulder. The boy flinches, straightening with anxiety. “Do you renounce your sin before the eyes of the Lord?” Duncan says.

“Yes,” the boy says quietly.

“Louder!”

“Yes!” the boy shouts. “I repent.”

“I did not ask you to repent, I asked you to renounce.”

“I renounce my sin,” the boy says, his lips tremble as he looks around the chapel. “I kissed her. I’m sorry.”

Duncan lifts his eyes up, above the boy’s head and the boy squeezes his eyes shut as Duncan removes his hand from his shoulder. “Group A. Do you accept his renouncement?”

The men’s group A responds by shouting in disgust and curses. His renouncement isn’t good enough for them.

“Group B,” Duncan says. “Do you accept his renouncement?”

Group B are silent, they’re more conservative, more observant—they make their judgement by thinking it through, not by reacting on impulse. Eventually, as though they all think with one mind, their voices deliver the conclusion together.

“No,” they all shout.

Duncan’s eyes stray further, to the back of the chapel, to the final group. “Group C. Will you accept his renouncement?”

I stare at the group across from me, the group that A and B are also glaring at, as if they’re anticipating a predictable yes. The young boys are confused, they’re glancing up at the older generations to make the decision for them—they’re not sure if it’s a test or not.

Suddenly, I’m beginning to think that too. Is it a test? Or is it a genuine renouncement? What will happen to the boy if all groups refuse him?

I’m now feeling more afraid for the girl. She might be too weak to have her renouncement now, but it will have to come sooner or later and with Duncan putting all the blame on her, I’m not even sure that my group will allow her to join. Then again, I don’t know them well enough to assume that. I only know Ruth and she did just save my life, so maybe there’s more defiance in group C than I first thought.

“Group C!” Duncan shouts. “I need an answer!”

“Yes,” one of the members says, he is an older man with white hair and a thick beard. “We accept.”

Both genders from A and B protest with glares. But the women of group C all hold small smiles around me, as though we are all thinking as one, no matter what gender we are. There is a dangerous silence that occurs, as Duncan processes the group’s answer.

Finally, he smiles. “The Lord has spoken. Andrew will now join group C. He is to be included in all activities, but will not be permitted to work night shifts.”

Duncan pulls Andrew to his feet and the boy flicks his eyes open. Duncan pushes him by his shoulders and Andrew begins walking down the steps of the stage, stumbling down the path between the snarling groups that act like they want to rip his throat out. He reaches the back in a daze and I look at him as he moves past me, joining the opposite side.

“The slut, Carol, will receive her renouncement tomorrow morning,” Duncan says. “I encourage all the women to refrain from making your decision until you have heard her speak. Always remember, it is the devil that possesses, but he only possesses the weak. Is Carol too weak to resist him? Is Carol too riddled with sin to continue our journey? Make your choice wisely. May the Lord be with you.”

“May the lord be with you,” all the women say in unison.

Duncan leaves the stage, exiting through the gap of a curtain around the side. We all wait as the supervisors and leaders begin to walk around the platform above us, making their way back to us.

I seize my chance at conversation while they are distracted. “Our group will accept her, won’t they?” I say to Ruth.

Ruth gives me a deep frown. “It’s always hard to tell. We have before. But, this is a difficult situation. Letting someone in always comes with a consequence. That consequence is that we will become even further away from ever joining group B.”

“So?” I say.

“The closer to B, the closer to A,” she says.

“I don’t understand,” I whisper. “Why would you want to join group A?”

“Because joining group A is the only way out of here,” she says. “They don’t keep people here forever. They are eventually released back into the outside.”

“At what cost?” I say. There must be a catch, I doubt Duncan would casually let people go without some kind of insurance. The first thing I’d do is go to the police. He must know that.

“I don’t know,” she says. “No one does. But it does happen. I’ve seen it. Some vanish discreetly, but when someone is given permission to leave, when their time here is fulfilled, he holds a public send off. And we watch the person be driven out of the gates. Either that or they become a leader.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Long enough.”

I read over her face. She isn’t a teenager, she’s a grown woman, possibly in her late twenties to early thirties. It’s unlikely that she was forced here by her parents, it’s even more unlikely that she would leave behind her life on the outside to join here voluntarily. So, how did she come to join?

It’s something I deeply want to know, but I don’t have the chance to ask because the leaders have joined us. I turn around, coming face-to-face with Madam Katelyn, who stares into me with her familiar, arrogant smirk.

“Group C,” she says. “Follow me.”

She turns, limping herself slowly up the steps as the other leaders gather around the top, waiting impatiently for her to leave. I’m the first member of the line and I’m the first to exit the grim chapel.

The sky is darker than when I entered, the sun is finally setting behind the distant horizon of beyond the fence. I find it hard to believe that I’ve only been here a day—merely a few hours. It feels much longer, it feels timeless.

It was only the other night that I was sitting beside Nathan on that balcony—gazing at the gentle stars with my head tilted on his chest. It was only the other night that I danced and I laughed, and I counted my blessings that I was lucky enough to have him in my life. It was only the other night that I was free. That I was whole. That I was oblivious to this secret society that would take in good people and make them bend their souls to obedience.

I notice that the other supervisors of group C are leading their own lines and now it suddenly makes sense. We’re separated by dorms. I feel relief at the thought of Ruth being in the same dorm as me, along with the young teenage girl and other women of all ages.

We get halfway across the grounds, when suddenly, the line is halted. I peek around Madam Katelyn to see Elijah standing before her.

“Apologies for the interjection,” Elijah says. “Pastor wants a word with Elizabeth.”

I stiffen at the sound of my name; my throat begins to squeeze tightly as I ponder over reasons as to what he would want to talk to me about.

“Take her,” Madam Katelyn says, disinterested either way.

Elijah nods at me and I walk out of the line, keeping my eyes down as I succumb to the sudden summoning. Elijah begins walking in the opposite direction and I match his footsteps as I drag myself besides him.

Once we’re around a corner of a building, he pauses, checking his surroundings.

“I thought you were taking me to Duncan?” I say.

“I am,” he says. “But first, there’s something you need to know.”





Chapter 18

I press my back into the harsh brick of the random building we are pausing beside, waiting for Elijah to elaborate. He’s occupied with scanning around each direction, his attention drifting to every little noise, no matter how insignificant.

“What is it?” I say quietly, bored with his silence.

“Keep walking,” he says. “This way.”

He continues walking and I push myself from the wall, walking quickly to catch up to him as I try to match his giant strides that are exhausting me, he’s so tall. We walk in silence for a few seconds, before he turns me down a secluded pathway that leads to the entrance of another orange-bricked cabin.

“You did good back there,” he whispers. “It’s not easy to watch.”

“Seriously?” I say, anger rises in my voice. “It not easy? Are you joking? No one should be watching that at all. It shouldn’t even be happening at all.”

“I understand,” he says. “It’s your first day and you’re probably in shock by what you’ve witnessed today. But, there’s more to it than you think.”

“It’s a cult,” I whisper. “I’ve worked that much out.”

“It didn’t used to be,” he says. “Not since…”

“Since?” I say, scanning over the side of his face. He still refuses to look me in the eye, like he has difficulty with it.

“That’s not important. What is important is what is going to happen. Pastor likes to test new members, to provoke sin or distrust from them. He’s paranoid that some of the volunteers only join to investigate the academy, so he holds extreme public punishments to drown out the fearless moles. In most cases, they will just watch along. In other cases, they will scream or try to stop the renouncement. In your case, you did both. You controlled yourself, but it wasn’t enough.”

“Is that what you wanted me to know?” I say.

"I told you not to react to anything."

“I didn’t,” I say. “I stayed silent.”

“You walked out into the aisle, every leader was watching you. And they also saw the member pull you back.”

“Ruth?” I say. I grab his arm, halting our walk, making him meet my frantic gaze. “Will she be alright?”

“What do you think?” he says. His face falls sad, almost weak, as he stares into my eyes with a longing for something that I’m not sure about. “Ruth will be punished, severely. It’s against the rules to intervene with a member’s choice to sin. Pastor is now going to test you again.”

“I’ll have to do something to spare Ruth?”

He nods. “That’s how this works.”

“Is this a game to him?” I ask. “These are people’s lives.”

He steps forwards, breathing down onto me with sharp, hollow breaths. “Listen to me carefully. You’re a member here now, you’re a part of this now. You have to do as they say and you have to control yourself. It’s the only way to remain who you are.”

“Yeah, I’ve caught on to that part,” I say. “Group A and B seem fun.”

“Is this a game to you?” he accuses. “I can tell you’re intelligent and with that comes responsibility. Manipulating your way through the system won’t get you anywhere. However intelligent you are, Pastor will always be a step ahead. And that’s why group A and B are the way they are.” “But you’re not,” I question, reading his bright, green eyes. “Why are you helping me? Why are you different to them?”

He swallows, turning his face away. “I’m not. Like I said before, none of us can be helped.”

He’s in denial. How can he not see that he’s helping me? How can he not differentiate between speaking to me like a human being and commanding me like I’m a slave? He is different and he is still in control of his own mind. I’m not even sure I played a part in that anymore, I don’t believe he’s ever truly been gone—he’s just awakened. Perhaps, in a way, I helped him, perhaps, I contributed to waking him up, but he mustn’t had been that far brainwashed for it to work so easily. And that is the hope. That is the only hope any member here can have—remembering who they are.

We approach the entrance to the building, leaving that conversation dangling behind us as we move on to the other part of his warning.

“What is this place?” I say, staring down at the first step up to the door before I place my foot upon it.

He doesn’t answer for a moment, he looks upwards with an expression of longing and sadness, before delivering his fear-provoking reply. “Medical.”





Chapter 19

Medical. That word ignites unwanted fear into me as I take in its unfortunate definition. A place for medicine, a place for resting, a place for healing, a place for the injured. I am not injured. I am exhausted, sleep-deprived, weak and hungry—but not to the extreme amount that I require care. It is not for my own benefit that I am here, it is for someone else’s.

Elijah opens the squeaky, red door that leads into a pasty, quiet room that is set up like a genuine waiting room. There are chairs around the entrance, pushed against the rim of the walls, and a woman wearing a white jacket and thick glasses is standing behind a desk in front of me while scribbling something down onto paper.

From inside here, everything looks normal. Like I have just walked in from the busy streets of the city and I am waiting to see a doctor that can make everything better—like millions of other people across the world. I blink a few times to process how far from reality I’m travelling.

This is not an ordinary reception. This is not an ordinary waiting room. That is not an ordinary woman hired to do good. It’s all an illusion.

Elijah ignores the woman, who also ignores us and he points his eyes at the row of chairs. “Take a seat.”

“Why are we—”

“Take a seat,” he says.

I bite the bottom of my lip and I wander backwards into one of the chairs, slumping into the wood that digs into my spine. Elijah disappears around the corner of the desk, I hear a door slam shut and it causes my body to jolt.

I begin to count my heartbeats as the seconds pass. I scroll my eyes over the room, observing the woman that just continues to write, then I direct my attention to the chairs, then to the concrete floor, then to the pasty, grey walls. The seconds turn to minutes, my heartbeats turn sour and misplaced. I play with the rim of my sleeves, twiddling the cotton in between my fingertips.

The few minutes turn into several, then into an hour. By then, my eyes are beginning to close and I can’t keep them open anymore. I rest my head into the board of the chair, gently letting my body slip further down until I’m comfortable. I wrap my arms around my chest, letting my face roll sideways as my subconscious fights to be let through.

Just then, a slam occurs from across the room. I snap my eyes open, straightening my body up the chair and I unfold my arms, swallowing down anger at the inconvenient timing. I should have closed my eyes and slept the moment Elijah left me here. I could have just had a lovely hour nap.

I relinquish those thoughts as one of the leader’s walks into the light from around the desk; he is a handsome man with curly blonde locks and a sharp, defined nose that doesn’t quite fit right between his petite, long-lashed eyes.

“Elizabeth,” he calls, scanning around the room.

I glance around me, becoming paranoid that I’m not the only one waiting here, but I am, I’m alone. Yet, he calls as though others are here. Yet again, it is like being in a genuine doctor’s surgery—only the doctors are the ones in need of a mental examination.

I slide to my feet, pulling my sleeves to cover my hands. His eyes flicker to me and I pace towards him, with the mind set of running in the opposite direction.

“Pastor will see you now,” he says. “Follow me.”

Follow me. I’m sick of hearing those words. I’m sick of following, I’m sick of being patronised, I’m sick of forever being taken somewhere. For once, I want someone to follow me. I trudge behind him through the side door, scowling at the back of his head. I’ve never done so much scowling in one day before, it’s not a nice feeling. It’s the feeling that someone has authority over me, that someone is making me do something I don’t want to do and the more I linger on that thought, the more I become aware that I might be scowling for a very long time.

The leader leads me into a narrow corridor that stretches for several feet and as I take my time reaching the end, I notice the peculiar noises coming from the closed doors astride me. Behind the walls are bizarre sounds that don’t resemble words, but resemble something like a caged animal. It is not screaming, nor is it crying, but it’s a strange notion of vibrations that collaborate to create some kind of other-worldly language. The noises grow so loud that I pause beside a door, my hand moving towards the handle hesitantly. The sane part of my brain is telling me that I really shouldn’t look, because there’s a slight chance I’m going to be left traumatised by what I find lurking inside—but the curiosity is too much. My hand reaches the handle, ready to give in to temptation, ready to just open it for a second, just to catch a glimpse of whatever is inside.

“Elizabeth,” the leader says from the end of the corridor. “You don’t want to do that.”

I swallow, pulling my hand back from the handle and I turn to meet his eyes. “What’s in there?”

“It’s off limits,” he says. “Medical is this way.”

“Wait, so, this isn’t medical?” I ask, scanning my eyes to the other doors.

“No. This is the psychiatric unit.”

I press my ear to the wall as the strange noises continue, I can’t hear any word being spoken, by a doctor or otherwise. I just hear those vibrations, they’re scarily zombie-like. “Psychiatric unit?” I repeat, moving my ear away. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Why would they need a psychiatric unit when everybody here is already psychotic? How much more mental can the people here get? What group would they be classed as? Would they even be grouped?

Whatever is making those noises, doesn’t even sound human, what is Duncan doing here?

“I won’t tell you again,” he says. “This way.”

The tone in his voice causes me to surrender my inquisition and I reluctantly glide myself down the corridor, peering over my shoulder to hear those noises one last time before they vanish behind me.

Duncan knows that I’d be passing down this hallway, he knows that I’m capable of relying on instinct, to know when something is wrong. He wanted me to hear them, he wanted to scare me and he wanted to show me something that could happen to me if I step out of line. I don’t know what lies behind those doors and I don’t know what illusion those people are being forced into—but I’m going to find out.





Chapter 20

Later that night, I take my worn-out, filthy clothes to the laundry room which is around the corner from the bedroom quarters. I think about tonight as I cross the street at the back of my dorm’s line.

I didn’t mention anything to Duncan about what I heard in the hallway, even though he dropped hints, I acted as though I was oblivious. He’s trying to play a game and I’m not playing.

After a quick, manipulative conversation, he made me stand outside the cubical of Carol while she slept soundlessly covered in bandages and bruises. He made me watch her, he made me observe her pain, her weakness—he made me stare at her broken, beaten body while he blabbed about nonsense beside me, trying to provoke a reaction from me. It was a metaphorical warning, not only that, but it was the test Elijah was referring to. I had to remain still, with my head high, watching the machine beep away beside her as a doctor made notes regarding her injuries. He made me stand there for what felt like hours, while he whispered into my ear and grazed his hand down my thigh. He called Carol a slut, repeatedly, he said that she was to blame for everything and that the world would be better without her.

He asked me if I agreed.

I looked at her face as I replied a quiet yes. I felt my heart begin to shred, my fingers began to squeeze together in anger as I fought the urge to punch him. He rambled about how ugly she was, how skinny and undesirable she was. How any boy would have to be blind to actually notice her?

He asked me if I agreed.

I follow my line into the laundry room, not wanting to dwell any further on the events of tonight. I’m now wearing a light grey gown that flows to my ankles and my hair is tied back into a ponytail, which is, apparently, allowed after sundown. I’m so exhausted that I don’t even take notice to anyone on duty that is here, I just hold out my uniform and someone takes it. I hear the noises of the loud washing machines that bang against the walls and it stirs my headache into a migraine.

It only takes a couple of minutes and the line is heading back to the bedroom quarters. I drift aimlessly behind Ruth, using what strength I have left to frown for her. I hope that she doesn’t have repercussions from her actions today, I hope that I’ve done enough to save her from the punishment of saving me.

When we arrive back inside our dorm, all the girls and women descend straight to their beds. There is no conversation, no glances, no whispering, nothing. I have to keep reminding myself that they were out there in the field also and they all must be feeling the strain of breathing today.

Madam Katelyn stands in the doorway of the dorm; she is a large, glaring shadow that looms over us with judgement. She flicks her eyes across each of us as we climb into our beds and bury ourselves underneath the covers.

“See you at dawn,” she says.

And the door slams closed.





Chapter 21

“Wake up!”

The screeching words pull me out of my sleep first, followed by a reverberation that sounds as blunt as a smack. I snap my eyes open, lifting my head to look towards where the noise is coming from. Across the dorm, Madam Katelyn stands above a bed, with a lantern in her hand that she holds in the air.

I rub my eyes, blinking myself back into reality. I meet the terrified gaze of the young girl across from me, who is panting heavily, as though she knows what’s coming. I look back to the other side of the dorm and I hold my breath as Ruth gently lifts herself up from the mattress. Madam Katelyn begins limping towards the door, with Ruth slowly following, her head high and alert.

“What’s happening?” I say, to anyone or anything.

“Shut up,” Madam Katelyn says as she passes me and wanders into the light of the hallway. “Back to sleep, all of you!”

Through the gap of the doorway, I see the other supervisors gathered outside, standing in a line, waiting for Ruth. Is this because of me? Is this the punishment Elijah said would happen?

I throw the covers from my body, rising to my feet and I meet Ruth’s brave eyes. She stops walking, observing my actions and she keeps her head high.

“Go back to sleep, Elizabeth,” she says.

“What’s happening?” I say. “Where are they taking you?”

Ruth just smiles, staring into my eyes like she’s trying to catch a glimpse of them changing colour. “It’s not your fault,” she says. “Remember that.”

I freeze as she walks around me and she steps outside of the dorm into the bright light of the hallway.

“No,” I whisper. I charge myself behind her, but the door slams shut and a bolt is sealed across it. I try to open it, I twist my hand frantically around the doorknob, while thumping my fist against the steel frame. “Ruth!”

I see her through the glass window of the door, she looks back to me, just for a moment, with that same smile on her face—like she’s been waiting a long time to show that smile to someone. I thump harder, trying to get someone’s attention, I begin screaming, I begin hyper-ventilating.

And then, Ruth is gone.

I rest my face into the glass, clenching my teeth as my body begins to fall to the floor. I fall to my knees, holding my face with my hands as I ignore all the stares from the other members. They’re just as frantic, just as angry, they just can’t express it like myself.

“Elizabeth,” a small voice says.

I look upwards, meeting the eyes of the young girl that sleeps in the bed across from me. She is that same adorable, pretty girl that was whipped earlier, that gave me inspiration earlier, that made me carry on even when I was close to dying.

“What are you doing?” she says.

“I’m waiting for Ruth,” I say back.

“Foolish girl,” a hard voice says from across the dorm. It belongs to one of the older members, but it’s too dark to be sure.

“Ruth isn’t coming back,” the girl says. “They don’t come back.”

“No,” I whisper. “She’ll come back. She has to.”

“Elizabeth,” the girl says. “Was she taken because of you?”

I gaze at the girl, my heart breaks at her question. I know what the answer is, I know what the truth is, but I just can’t find the words to say it. Once I say it, it becomes real, it becomes heard. I can never take it back, I can never justify it, I can never forgive myself.

“Get back to bed, Mary,” a woman calls from inside the darkness.

“Ruth was my friend,” Mary says, so sweetly that is causes a tear to roll my cheek. “We’re not allowed friends, but she was my friend.”

“She was mine too,” I whisper.

“Mary!”

“Go on,” I say. “Listen to them, get back to bed.”

As Mary sighs and heeds our advice to go back to bed, another shadow decides to cross over and approach me. I blink into the dim light that reveals a tall woman that looks around Ruth’s age—she’s got fiery red hair that is in waves down her shoulders. She’s beautiful.

“You should get back into bed,” she whispers. “If they come back and catch you, then—”

“It was my fault,” I say quietly. “I stepped out into the aisle, I shouldn’t have reacted. I thought… I thought I had taken care of it.”

The woman kneels before me, but I rest my face onto my arm that is folded over my knees, refusing to look at her. “Feel angry, feel sad, feel powerless, but don’t feel guilty. Guilt will destroy you.”

“What’s your name?” I say.

“Victoria.”

“Victoria,” I say. “Tell me the truth, where have they taken her?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “None of us know. There are two types of punishments. One is the renouncement, like you witnessed yesterday. That’s the safest one, the punishment that you will survive. The other, is being awakened during the night and taken to somewhere we call the unknown. No one ever returns.”

I glance up. “It’s happened before?”

“Yes,” she says. “And it will happen to you if you don’t do as you’re told.”

“I’m not a child.”

“Neither are we,” she says, a little offended. “Do you think we want to be here? Ruth made her own choice when she stopped you from protesting against the renouncement, she knew what the consequences would be. No one forced her. If anything, I think she did it on purpose because she wanted to be taken. She wanted a way out. And you gave it to her.”

“Why are you being nice to me?” I demand weakly.

“Because I remember my first day,” she says. “And I know exactly what you’re feeling. Eventually, it will get better, even if it gets worse.”

“That’s not very helpful,” I say, a small smile coming from my lips.

“It’s all I’ve got,” she says. She rises to her feet and gazes down at me from above. “You survived the field, that’s one of the most difficult jobs here and you got through it on your first day. Other new members weren’t so lucky.”

“So, I just have to accept that Ruth is gone?”

“We all do,” she says. “Ruth is never coming back. All we can do now, is pray.”

She walks away after that last sentence, scurrying back to the other side of the dorm. I sit against the door for a while, replaying the moment of before when Ruth smiled at me. She didn’t look afraid, she didn’t look surprised—it was as though she knew it was coming.

Should that make me feel better? Should that bring me comfort? If anything, it makes it worse because that would mean that she truly saw no other way out. But, what is the way out? The only known conclusion is that she’s now been down-graded to group D. And according to anyone that has mentioned it, group D is the place no one wants to go. It is the group that is isolated from the rest of us that may not even be real.

And if she is in group D now, then there’s a slight chance I might never see her again. I might never get the chance to thank her. I’ve only known her for a day, but she has already saved my life. She has already saved me from possibly becoming a member of group D myself. She took my place.

I can’t ever repay her for that. Like Victoria said, I can only pray. Even though praying will never be close enough.





Chapter 22

I stand with group C at the back of the assembly chapel just after we were collected at sunrise. I didn’t get much sleep after Ruth was taken, I laid in bed tossing and turning while the remainder of my dorm slept guilt-free and peacefully. I kept hoping that what Mary and Victoria said, was just a product of fear and miscalculation. But as the minutes turned into hours, I had to somehow accept that Ruth was never coming back. Even though that thought makes my stomach churn in knots.

I’m wearing a thin crop top and uncomfortable trousers that are too big for me, but I’m not in a caring mood to complain about the uniform. There are other things on my mind. Because of the events of last night, I didn’t get to voice my opinion on the renouncement of Carol. I have no idea which way this will go today, I can only watch as this innocent girl becomes an object of rejection.

I glance up to the platform above us and my eyes fall on Elijah. He stands at the farthest left, his hands astride his legs as he stares down at the still members awaiting Duncan’s arrival. He doesn’t look at me, so I drop my eyes, turning to Victoria instead.

“Who gives the overall answer?” I whisper.

“We have one usual speaker,” she says. “The woman a few rows in front. She collects the majority vote around her and gives the answer. But, any member can give an answer. It goes in favour of whoever is quickest.”

Suddenly, Duncan appears through the curtains of the stage—with Carol limply following closely behind him. Her head is still bandaged, and the bruises around her eyes and jaw have magnified. Her face looks like a child has decided to pick up a paint brush and experiment their awful talent upon her. Her eyes remain down, her hands are tightly entwined at the bottom of her stomach.

Curious, I turn my attention to Andrew. He keeps his head high, his shoulders stiff, his eyes precise and serious. The poor thing loves her, that’s obvious, no matter how much he tries to hide it. I see the lump in his throat, the notion of his fingers grazing against his leg, the occasional glance down and back up again, because every time he looks at her injuries, he can’t look anymore. He’s hoping—no—he’s praying, that this won’t be the last time he ever sees her, because remembering her this way will haunt him for the rest of his life.

“Good morning, members,” Duncan says. “I trust you all had a thoughtless sleep. This morning we will hear Carol’s renouncement and you will deliver judgement based on the information given.”

How can he be so calm after what he did last night? How can he just carry on knowing that he has destroyed a woman’s life? Not only Ruth, but the cowering girl beside him too. Duncan doesn’t feel guilt nor remorse, how could he?

Despite the principals and beliefs, and irrational morals infected inside his head—without being able to feel guilt, that in turn makes him a psychopath. If he isn’t one already, then he is definitely almost there. And the only known endgame to being a psychopath, is serial killing.

Duncan pushes Carol to her knees in front of the first row of the women’s group A, her eyes squint closed like Andrew’s did. I don’t blame her, if I had several group A eyes staring into me with a hateful detest, I’d definitely close them too.

“Do you renounce your sin, slut?” Duncan goads, poking her with a metaphorical stick. “Today!”

“I renounce,” Carol says quietly, her body jolts at the sound of his voice. “I renounce my sins before God in the hope that he can forgive me.”

“What sins?” Duncan says.

“I was possessed by the devil. I seduced Andrew, it was my fault. I kissed him and I hoped for things to go further.”

She’s saying what she needs to say to avoid another beating, I get that. I can hear the lie in her voice as clearly as though she had said the opposite. She doesn’t truly believe it was her fault, nor does she believe she was possessed. If she did, that would mean that Duncan has broken her—and that’s beginning to feel like a fate worse than death.

“Go further, how?” Duncan questions, his eyes scrolling around the women.

“I…” her voice trails off, her eyes snap open, knowing she’s said the wrong thing. “I…”

Come on, you can do this. I think to myself.

She looks to each woman, their glares putting her on the edge of a breakdown, until they flick to the back. To me. Her damaged eyes meet mine and her face almost softens as she realises I’m giving her a look of support. I discreetly nod my head, flashing her a quick smile.

“I wanted to confess my love for him,” she says, the lie becoming more confident. “But now the devil is gone, I have no such feelings. Thank you, Pastor, for releasing me of my burden. I was saved.”

I keep my small smile, turning my attention to Duncan. He stares at her, baffled and unable to process that sudden turn of renouncement. He was expecting a confession of sexual contact, something that may not ever be forgiven. I might not have been able to save Ruth, but I can do all I can to save this girl, even if it just means looking at her like a human being and not like a vulture scouring for its food.

“Yes,” Duncan says. “I saved you.”

The gasps of the women can be heard now, their snarls are replaced with breaths of confusion. He admitted it. And his voice is the only voice they are truly listening to. I can’t hide the grin forming on my face, my hands tighten at my stomach and my body begins to gently sway.

“For now,” Duncan continues.

My grin fades.

“Redemption is only temporary,” he says. “Sooner or later, the devil will come crawling back. And you must be strong enough to resist him. I don’t think you are.”

The women of A and B respond again, their eyes narrowing and their teeth clenching together in anger.

“I am strong enough,” Carol says. “I will be—”

“Silence!” Duncan roars. “The renouncement is over. It’s time to hear the verdict. Group A, do you accept her renouncement?”

“No!” they scream, all together, all as one, like the men from yesterday.

“Group B,” Duncan says. “Do you accept her renouncement?”

The women of group B follow in their idol’s footsteps, protesting with one voice, delivering a thunderous rejection.

“Group C.” Duncan’s eyes flick to the back of the chapel, amusement lights up his face like a Christmas tree. “Do you accept her renouncement?”

I look at my group. The silence is paralyzing. I glance at Victoria and she shakes her head at me, giving me a clear sign of an answer that I haven’t heard yet. Ruth explained last night that group C won’t accept any more renouncement because it would mean waiting even longer to ever be given the chance of freedom—but I don’t care.

A few lines ahead of me I see a wrinkly, grey-haired woman glance around to her peers for a final majority answer. My hands sweat as I see all of them shake their heads at her. I recognise the woman, she’s one of the older generations in my dorm. She was the one that called me a foolish girl, whose voice can make your skin turn blue if she raises it.

She goes to speak, her voice loud and clear. “N—”

“Yes,” I shout. “We accept.”

Suddenly, all eyes turn to me. Every single pair of eyes in the entire chapel are on me, turning my body into a melting pile of goo. The woman that was about to give her answer glares at me harder than anyone else, her piercing brown eyes begin to turn me to stone as I stare back at her.

And then, A and B begin protesting verbally, their voices rambling on and on as they object her to be given the chance to be let into any group. The woman still glares at me.

“Why did you do that?” Victoria whispers angrily.

“Because you’re all sexist morons,” I say back. “Why should Andrew be allowed into a group but not her?”

“Now’s not the time to initiate feminism,” she says through her teeth. “Do you realise what you’ve just done?”

“Yes,” I say. My eyes glide back to Carol, who smiles at me, despite all the protests occurring around her. “I actually saved her.”

“The Lord has spoken,” Duncan says slowly and quietly. He really did try his best to make sure that girl is never accepted, and it backfired, and he can’t do a damn thing about it because it’s his own rules. “Carol will now join group C.”

Carol gradually gets to her feet, biting down on her lip as she fights the pain. She begins to pace down the steps, sticking to the middle to avoid the commotion, but it doesn’t stop group A from stepping out of line.

A tall girl with a white bandanna tied around her hair to shield her face steps out first—her hand grazing the air until it collides with Carol’s face. Carol stumbles across the path, falling into the men’s group who harshly push her back towards the women. Carol continues, cradling her cheek, until another member reacts by spitting in her face. I hear so many voices, all of them snarling curses at her.

“Slut.”

“Demon.”

“Tramp.”

“Rot in hell.”

I step forwards, anger once again rises in my bloodstream. I restrain myself, standing still at the edge of the path as I wait for her to reach me. Carol frailly joins us, her arms tighten around her chest as she keeps her head down. I move over so she can stand beside me, she’s such a little thing, so breakable and scarred. But her strength is an inspiration. Despite all of that, despite being beaten, ridiculed, humiliated, losing the person she loves and being rejected by every member here—she still holds a smile for me. And that is the person that I saved. Someone that still sees well in people, someone that can still appreciate kindness even with so much hate around her.

I know in my heart that I made the right decision. I know that it might take time for others to see it that way. I know that no matter how long we have to remain here, as long as we have each other’s backs, we can get through it.

That is what I tell myself, it is what I hope. But as my eyes glance up, the glare from the woman with the haunting brown eyes tells me something entirely different—I’m not going to hear the end of this.





Chapter 23

I try to ignore all the daggers in my direction as I follow the blonde supervisor out of the chapel and back into the cool light of morning. We walk for some time across the quiet compound, until we are directed towards another large, low-roofed cabin which has a small chimney and bright blue solar panels attached to the roof.

As I enter, I instantly pick up the smell of food. I’m not sure what it is, how it’s made, or where it’s coming from—I just know that it’s food. The smell hits me first before my eyes take in the setting of a dull, dusty dining room with rows and rows of long, metal tables, and small wooden chairs.

I count the rows of tables. There is an uneven number of seven. Six for the groups, one for the leaders. So, group D doesn’t eat with us either? Where are they? Why are they isolated from us? I don’t get it. If there is another group, then how do they become up-graded if they’re never allowed to be given the chance to redeem themselves?

Madam Katelyn said yesterday that they make adjustments in group C for those that are down-graded and up-graded. So, does that mean that some members of group C came from there? If that’s the case, then they could hold the answers I yearn for.

It suddenly dawns on me that I’ve only been here a day and I’m already driving myself insane with questions. I shake away the thoughts for now, as I follow Miss Blondie towards the back of the dining hall, which is a long stretch of counter with female members on the other side, separated by a glass screen.

The food is already prepared into square containers below the glass screen, the smoke rises from it as though it’s just been cooked. How is that possible? How could they get here before us and cook meals in less than five minutes?

The members of kitchen duty must be exempt from assemblies. Duncan must grant them passes. All thoughts of that disperse from my mind as my stomach begins to rumble at the sight of food, of actual food. It’s right there. I’ve been so concerned about dehydration and sleep-deprivation that I’d forgotten I also need food to stay alive.

Blondie doesn’t give me any instructions, I just follow what she does, and I grab a tray and a plate from the basket beside the counter. The members behind me do the same and we squeeze together against the counter, hands slowly going out to grab tongs from different containers.

I drop sausages and eggs on my plate, followed by different kinds of vegetables that I know I need to substitute for the lack of nutrition. Every time I drop something on my plate, I expect a leader to take the plate away from me—like it’s a trick. Will they really let us eat this much? I guess, it would make sense energy wise, they need us to be in a sort of good condition to do work, but I’m still paranoid.

This building must have been where they were coming from yesterday morning when I arrived, so I know that the dreaded work will be following at some point. I just hope it isn’t the field again, I don’t think I can survive another day out there.

I keep sliding my tray across, my eyes gazing down at the potato rostis. I pause for a moment, remembering the time when Nathan cooked me them one morning when I visited his house. He over cooked them, of course, but the gesture was what mattered. He placed them with sausage, egg and cheese, wrapped in a toasted tortilla wrap because it amused him—and frightened him—that I had never tried a McDonald’s breakfast.

I find myself smiling at the memory that I promised myself I wouldn’t dwell on; his smile, his face, his dazzling grey eyes. I hear his strong voice in my head; he tells me he loves me, he tells me that I can do this, he believes in me. I can do it. And I will find my way back to him. I will. However this ends, we will be together again. Not much makes sense right now, but that does. I still need to write a letter home to him, I still need to inform him of where I am. I know that this is a cult and not an academy, but surely, they still allow us to write home? What could be the harm in it as long as we don’t tell them any specific details of what is happening to us?

I’ll just tell him that I’ll be away for a while and that I’ll look forward to seeing him again. As long as I get a message to him, I don’t care about letting him know about anything else. Duncan probably reads over every letter that anyone sends anyway.

I ignore the rostis, moving along to grab a cup of orange juice before turning with my tray and following Blondie back to the tables. I glance towards the other side of the dining hall, seeing the long line of members patiently waiting for their turn. The queuing must be across the street, this is only the women. This is only my group.

Blondie takes a seat at the table closest to the counter, the table that over-looks every other. Her ponytail sways side-to-side as she cranks her neck. I move over to her, unsure where to go.

“Where do I—” I begin.

“There,” she says, pointing to the long table which is the last of the rows and furthest from her.

I nod my head, taking the hint that she doesn’t like conversation. Honestly, I don’t think she’s fully awake yet. I hold my tray tightly as I take a random seat at the table, staring down at my food until I pluck up the courage to taste it. I pick up my fork, digging it into a sausage and I slowly bring it to my lips—just as other members begin to join me, only, they seat as far from me as possible, all except Carol.

The newest addition sits next to me, making a smile form on my face.

“I wanted to thank you,” she says quietly. “For what you did.”

I swallow my sausage before meeting her eyes. “Are we allowed to talk?”

She nods. “We’re allowed to talk at breakfast. Just not loudly.”

“Then you’re welcome,” I say, taking another bite. I can’t remember the last time I ate, I don’t know if it’s been days or a week, but it is the best thing in the world right now. “It was nothing.”

“You saved me,” she says. “No one else would give me the chance, but you did.”

I feel bad that I’m so infatuated with this sausage at the moment to pay full attention to her declaration of gratitude—but I’m so damn hungry. This sausage is the only thing that has my attention.

“Sure,” I say. “Like I said, it was nothing. You don’t owe me anything.”

Suddenly, a thud occurs across the metal table, as a member slams her tray down across from me. I glance up from my sausage with my mouth hanging open, meeting the sinister eyes of the woman that officially has it in for me now.

“Did you want something or…” I say with a scowl.

“I hope you’re happy,” the woman says. “Because of you, none of us will be given the chance to be up-graded for months.”

I look back to my sausage. “Ah, what a shame.”

“Is this a joke to you?” she demands. Her wrinkly, shrivelled hands twist around her tray in anger. “I am the speaker of the group. I give the answer for renouncement, is that clear?”

I flick my eyes up over my sausage, becoming annoyed that I can’t enjoy it. “Is waiting a few months really that bad in comparison to what this girl would have been put through?”

“That girl has sinned. She knew the consequences of her actions, she knew what would happen if she got caught. Why should we all be punished for her mistakes?”

I look at Carol, she keeps her head down, stirring her fork around some peas. The woman might have a point, it was her own doing, but what else could she do? She’s in love with Andrew, she’s attracted to Andrew, she might still be young but she has the same urges as any of us.

“Carol has suffered for her mistakes,” I say.

“Has she?” the woman sneers. “You’ve been here for what, a day? And you think you know how things work? You don’t have any idea how things work around here. You haven’t been here for years. You haven’t been so close to finally having freedom only to for it to be ripped from you. You don’t know anything, girl.”

“On the contrary, I know a lot of things,” I say, chewing on another mouthful. “I know how many bones are in the human body. I know that the Cheetah can actually only run its fastest speed for approximately sixty seconds. I know that forty-six chromosomes make up the DNA of a human being and that in turn is quite terrifying. I know that despite us being taught whatever our parents tell us, the cells of our brain function to view the outside perception of everything we’ve come to know. I know that the poison dart frog is the most poisonous and deadliest animal on the planet, and even the mere touch of it will—”

“Stop!” she says, her fingers tightening even more. “I get it, you know some things. You know things about the outside, that won’t help you here.”

“I don’t know,” I say, considering that. “I think the fact about the Cheetah only running its fastest speed for a short amount of time could make a great metaphor.” I meet her eyes with a wide smirk. “For certain individuals.”

She just nods, her tongue clicking across her sharp, yellow teeth. “Be careful, Elizabeth,” she says. “Be very careful.”

She jolts her body forwards, picking up her tray and wandering across the table to the far side, which is inhabited by women.

“Hmm,” I say to myself, my attention drifting towards another sausage on my plate, now that the previous one is devoured. “That was interesting.”

“You shouldn’t have said that,” Carol says. “Salome is a very respected member here.”

“Salome,” I repeat. “I just got threatened by someone called Salome?” I laugh uneasily, my eyes gazing over to the woman that is still glaring at me from her seat. “I’m not scared of her.”

“Well, you should be,” Carol says. “Just because she’s a member doesn’t mean she doesn’t have influence over people. She was once in my group.”

“Really?” I whisper, staring at Carol. “Group A?”

Carol nods. “She was in A for a while and then she broke a rule. A rule that should never be broken.”

“What rule?” I say.

Carol feels reluctant to give the answer to that, so I glare at her until she eventually swallows and lifts her eyes up. “Writing a letter home.”





Chapter 24

Carol turns her attention back to her meal; oblivious to the impact she’s just made on my life. I sit stiffer, staring into the air as I process that. It shouldn’t come as a shock that they were lying about that too on their advertisement, but now all hope that I was holding on to has broken—scattered like the pieces of my old life.

Something Carol said stands out to me and I lean closer towards her.

“You said Salome wrote the letter?” I ask.

Carol nods. “That’s why she was punished.”

“Was it sent?”

“Sort of. It left the gates but it was intercepted.”

“How?” I say. “How did she write the letter?”

Salome had the right idea, she just wasn’t smart or calculated enough to pull it off. If I had access to a pen and paper, if I could somehow pay attention to when the gates open and closed—to when the leaders come and go, I could slip it in amongst Duncan’s letters. He must send letters, the parents of children that were sent here must be receiving some kind of update, otherwise, the police would be storming the compound every day. Not every child here is a victim of parental abuse, most of the parents were probably spun the lie as well.

“You have to be in group A,” she says. “They’re the only ones permitted to work in the letter room.”

“You forged letters?”

She nods. “I had to write letters to parents of teenagers that I’ve never even heard of. I had a script for each parent, so I could write a personal update.”

“You wrote as the member?”

“Yes,” she says. “But Pastor has leaders checking them before they’re processed for delivery. Salome managed to slip her letter in, but another member of group A watched her do it and… she told a leader.”

I read her bruised eyes, the twinkle in them reveals spots of guilt, of sadness—she drops them, swallowing, while continuing to play with some peas. “It was you,” I say.

“It was years ago,” she says. “I was only eleven. I thought I’d be rewarded if I said something, it never occurred to me that if I had let that letter go, we could all be free right now. Salome has never let it go.”

“How did you get into group A so young?”

“I was sent here when I was nine. Pastor thought that children shouldn’t be mixed with lower groups because our chances of sinning would be greater. If surrounded by group A, we would be easier to subdue.”

That makes sense. Children at nine don’t have a clear understanding of the world yet, they only know what they’ve been taught, they haven’t got the mind-set to break it. Place someone like that into the environment of group A and in a few years, they’ll come to believe anything. But no matter how strong that control grows, human nature will always be stronger. And it was human nature that drew her towards Andrew, towards something that she couldn’t understand; towards love.

“Do you miss him?” I say.

Carol freezes, halting her stirring. “Who? My Dad?”

“Andrew.”

“Those feelings are not there anymore. Pastor—”

“Don’t play dumb with me,” I say, giving her a gentle smile. “You’re a smart girl, Carol. You know you can trust me.”

“I’d like to believe that,” she says. “But I don’t trust anyone. Not anymore.”

She hangs her head down, giving me the hint that that’s all I’m getting on the subject. The table becomes even fuller and women begin seating themselves across from us because there’s nowhere else. Even though we’re allowed to talk, none of them do. They eat in silence, their thoughts a million miles away, all except Mary. She chats along to the older women either side of her, trying to provoke a conversation out of them, but fails.

I lean back in my seat, sighing as I observe the other tables. Group B doesn’t talk either, nor does group A—they eat as though it’s a chore, not a pleasure. I try to pay attention to group A’s behaviour because now it makes sense to me that they really are the most privileged of us. If I’m ever going to get a letter out of here, I need to get into that group. I don’t know how that’s going to happen, or what I’ll have to do to be up-graded, but it’s my only chance. My eyes flick over their table to the leader’s table and I find Elijah without meaning to.

He sits with the blonde, both of them whispering to each other, with no sign of amusement on their faces.

“Carol,” I say.

“Hmm?”

“What are the names of the supervisors?”

“Of group C?”

I nod.

“Madam Katelyn, Madam Bertha, Madam—”

“No,” I say, interrupting. “Show me. I know who Madam Katelyn is.”

She picks her head up, scrolling her eyes across the leader’s table. “The young blonde supervisor is Madam Terry,” she whispers. “Madam Bertha is the older blonde sitting at the far right. Madam Tabitha is the grey-haired supervisor with all the wrinkles, sitting beside Madam Katelyn. And the brunette with the sinister scowl is Madam Joan.”

I glare at Madam Joan, the supervisor that whipped me to an inch of my life yesterday. She glares across the dining hall, her eyes narrowing at every little thing. She has a long face that makes her chin point out and her eyebrows are unevenly joined together across her forehead. She is one unattractive woman, but also, really terrifying.

“Their names aren’t Biblical,” I say.

“So?”

“I thought that… never mind.”

I watch Elijah again, he cuts up a piece of egg, chewing on it slowly—and then he glances up, directly meeting my gaze, but I don’t look away. He told me that Duncan changes the names of those that aren’t Biblical. Most of the names are just old-fashioned, maybe that’s what he meant. But he sounded specific.

There’s something in his face when he looks at me, there’s something there, on the tip of his tongue, that he wants to let loose. He’s trying to tell me something, there’s something hidden beneath the surface. I’m not sure what it is, but it doesn’t frighten me, nor does it leave me feeling uncomfortable. I think I can manipulate that. If I play my cards right, he could be my ticket to become up-graded.

Elijah could help me in more ways than he thinks.





Chapter 25

I sit with my back hunched over the edge of the table, holding my head up with my hand as I repetitively sigh to myself in boredom. It’s been two hours since I finished my breakfast and it’s been two hours since everyone finished theirs. We’ve sat in silence for so long now that it’s beginning to irritate the life out of me. I’d rather be whipped than surrounded by statues. My eyes keep flicking up to the small, round clock on the wall and then down again, then up again, hoping more minutes pass with each time I look; but that isn’t the case.

We’re not allowed to talk anymore. The leaders have energy in their systems now, they’ve exorcised their attention spans to pick up when anyone speaks and they indefinitely shut them down when that happens.

I suddenly hear chairs slide backwards and my head flinches up in a heartbeat, something is finally happening. The leaders have decided they’ve kept us waiting long enough, how nice of them and are now standing above their table, staring at us.

“Group A,” one leader calls. He is the blonde-haired leader from yesterday that escorted me out of the medical waiting room. “You are working the field.”

Phew. My body begins to sink into the chair in relief. I bite my lip, hiding the joy. I look at Group A for some kind of reaction, but they just remain lifeless, like they’re not even here.

“To it,” the leader says through his teeth.

On that cue, group A crawl back to life, each body rising stiffly from their chairs with their hands entwined behind their backs. One-by-one, they begin to follow their dorm leaders out of the building, leaving the rest of us waiting in anticipation.

A woman with glossy red hair and thick glasses is the next to speak. “Group B. You are working separately. The men are working the grounds, patrolling the compound and keeping guard on every entrance.”

“Every entrance?” I whisper.

“Shush,” Carol snaps.

“There’s more than one entrance?”

Carol ignores me.

“The women,” the woman continues. “Are working the facilities. Pastor wants every dorm cleaned, every carpet vacuumed, every speck of dust wiped from sight. Every window is to be cleaned, every toilet is to be scrubbed and when you are done, you are working the kitchen for this evening. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Madam Veronica,” group B replies in unison.

“What are you waiting for?” she screams.

Group B, now fearful, each scurry to their feet—almost tripping themselves over as they do. Madam Veronica leads them towards the exit, followed by a few leaders that are still yawning and holding cups of liquid to their lips, including Elijah. He doesn’t look at me as he leaves, but I keep my eyes on him until he’s out of sight. His bushy black hair is the last thing I see before I’m forced to look elsewhere.

Even though the dining hall is getting smaller and smaller, it still feels the same, it still feels as though everyone is still here. Our dorm leaders remain and I scroll my eyes across them, wondering who will do the honours.

“Group C,” Madam Joan says. She was my first choice, her voice is even more husky in a morning, she sounds as though someone has stuck a pencil down her throat. “You will also be separated. The men are working in the warehouse, leader Edward has some very… fun jobs for you. And the women, you are to be placed at laundry.”

Laundry. I let that word roll around in my head for a few seconds until it sinks in. I partially remember visiting the laundry room last night and I completely remember the migraine I received from it. And that was just from two minutes. How am I meant to cope with an entire day of it?

I guess it it’s not the worst thing in the world. At least, it’s not the field. Anything but the field.

She clears her throat and we all stand together, turning in synchronisation towards the door. I follow behind Carol as the lines begin to take off. As I step out into the bright light of day, I’m curiously scouring the grounds for other entrances.

I haven’t seen another entrance. The only entrance I thought existed is the main gate, the one that I entered through yesterday when I was oblivious to what this place was. Are there underground entrances? If there is, then why are group B trusted to guard them? Surely, only leaders should be able to guard them, considering Salome is proof that even members of group A can still try to contact the outside.

Unless, they’re locked, or coded. And the only way out of them is to type in some top-secret code that only Duncan himself knows. But then, what would be the point of guarding them at all?

As I drift back to the main gate, I see members of group B surrounding it, standing either side of the perimeter while holding large weapons in their hands. The type of weapon is unclear from this far away, but they resemble shot guns. They’re holding in their hands the very weapons that could help take down Duncan and his force, but they just stand there and hold them instead? More than fifty members make up group B’s men, if they are all given a gun for patrol, then they could easily take Duncan hostage and demand us to be let out. It’s that simple.

Well, it looks that simple. In my head, it all plans out perfectly. Reality is much different.

I enter the laundry room, picking up the smell of vile body odour and barbaric sweat. In front of my eyes, laid out on a long table are rows and rows of uniforms; all different sizes, all different materials, with all different stenches. Behind the table is a wall full of washing machines—they just look like giant circles on top of each other. I’ve never really seen one up close. I was too dazed last night to notice.

All the members begin spreading around, like they’ve done this a thousand times. Some begin picking up a pile of clothing, throwing them into the giant circles on the wall—while others are taking out uniforms, bed sheets and covers from inside the circles that have already been washed, and are passing them to members that are standing at enormous steam presses. I flinch as a woman brings the steam presser down onto a sheet that she rolls beneath it, the noise is sharp and terrifying, and I watch as the steam rises to the roof.

“Newbie,” a voice says from behind me. I turn around to meet the blonde’s stare. “Do you want a personal introduction to the steamer or are you actually going to get to work?”

I swallow, reluctant to give a reply to that as I’m not sure what the right answer is. All I know is that the steamer looks hot, very hot and I’d rather be as far from it as possible. I begin walking forwards, once again copying everyone else and mimicking their actions. The rumble of the machines is so loud and thunderous that I grit my teeth, and cover my ears, trying to block out the banging that attaches itself to my eardrums. I gather up some clothes from the table, turning to place it into an empty machine, but I don’t have any idea what I need to do. I see a girl gently shaking a white packet and then she rips it open with her teeth, tipping it into an open compartment of one of the machines.

“Where do I get one of those?” I ask a woman who is folding over a sweater. I point to the packet the girl is holding, and the woman looks but then hangs her head. “Hello?” I say. “Are you listening?”

The woman blatantly ignores me. I know it’s loud in here, but she can definitely hear me at this close range and I don’t want to have to raise my voice, in case I draw more unwanted attention. I give up and I go looking for the suspicious packet myself. My quest leads me to a cupboard behind one of the steamers and I gently open it, while flinching every second when the steamer is brought down.

My fingers prick at a small basket of packets and I find the one that has washing powder written across it. I head back over to my machine, only to find that it’s already been used. Salome is stood at it, she presses a button and the machine roars to life, and it’s the last one. She glances at me over her shoulder, a grim smirk darkens her face.

With no more machines to fill, I’m standing at the steamer trying to work out how to somehow fit into what everything else is doing and do it the right way. Only, I don’t get the chance, because a few seconds later, a sheet is thrown into my stomach.

“What do I do with this?” I shout to the girl that has given me a sudden stomach ache.

“What do you think?” she says. “Steam it.”

“Right,” I say to myself. “Steam it. Okay. I can do this.”

I rub the sheet in between my fingers before rolling it out beneath the steamer and lifting my hand up to cup around the long, metal handle. I bring the machine down slowly, squinting my eyes almost closed as I can’t watch. I feel the collision beneath me, I hear the agonising press of the heat against the material and I feel the steam hit my face. I let go of the handle, lifting it back up and I widen my eyes to observe.

The sheet has been flattened by the heat, the creases rolled out so it’s all the same level—except the other half. I reach over the machine to swap the halves, pushing the steamed end over so it flops over the table to the floor.

This isn’t so bad. This is actually really easy. It’s just like a giant iron. A smile of pride takes form on my face at what I have just accomplished. But the others aren’t so keen to celebrate. As I look around the room, they’re all still giving me scowls and deadly stares.

They’re suppressing their anger because a supervisor is present. For now, it’s just glares and scowls, but what if she leaves? I glance back to the steamer that I hold in my hand. If she leaves, there’s nothing to stop me from getting burned.

And that’s exactly what they’re all thinking too.





Chapter 26

Paranoia is a cruel thing. Crueller than anything physical because we know we’re doing it to ourselves and there’s no way to stop it. I used to feel that way every moment of breathing in the Sanchez household—I didn’t just walk on metaphorical egg shells, I crawled on them. The same thing is happening now, only, it’s not bringing me comfort to act defiant. That’s the last thing I need to do. If I’m ever going to get the women on my side, I need to try to extend an olive branch. But Carol is living proof that Salome holds grudges.

She works another steamer in the corner, her lips curling into a haunting smile aimed at me every time she brings it downwards. Her eyes lock with mine and the piercing brown breaks into pieces of evil as she glares at me.

Is this woman going to smother me in my sleep?

I drop my eyes, focusing on the work rather than the paranoia of what might not be happening. It might be all in my head. I’m stronger than this. I know I am. It takes all of five seconds to convince myself of that and all of two seconds for it to reverse completely as the door slams shut across the room.

Blondie is gone.

On that signal, the women and girls stop what they’re doing, and Salome walks around her steamer while rubbing her palms together. I take in a large breath and then I catapult myself towards her.

“Listen, Salome, about what I said—”

“What you said or what you did?” Salome responds. “Neither are tolerated.”

“Both,” I say. “I’m new, I’m still getting the hang of things. It’s all a misunderstanding, right?”

“Right,” Salome agrees, still rubbing her wrinkly palms together. “Bring her to the steamer.”

I flinch as bodies begin moving across the room, my natural instinct is to move backwards into the wall, looking for some kind of weapon to defend myself. But as my heart accelerates with fear and my body stiffens with shock, I suddenly realise I’m not the one she’s referring to.

A deafening scream erupts from across the room as Carol is grabbed by two tall, strong women and dragged forwards while her small body is fighting with all her might.

“No,” I whisper. Adrenaline soon pumps into my system and I use it to push myself into the commotion. “Salome, don’t do this!”

“Do what?” Salome says with a small laugh. “Carol is about to have a very unfortunate accident.”

The two women hold Carol behind the steamer, forcing her skinny arm to extend beneath it. Carol’s body shakes with fear, her bruised eyes staring down at her arm.

“I guess you did me a favour, Elizabeth,” Salome shouts. “This is much better than making her group less.”

I glance around to all the members. “Are you all just going to stand there?” I scream. “Victoria?”

Victoria flinches as I call her name, she looks towards the ground, trying to act invisible. Some of them are just as shocked, they stand still, unwilling to voice their opinions. Salome stands behind Carol, her hand gripping the handle.

“I’ve waited a long time to do this,” she shouts.

Frantic, I run towards them, ready to do anything to stop it. My intervention is met with arms that grab me in my run—they restrain around my stomach, holding me in place so I can’t move. I struggle, bashing my head backwards until it collides with a face. The arms go limp and I push myself onward, only for more members to surround me, I try to throw them out of my way, but multiple strong arms tighten around every muscle of my body. An arm squeezes around my throat, firmly locking me in place. I’m paralysed.

Salome starts to bring the machine down.

“Wait!” I scream. “Do you have a daughter?”

Salome pauses, her eyes pointing at me. “What?”

“You were trying to write to someone, on the outside, was it your daughter? Or your sister, or your mother, or even your granddaughter? What would… you do, if someone did this to one of them? She’s a child, Salome. She’s scared and she’s hurting, and you have the power right now to let go of that anger and to forgive her.”

“Forgive her?” Salome says, snarling on the word. “If that letter had been sent, we would all be free!”

“I know,” I say. “And she knows that too. She just wants to make things right. Look at her, look at what Duncan did to her, don’t you think she’s suffered enough? If you do this, then you’re just as bad as him, as all of them. You’re better than that.”

Salome struggles with that, she bites on her lip, her hand trembles as she holds the machine above Carol’s arm.

“Salome,” a small voice calls from the other side of the room. Mary walks forwards, her arms cradling a piece of clothing. “Please don’t do this.”

“Look away, Mary,” Salome says.

“You’re scaring me. If I do wrong, will you do that to me too?”

“No,” Salome says, she shakes her head, still fighting with herself. “No,” she repeats, calmer this time.

“Show them that you’re better,” I say. “We are all better than what they make us believe. You’ve just lost your way because this is what you’ve known for a long time. You had a life on the outside, you had a family. Don’t you remember that?” I look around the room. “You all have families. You were all born into religion, like I was, but you have the choice to be whatever you want. They can’t ever take that from you. It’s imprinted into your DNA, it’s what makes you think differently to how you speak. They will try to break you down until there’s nothing left, but you are still human. You still have a right to this world, a right to be free.”

“Shut up!” Salome screams. “Shut up!”

“We are all in this together,” I say. “If you begin acting like them, then that’s the first step to becoming them. It’s what they want. You.” I stare at a pretty young woman with bleach blonde hair across the laundry room. “What’s your name?”

“Lilian,” she says.

“Lilian,” I repeat. “Do you have someone on the outside that you left behind?”

“My sister,” she replies. “I think about her every day.”

“See,” I shout. “You haven’t forgotten the ones you love. You never forget them. Think of your families, think of your life before this happened. Weren’t you happy? Even for just a little bit? Wasn’t there someone that gave you a reason to wake up in the morning? And isn’t that same person still the reason you wake up in a morning? The reason that you haven’t given up. Trust in that. Even when it’s hard, even when you’re hurting, believe in that. Believe that you will see them again and you can be stronger than this hell.”

Salome’s hand gently moves upwards and then she steps backwards from the machine all together, her eyes widening as she takes deep breaths. Carol is released and she pulls back her arm, rubbing it continuously while her face lights up with relief.

“Y-you can let go now,” I say to the person that still has their arm around my throat. She unravels it and I take a gasp for air.

There’s a still silence that follows. The only sound that can be heard is from the banging of the machines, but that sound is hardly an issue anymore. Carol meets my eyes and the look she gives me is euphoric.

The other women are looking at me too, but not in the same way as before. Their stares are gentler, kinder—and their eyes resemble something unfamiliar to me, like I have just risen a hundred feet above them. They’re looking up to me and not down at me, a notion which starts to worry me.

“Will you get us out of here?” a girl asks me.

I’m so startled by her question that I don’t process it. I look over them all again and I find that they’re waiting for an answer, like they’re all thinking the same thing.

“I don’t know,” I say. “But I will try.”





Chapter 27


Two Weeks Later

Today is my fifth time in the field. Every time I’m out here, it gets a little more bearable. I cross the soil, carrying my brim-full basket of potatoes as I waddle towards the truck. My joints are sore, my throat dry and my back feels as though it will snap in two at any moment. But that’s okay, because the group now supports each other. When one is down, we stare at them until they rise and they do.

The past two weeks haven’t gone by quickly. Every day is equivalent to being here a month. We’re stuck in the same routine; nothing different ever happens. We are woken up at dawn, we are allowed ten minutes in the shared bathroom, we are taken to breakfast, we are given our job for the day, we get on with it and if we’re still alive at the end of it, we don’t show gratitude. We stand together at the assembly gathering and count the seconds until we’re escorted back to our dorms. We take our clothes to the laundry room if we’re not the ones on duty and then we look forward to bed. And then, we do it all over again.

This is the same loop that most of them have been stuck in for years. It must feel like decades to them, centuries even. Most of them don’t remember the outside clearly. They don’t remember shops or restaurants, or technology, or dinner. Mary doesn’t remember her age. She thinks she’s eleven, but she can’t remember her last birthday because she had never had one. I had to explain to her what a birthday was, a conversation which sparked the interest of all of the dorm members, including Salome. They couldn’t believe that people on the outside celebrate it because they never had. I once had the same reaction when I first read about birthdays and when I put the idea across to my mother, she smacked me across the face.

It wasn’t just birthdays that sparked an inquisition. Once, I brought up Nathan, their questions fired at me like bullets. They had never met someone that had gone against the bible in such extreme ways and the sexual aspects almost frightened them. Salome is the only other member in our dorm that has lost her virginity. I found her past fascinating. She was married for thirty years, bore five children, all daughters and all were members of the Episcopal Church in Connecticut. And then, her husband became obsessed with Cross Academy, to the point where he would disappear in the middle of the night to try and capture evidence of conspiracy theories. And one night, he didn’t return. Her husband vanished. She wouldn’t say how she ended up here, but it doesn’t take a genius to work out that she joined because she thought her husband was here.

Nine years later, she still will never know what happened to him.

It made me wonder about the other members, about Ruth. Did they join to track down a family member too? Or did they just believe this to be an Academy like the advertisement? Maybe, they just needed a break from their lives and Duncan granted it to them. Maybe, he offered something in return. It wouldn’t surprise me if he preyed on the desperate. Nothing would surprise me about that man.

I see him now, across the field. He stands in the compound, staring up at the guttering of one of the cabins with a hand above his eyes. A leader is beside him, pointing up to the corner of the guttering, probably showing him a problem.

I tip the potatoes into the back of the truck, catching the ones that try to roll off the edge and I throw them back in. The blonde supervisor, Terry, is standing at the bonnet with her arms crossed, like she does every time. I’ve never seen her out in the field. I wonder if it’s because she doesn’t want to get her pretty boots dirty or if she’s reluctant to whip members. Probably, the former.

I make my way back to my station with the empty basket swinging from my fingertips and then, I hear a voice cry out. I hold a hand over my eyes, trying to locate where the cry is coming from and I find the person it belongs to. Madam Joan is whipping Mary; the whip slashes across her tiny back as she cowers on her knees holding her hands to her ears.

Why is it always Mary? Does Joan have it in for her?

The other members of group C pause their work, each of them snarling under their breaths just a little, along with myself. Mary’s cries grow deeper as Joan doesn’t seem to be stopping this time. I begin walking in that direction, for some reason, Mary takes comfort in my support after this happens. I’m the only one that can help her.

I pick up my speed and then a giant shadow blocks my path. “Where are you going?”

I place a hand over my eyes again, meeting the grim expression of Madam Bertha. “I… I was just…”

“Going back to your station, I hope?” she says.

“Right,” I say.

“Which is that way,” she says, pointing to the far left.

My face scrunches up for a second before I form it into a smile. “Mhm. Thanks for reminding me that I’m going in the wrong direction. I would have been walking for miles.”

“You’re a funny one, aren’t you?” she sneers. “I don’t like funny.”

“No,” I say. I try to make it not come out sarcastic, but it does anyway. Her eyes begin to narrow and I swallow. “Me either,” I say, backtracking. “Funny is overrated. Why laugh when we can scowl and… be serious… I’ll go now.”

I turn away from her, widening my eyes at how stupid I just looked. I still hear Mary’s cries and I ball my free hand into a fist as every cry pierces my heart. I walk back to my station, to where Mary’s cries are no longer heard, and I re-join Victoria and a small, pretty, freckle-faced girl my age, also named Elizabeth.

“What did Bertha want?” Victoria asks as she drags out a vegetable beneath the soil.

“She wanted to warn me that she doesn’t like funny,” I say. I don’t want to bring up what I just heard, there’s nothing we can do about it anyway. “She’s a strange one.”

“She once told me that she saw a boat in the sky carrying people’s sins,” Elizabeth says. “She takes a pill every morning after breakfast, maybe it’s something to do with that.”

“I think it’s more than a pill,” I say, dropping to my knees. “How long do you think is left?”

Victoria glances towards the sky, she’s like a human clock, she evaluates the position of the sun and then squints at the distance back to the ground. “Another two or three hours until sundown.”

“It hasn’t been bad today,” I whisper, digging deeper into my holes. “I’ve hardly noticed the thirst.”

“The thirst is the easiest thing to deal with,” Elizabeth says from the other side of Victoria. “It’s the whips that slow you down.”

I go to respond to that, but something catches my attention from across the field. The supervisors are walking back towards the truck, they meet Madam Terry and they all stand in a huddle, looking towards the compound.

“What’s going on?” I say.

Victoria and Elizabeth glance up, their hands going over their eyes as they see the same thing I’m seeing.

Suddenly, two shadows crawl from the outskirts of the compound, making their way slowly towards the supervisors that have gathered to greet them.

“Pastor,” Victoria says. “Why is he here?”

“I saw him in the compound, but I just thought he was looking over a cabin,” I mutter.

“He doesn’t come out here,” Victoria says. “The only time we see him is at assemblies.”

“Wait,” I say. “It’s been that way for months?”

“Since I’ve been here,” she says. “Which is a year. I mean, I’ve seen him around the compound a couple of times, but never out here.”

“That’s odd,” I whisper. “What does he do with his time then?”

Victoria shrugs, her eyes squinting more. “That still remains to be a mystery.”

“He probably isolates himself in his office and reads porn magazines,” Elizabeth says.

Victoria and I laugh.

“Something’s happening,” Elizabeth says, her voice more serious.

I squint across the field, watching as a supervisor walks to the first station of members and collects a girl, stirring her back to the gathering.

“Is that Julie?” Victoria says.

Elizabeth nods.

I haven’t met Julie yet, but I’ve heard about her. When she first joined a couple of months ago, because her parents forced her, she attacked Duncan and bit into his arm so badly that he needed stitches. She’s been paying for it ever since. And according to sources, she attacked him again, not long ago, but I just thought that was gossip.

Duncan takes her and along with his shadow, they wander back to the compound.

“Where do you think he’s taking her?” I say.

They both remain silent, indicating this is bad. Too bad for them to even give an opinion, because nothing they can offer will make the thoughts better.

“The same place he took Ruth,” Victoria finally says, quiet and sad. “The same place he takes everyone.”

“It’ll make the third disappearance in a month,” Elizabeth says.

“What the hell is he doing with them?” I question.

“There’s theories,” Victoria whispers. “Some believe that they join group D and are hidden away underground.”

“And the other theories?” I say.

“That he’s selling them to other cults,” she whispers.

Elizabeth and I stare at her. Elizabeth because of the shock, but I stare because it’s the first time I’ve heard another member say that word.

“I heard that he’s killing them and selling their body parts on the black market,” Elizabeth says.

“You need to stop hanging out with Thea,” Victoria mutters.

Elizabeth laughs. “Believe it or not, that’s the nicest theory I’ve heard.”

“They’re leaving,” Victoria says.

I watch with them as the shadows become further and further away. And just for a moment, I swear, I see Julie struggle, I swear, I hear her scream.

I pinch my eyes closed as my breaths become heavy and I glance at the ground. Julie is a fighter, she’s a programmed fighter; a survivor.

And she will never fight again.







Chapter 28

Later that night in the dorm, I sit up in bed, staring at the ceiling. It’s a square slab of brick but over the last two weeks, I’ve felt a small drought coming through from somewhere. At first, I thought I was imagining it because no other dorm members can feel it, but then I saw Mary shiver one night. There must be a crack in the foundation, there’s always a crack. I roll my head down, resting my eyes on the wall opposite and I gaze behind her bed. She sleeps on her stomach, her head rolled to the left because she was in too much pain to lay on her back.

I gently lift the covers from my body and I trail over to the door. I place a hand on the small, round doorknob and I twist it, testing it. It’s locked, as always, but I didn’t hear the metal bolt push across this time. Madam Katelyn is becoming forgetful. The only thing locking us in is a small bolt that is wedged between the door and the wall.

“What are you doing?”

I gasp, pushing a hand to my chest as I turn and meet Carol’s eyes. She was given Ruth’s bed the day that I saved her and she doesn’t miss a thing. “Go back to bed.”

“Are you trying to break out?” she whispers

“No,” I say. “I’m just looking at something. Go.”

Carol ignores me and she crouches down beneath the door, her eyes pointing into the small gap. “You need something to pick it.”

“Like what?”

She rubs her chapped lips together, then stares into the air, widening her eyes. Before I have time to ask, she’s walking away from me, back to the other side of the dorm. I hear a shuffling inside the darkness and then she returns with a small object in her hands.

“What’s that?” I ask when she’s back into earshot.

“A pen,” she says.

“A pen? How did you get a pen?”

“I stole it from the letter room. I always kept it with me.”

“In case of what? That you just happened to come across a diary?”

Carol smiles, but I don’t find it amusing. She twists the end of the pen, bringing out the ink cartridge and then crouches back down. “No,” she says. “In case of a chance like this.”

She places the thin tube into the hole of the doorknob and begins fiddling with it, turning it again and again in both directions. I cross my arms; my body begins to tremble impatiently as I wait in agony for the click.

And then, a shadow wanders across the window.

“Stop!” I whisper, I push myself to the edge of the wall, out of sight from the window.

Carol pauses, her entire body freezes as she keeps hold of the tube inside the doorknob. I hear voices coming from the hallway and I fall to my knees, crawling to Carol’s side. We both press our ears to the door.

“Where are you taking me?” a voice asks.

“Quiet!” a voice shrieks back, it sounds like Joan.

A door slams at the end of the hallway and the voices drift away.

“Hurry,” I say to Carol.

Carol nods, twisting the tube carefully until it finally clicks. Her small hand covers the doorknob and she opens it. We both move backwards, getting to our feet as the door slides wide open.

“Stay here,” I say.

“But I—”

“I mean it,” I say, staring into her eyes. “It’s too risky with both of us. I’m coming back, just close the door and keep hidden.”

She nods, moving backwards into the shadows of the dorm. I take a deep breath and I slowly move out of the doorway into the dim light of the hallway. I look right first, checking it’s empty and then I press my back into the wall, closing the door behind me before I begin sliding my way down the hallway.

I reach the door. I open it quickly, stepping out into the fresh darkness of the night. My chest begins to tighten as I breathe unevenly.

“Today!”

That voice jolts my body with fear as I look around the quiet compound almost certain that I’ve been seen. I push a hand to my mouth to keep from breathing too loudly, and my attention drifts right, to where Joan and a girl are crossing the compound in the near distance.

I rely on that dreadful adrenaline to keep me going, pacing myself further and further away from the comfort of the dorm, and I follow behind them, sticking carefully to the shadows. The crunch of their footsteps guides me to the corner that Madam Katelyn led me to on my first day here. It leads towards the field, but I don’t think that’s where she’s taking her.

All of a sudden, many voices can be heard around the corner and my back slams into the brick as I tighten my hand around my mouth, listening to the gathering. I almost walked right around the corner, I was so close.

“Hello, Susan,” a familiar voice says.

Duncan.

“Do you know why you are here?”

The girl doesn’t respond, I can only imagine she has most likely shook her head, too afraid to speak.

“Shall I fill you in?” Duncan says. “You were caught crying in the bathroom this morning and refusing to go with Madam Terry. Why were you crying?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“Do not lie!” Duncan yells. “Do not lie before your Pastor!”

“I’m sorry,” the girl says, on the verge of tears. “I was over-whelmed. I didn’t mean to—”

“Crying is not tolerated here,” Duncan says. “Not for no good reason. Crying is weak. You are weak. I’m afraid after evaluating your overall progress, you will not be continuing the journey here at Cross Academy.”

“What does that mean?” the girl asks.

“It means that something better is waiting for you. Only the strong can remain here. Only the strong can survive.”

A silence follows and I widen my eyes, my heart thumps against my chest until I can no longer feel anything. All I can hear is heavy breaths coming from around the corner and then a blood-churning scream comes out of that girl’s small body. I don’t know what they’re doing to her, I don’t know what’s happening, but her scream is deafening. It is not a scream of pain, but of terror. And that’s worse.

The scream drowns out to another silence and I stand against this corner, with my entire body slowly moving downwards out of shock. There is no other sound from that corner, I have no clue what the hell they’ve done, or where they’ve gone. I gently move my ear further to the edge, trying to hear something. Anything that indicates that the girl is still there, that she’s still alive.

There is nothing.

And then, suddenly, I feel a sharp grip tighten around my arm, yanking me across the wall as I try my hardest not to scream.

I’ve been caught. I’ve been seen.

It’s over.





Chapter 29

I am dragged back down the path by a giant shadow who hangs onto my wrist so tightly that the friction is agonising. The person turns me into the darkness of a secluded pathway and then his body jolts towards mine, his face towers above me, and my head momentarily slams into his chest. With my heart thumping against my throat, and my eyes wide and alert, I stare up into the serene green eyes of Elijah as he holds me against the wall with his hand tight against my lips.

“Stay still,” he says. “Don’t say a word.”

I try to nod, but he keeps his hand firmly around my mouth, holding my head in place against his chest as we squeeze against the wall. Elijah looks towards the street to where footsteps are trawling past and Madam Joan comes into sight as she walks across the edge of the path. She pauses for a moment, bang on in the middle and we’re just feet from her.

Elijah remains calm, his eyes pointed at Joan with patience, but I’m not calm; I breathe out of my nose even harder, causing Elijah to place his entire hand over my nostrils and mouth, stopping me from breathing all together.

Joan cranks her neck, her eyes still staring onwards, and then continues walking, disappearing around the bend of the street.

Elijah finally let’s go of my face and I gasp for air, choking on the oxygen itself. I bend over against the wall, panting uncontrollably as he leans backwards, observing me.

“Was that really necessary?” I demand. “I couldn’t breathe!”

“Why are you out here?” he demands back. “You shouldn’t be here. Do you realise what would happen if they had found you?”

I rest my hands on my hip, spitting on the ground and then I slowly straighten my spine. “Would it be something to do with what just happened to that girl?”

He just stares at me, his face melting into the shadows.

“And what happened to Julie and Ruth,” I continue. “Tell me the truth, Elijah. Please.”

“The best thing you can do is forget about it,” he says. “It’ll drive you insane.”

“Literally?” I say. “Or would it be my own choice? Let me decide. I can handle more than you think.”

“Elizabeth…”

He trails off, his eyes connected with mine, he gives me a look of frustration as he rubs his lips together. I only just notice how intimidating he is, despite my strange connection of trust with him. He stands so tall, so towering, and his shoulders are broad like shields; his arms are thick and muscular, and a shiver of change between his muscles occurs when he buries his hands inside his pockets. I’ve never really looked at Elijah this way before, I always notice his eyes and his hair, but this is something new, and it’s because in this moment, he reminds me of Nathan. They look alike. They both give me the same look. They both stretch out their muscles when their hands go into their pockets. The resemblance frightens me and as Elijah steps forwards, closer into my line of sight, his face temporarily changes to Nathan’s.

You’re going insane, I think to myself. Shake it off. Stop it.

I don’t know why I’m conjuring Nathan’s face to Elijah’s body. I don’t know why I’m now looking at warm, grey eyes that hold me a thousand feet up. Is it because I miss him? Or is it because I’m subconsciously feeling guilty that I’m observing Elijah in such a new way? Or maybe I’m hallucinating. I can’t remember the last time I thought about Nathan, I can’t remember the last time I imagined his face before me; real and loving. I’ve dreamt about him, many times, but the agony of re-living those dreams is too much for me to go through in the day. That’s why I decided not to think about him, to not engage in the memories because they will inevitably pull me to the darkness.

“Elizabeth,” Elijah repeats. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

I blink, taking a breath. “Like what?”

“Nothing,” he says, his eyes squinting slightly. “You need to get back to your dorm.”

“Elijah.”

“What?”

“Are you allowed to leave the compound?”

“What?” he says. “Seriously, you need to get back, you—”

“Can you get a letter out?”

He sighs, dropping his eyes to the ground as he thinks something over. “You can’t ask me that.”

“But, we’re friends, right?” I say with a pinch of something sweet in my tone. “You helped me on my first day here. You warned me about Duncan and the assembly. I see the way you look at me at breakfast, I was hoping I’d get the chance to speak to you again.”

It’s making me sick to my stomach that I’m having to manipulate him this way. I step closer towards him and he stands exactly where is he, evaluating me. I step closer and closer, until I can feel his breaths on my face.

“You’re different,” I say. “Brave. You just helped me again, why?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “I feel like I owed you.”

“I brought you back, right?” I say.

He nods gently.

“I need you to bring me back,” I whisper. “I need to contact someone, to let them know I’m okay. Just like you made me okay. Because you care, don’t you?”

“What are you doing, Elizabeth?”

“It’s just one letter,” I say. “I won’t mention anything. You won’t be in trouble. And I’ll forever be in your debt.” I unearth his hand from his pocket and he watches with a lump in his throat as I entwine my hand into his, high in the air. “Do you feel that?”

“Stop.”

He tries to look elsewhere, but his eyes linger back to mine.

“How long has it been since you touched someone?” I whisper. “Since you felt human. You are human, remember? You have desires.”

“Stop,” he repeats.

I gently lower our entwined hands; a smile gently wraps around my face as I step even closer. And then—something even I’m not expecting happens—Elijah’s lips crush mine. I’m so taken aback that I try to hold him off by pushing a hand to his chest, but he comes on even stronger and our bodies somehow move back to the wall. His lips are hard, controlling, experienced. How could he be experienced? How could he know what he’s doing? I’m so confused, my mind races with so many questions. But the biggest question, my biggest problem—why the hell am I enjoying this?

Why do I feel heat rising in my blood? Why is my chest tight and my legs trembling? Why is kissing Elijah bringing sore, powerful emotions to the surface? This isn’t about Nathan, this is nothing to do with Nathan, this is Elijah.

I feel something different. Something strong. Something that makes my arm fall around his bare shoulder to get a better grip. He lifts me up against the wall and I become lost in this kiss, in this heat, it consumes me. I can’t stop it.

This is beyond a lie, this is truth.

I can’t do it anymore. It annoys me to have to stop it, but it’s going too far, too intense. I lean my head away from his face and he slowly drops me back to the floor. Elijah’s eyes widen as he realises what he’s just done and I rub my mouth as he backs up from me.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I shouldn’t have…”

“Don’t be sorry,” I say, still rubbing my mouth. “I think that was my fault.”

“We can’t…” he begins, he shakes his head. “I don’t know what just happened.”

I take a deep breath, a pang of guilt overrides my current desire to kiss him again, as Nathan’s face is yet again before me.

I’m going crazy. This is not real.

I move from the wall back towards the street, leaving Elijah to ramble to himself about what he’s just done.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

I slide around the wall, leaving him and that kiss, firmly behind me.





Chapter 30

Carol sits up beside me on my bed, she listened tentatively to everything I witnessed with the girl and after I was done, she fell silent. I’m not ready to share my bizarre encounter with Elijah just yet, I don’t think I’ll ever be ready. I told her that I made it back to the dorm unseen and she believed me. Even though she wanted to question my thoughtful glances into the air, she didn’t.

“What do you think happens?” she asks me. “Do they join group D?”

“I don’t even think group D exists,” I whisper. “It’s a cover, for what they’re really doing.”

“Which is?”

I turn my head to look at her. “When you were in medical that day, did you hear strange sounds?”

“From the other patients?”

“No,” I say. “Not the patients in medical. The ones outside. In the psychiatric unit.”

She glares at me, her eyebrows narrow in confusion. “There’s a psychiatric unit?”

“Wait,” I say. “You don’t know about that?”

She shakes her head. “Elizabeth, there isn’t a psychiatric unit. Not that I’ve heard of anyway.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I whisper. “The leader, the one with the blonde hair, he told me it was.”

“He was lying,” she says.

“Why would he lie?”

As soon as I ask it, I know the answer, it lights up my mind. It was another cover. Maybe, I wasn’t supposed to hear those sounds that day, maybe, Duncan didn’t intend me to piece it together. Maybe, it was just an inconvenient timing.

“The noises,” I say. “The people sounded drugged, inhuman even. Like they really were insane, or… injected with some kind of virus.”

Injected. The girl. Her scream. There wasn’t a scuffle, or a fight, or any sound of conflict—he injected her with something, something that reacted immediately with her blood. I widen my eyes, my mouth hanging open.

“What is it?” Carol demands.

“I think it was group D,” I say. “I heard group D.”

“But that’s impossible, no one has ever seen them or heard them. Pastor keeps them hidden. Probably underground.”

“That’s why no one ever sees him around the compound,” I say, but mainly to myself. “Because he’s with them. He’s doing something to them.”

“Like what, experimentation?”

“No,” says a voice across the dorm.

Carol and I glance towards the shadow that is moving towards us, Salome stands in front of my bed, her eyes alert and her face serious as she takes a large breath.

“Not experimentation,” she says. “Exorcism.”
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Salome proceeds to explain, as she notices our fearful looks. “A few years ago, before the letter incident, I heard the same thing you did when I was in medical. I pulled my back and I had to spend a few nights in the infirmary. I was so dozed up on pain killers that I thought I was imagining it. And then, one night, the sounds grew louder, like they were right beside me. It was then that I realised there was an air vent in the room, attached to the roof. I walked over to it and I stood underneath it, listening to the sounds. The moaning, the groaning, the alien-like squeals coming from what I could only imagine to be a human’s mouth. And then, I heard Pastor. He was reciting a passage from the Bible, a passage to send the demon back to hell. The voices grew agonised, like they were in pain and fighting something inside of them. After that, it became quiet, and I was so afraid that I climbed back into my bed and hid underneath the covers like a child. The next day, I was released.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell anyone?” I say.

“Who in group A would listen?” she says, chuckling at the thought. “Over time, I convinced myself it was a hallucination. But as more women and men started disappearing, I knew something wasn’t right.”

I collapse back against the headboard, biting on my nail. “He’s performing exorcisms on people that aren’t even possessed,” I whisper.

“He makes them believe they are,” Salome says. “Most likely through the injection that you mentioned. He destroys their mind, wipes their memories and then takes whatever humanity they have left away from them.”

I suddenly think back to the night Ruth was taken. How calm she was, how ready she was to leave group C, and to try and gain some freedom from wherever they took her. She most likely thought she was going to die, that she’d be released, when in reality—she is suffering from something far worse than any death. Just like Julie, just like Susan, just like every other innocent person that has been taken abruptly with no warning.

“We need to stop this,” I say, my voice trembles as I fight the tears. “We need to shut this place down.”

“Many have tried,” Salome says. “Pastor has security footage that covers most of the compound, not to mention members of group A and B that patrol at night. It’s almost impossible.”

I glance at Carol, then I move eyes back to Salome. “It’s not impossible,” I say. “I’ve just done it. I can get out unseen.”

“How?” she says.

I shrug. “I remember where every camera is. I know which direction they’re pointing at in every minute. I can get out and I’ll alert authorities. It’ll be too risky to take people with me.”

“Elizabeth,” Carol whispers. “That’s too risky, if you get caught—”

“I won’t,” I say. “I just need a distraction to take place for the guards at the gate. It might take some time, but with careful planning, I think I can do it.”

“You need to be surer than think,” Salome says.

“I know I can do it.”

That is a lie, a lie that rolls off my tongue confidently as though I do, in fact, believe it. I do have a plan, sort of, but it’s not something I can share with them because it involves Elijah. I just need time to work him, to gain his favour, otherwise, this entire plan will fall apart. I don’t know if that will take days, weeks, or even months—but it’s the only plan that will work.

“For all our sakes, I hope you can.”

Salome turns, heading back to her bed. I look across the space to see Mary sat up, her eyes staring back into mine. Her long, dark hair is sticking up all over head, as though she has just rolled across a vacuum. She smiles at me, it is warm and comforting; despite her body being in unbearable pain.

Carol props herself up from my bed, she flattens down her tangled blonde hair as she walks around it. “Get some rest,” she says. “We’re all going to need it.”

“Goodnight,” I say and then my attention turns back to Mary. “Are you okay?”

She rubs her eyes and shakes her head.

“Come here,” I whisper, opening up my sheet.

Mary slowly gets out of bed, wincing with every move she makes. She limps over to my bed and lays inside of it, turning her face to stare up at me before rubbing her sore eyes again.

“How bad is it?” I ask. “Honestly?”

“Six,” she whispers, then let’s out a small groan. “Seven.”

“It’s not your fault, okay?” I say. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

“It’s always me,” she says so quietly that I can barely hear her. “She hit me so many times.”

“Did you do what I told you to do?”

She nods. “I imagined I was somewhere else. It helped.”

“Where?”

“The ocean,” she says. “I was playing on the beach.”

“Good,” I say, dropping to lay beside her. “We won’t be in the field tomorrow, it’ll get better.”

“Got to go back to the field one day,” she whimpers. “I’m tired. Goodnight, sister.”

Mary rolls herself over, her hand going above her head as she faces away from me.

“Goodnight, sister,” I whisper, smiling at the phrase.

I stare at the ceiling as everyone else sleeps around me. I begin torturing myself with images of that kiss. I gently touch my finger against my lip, feeling the place that Elijah had claimed. After all I’ve discovered tonight, why is that the one thing I can’t get out of my head?

This makes no sense. I’m losing it. I know I am.

I must be.
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One Week Later

Time. Time is a curse. Time is knowing that every day that passes is another day when Duncan is performing his sadistic rituals on innocent victims. Time is knowing that the days are becoming longer and the nights shorter, and Elijah still won’t look at me. He won’t talk to me. Time is a thin piece of guilt, pressure, impatience and nerves, all rolled into one. Time is a reminder that every moment of the past week; I am still exhausted, sleep-deprived, weak and insignificant. Time is passing as though no one else feels it, but I feel it, I have to. Because we’re running out of it.

Today is my birthday. My eighteenth. But I am not in the mood for celebrating it, or even sharing it with anyone else because it’s a haunting reminder that three weeks ago, everything was okay. When I sat on that balcony, when I looked up at the stars, when my only worry was if my parents would ever find out about Nathan. I’m beginning to lose hope and I don’t want to, but I am. Not only do we fear the days and how much work we have to complete without water or a rest, but now we fear being taken. Now, we fear the unknown. And it’s still a mystery to why Duncan is doing this. What is his agenda? Does he truly believe that those that act against the cult are possessed?

As much as I hate to admit it, it doesn’t make sense that he hasn’t taken Carol. I watch her now as she sweeps the outside street of the compound; her small body moves mechanically and tiredly, she was whipped a few times over the last few days, it’s taking its toll on her. When I look at her, I see a girl that has lost everything and is still standing. That has been beaten, broken and tested, but is still fighting. I wonder if Duncan sees that too and that is why he has spared her from the unknown. She hasn’t spoken to Andrew since the incident, out of fear and he hasn’t tried to either—they both just get on with their day, while thinking about the other, with no clue what to do about it.

I sigh as my eyes fall on Elijah through the window that I’ve been ordered to clean. He stands with a member of group A, both of them observing the rest of group A who are patrolling the grounds with shotguns. He instructs the man to do something and the man nods, wandering over to the main entrance. Just for a moment, Elijah looks towards this window, his stare shocks me into looking away and I move my hand in a circular motion across the window to dry it with a paper towel.

But, curiosity gets the better of me and I lift my eyes again.

He’s gone. Elijah is gone. I scour the grounds for him, but he has firmly vanished. My hand begins moving faster, angrier, as I become frustrated with this entire situation. I shouldn’t have led him on the way I did, I shouldn’t have pushed him into kissing me—it was my fault. And now, he is the one paying for it. Whether it’s guilt, confusion or affliction; I know he felt something, because I felt it too.

“You,” calls Joan from across the room.

I turn, instinctively knowing it’s me.

“Your next job is to clean the infirmary.”

I nod. “And after?”

“Did I tell you what you’re doing after?”

I shake my head.

“Then don’t ask,” she says, her ice-cold eyes narrow with bitterness. “Get to it.”

I bite on my lip, throwing the paper towel down onto the window sill. As I head towards the door of the cabin, I notice Salome is trying to get my attention by widening her eyes at me. I narrow my eyes at her, wondering if she’s mentally okay. She nods her head towards me, her eyes wide, like she’s really trying to tell me something. I just shrug, glancing around the room to make sure no one saw.

When I leave the building and I cross over the compound to the infirmary, I suddenly pause in my tracks.

The infirmary. Medical. The building of the supposed psychiatric unit. I now understand what Salome was trying to tell me and as I approach the familiar steps that lead into the medical waiting room, the idea of all ideas plants itself in my head. There are no supervisors or leaders following me, I’ve been sent alone.

I’m going to find out what’s behind those doors. And while the opportunity is there, I’m going to discover much more.
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I creak open the door to the medical waiting room, peaking through the gap first before I push it open and I step inside. There is just one member here, sat on a chair against the far wall; his head is up, his eyes wide, but he just stares into the air—showing no sign of movement or life. The same woman as before is still here, working at the reception desk, her hand moves at sixty miles per hour against a long sheet of paper. I look along her desk and then I see a set of keys placed beside a stack of files that are piled up next to her.

I approach her cautiously, clearing my throat before I speak. “Hi, I’ve been sent to clean the infirmary.”

“Don’t care,” she mumbles, not even glancing up.

I lean sideways, tenderly running my hand along the counter until I feel the keys rub against my palm. I cover them with my hand, bringing it up to scratch my nose and then I drop the keys into the pocket of my gown.

“I’ll just go and clean it then,” I say.

“Mhm,” she says.

I walk around the desk and I twist the doorknob of the side door; stepping out into the long, silent corridor. I rub my lips together, my dedicated eyes scanning the wall of doors. I pace forwards and then I come to the first door. I twist on the doorknob and it swings open with no problem. I glance inside, only to find it’s just an empty, white room with a bed, ventilator and storage cupboard.

I close it, moving on to the next.

Every door is the same—leading to an empty room. There isn’t even any air vents that the sounds could have passed through. Whoever or whatever was in these rooms are now long gone. I close the last door and then I hear the door to the infirmary open behind me. I widen my eyes for a moment, my back still turned to the door.

“What are you doing—” the familiar, deep voice begins.

I turn.

“Here?” Elijah finishes, his tone changes as his eyes meet mine. “Elizabeth.”

“Elijah,” I say, swallowing down his name. “Hi.”

“Hi,” he says back. “Why aren’t you with your group?”

“I was sent here to clean medical,” I say, my eyes awkwardly going down. “So… I’ll need to um…”

He stares for a moment, before realising and moving out of the doorway. “Oh. Yeah. Go ahead.”

I walk forwards, caressing my neck as I pass him. “Thanks.”

“Sure.”

My hand falls onto the door and I open it slowly, before turning around again. “Listen, about last week, I—”

“Not here,” he says.

“Then where?” I demand quietly. “When? This needs to be said and I need to say it now. I’m sorry for what happened, I’m sorry if I did something wrong.”

He gives me a stern look and then he launches at the door, closes it shut and pulls me back into the corridor. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he says. “I was the one that… the way I acted, it wasn’t me, it wasn’t like me. I don’t know why I did it.”

“Really?” I say, my eyebrow raises. “You don’t know why you did it?”

“Okay, well, I know why I did it. But it doesn’t change anything. I am your leader and you are a member.”

“This isn’t school, Elijah,” I retort. “It’s not the teacher and student scenario.”

“No, it’s worse.”

“Based on unethical rules,” I say. “Yes. So, what happens next? Are you just going to keep on helping me and saving my life while still in denial?”

“In denial?” he questions, his eyes narrow slightly. “What am I in denial about?”

Me.

“Nothing,” I say, forcing out a smile. “I’ve got to go; the infirmary needs cleaning.”

“Wait, but—”

I don’t hear the end of that because I push on the door, storming into the next corridor and I leave Elijah’s irritating voice behind me. But I can’t help but smile a little. Because I haven’t answered him, he’ll still want an answer, which means he’ll seek me out to get it. I’ve left the conversation on its own cliff hanger and it’s the key to getting closer to him, it’s the key to shutting this place down.

I reach one of the doors that leads into the main medical facility—I peek through the glass frame, my eyes scrolling across the wall of beds, patients, curtains and ‘doctors’. Instead of walking through it, I take a detour and I turn right, walking around a bend that leads to another corridor. There is light at the end of this one, because the outside world is shining through a glass-framed door. Well, the compound is. Not the outside outside. I walk closer to the sunlight, basking in the heat that beams through the particles of the glass and then something catches my attention. Not something, but someone. Him.

Duncan.

He is locking the door to one of the cabins that we’re not allowed inside, his face turning in both directions as he almost sniffs the air. He drops the keys into his pockets, proceeding to walk down towards the compound while adjusting his collar.

I wait until he disappears around a corner and then I slowly lift my eyes towards the cameras as I step outside into the hot air. One will point at the door of the cabin in exactly forty seconds. I fight with what to do for a moment, my fingers pricking together at the seed of my gown—but eventually, I’m taking off towards the cabin, with no thought to anything else. I take out the keys from my pocket, fiddling with them as the sweat and panic makes them slide through my grasp. I, eventually, gain control, sticking one after the other inside the hole, while rushing to beat the camera that will be directly pointing at me in less than five seconds. I panic further, reaching the last key, which slides inside the keyhole and clicks it open. I dive inside the room, slamming the door closed behind me and locking it with no awareness to my bearings.

I take deep breaths, holding a hand to my chest as I calm myself. I glance around the room, suddenly curious. I’m in another one of Duncan’s OCD offices. It’s a square-feet office with one small window, a desk so organised that it looks like it hasn’t been touched in decades, and shelves and shelves of books.

I push a loose strand of hair behind my ear before walking over to one of the bookcases. I look over the first shelf, reading over every title in seconds. Once I’m done, I pick whichever one stood out to me the most and I go for the one that was untitled. It’s a thick, blue book that weighs heavily in my hands. I open the first page, expecting text, but I find it blank. The next page is the same and the next, and so on. The entire book is blank.

“What are you hiding?” I whisper to myself, my eyes scrolling to his desk. And then, an idea occurs.

I carry the book over to his desk, placing it on top as I pull out his drawers and I gently unearth a rectangular-shaped UV light hidden under a perfectly stacked pile of files. I place the UV lamp onto the desk and then I move across to the window, pulling the blinds shut so the room falls into darkness.

I take a seat at his desk, taking a deep breath as I switch the light on, watching it turn a fluorescent blue. I bring it closer to the book and suddenly, words begin appearing, as if by magic. The words make no sense, as they’re not in any sequence, so I adjust the book so the light picks it up from the beginning of the page.

My body freezes as the words turn into names. There is a list of names that run all along the page, just names, female names… but the dates.

I run my finger across them. They are placed beside each name.

Ebony Clifford 1982, Belinda Richards 1984, Carolina O’Hare 1985, Susan Bing 1985, Danielle Crawford 1985, Katherine Singer 1985, Julie Donald 1986, Amanda Knight 1986, Tabitha Bowen 1987.

There are dozens of them. Are all these women victims of this cult? What happened to them? I continue to the next page, my eyes squinting as I move the page along the UV. And it’s only then that I see an answer.

I widen my eyes at the words before me. Terrified, I close the book, rising from the seat in a deep shock that leaves me staring down at it with shivers running through every vessel of my body. I couldn’t have read that right, there must be a mistake.

This can’t be real. This can’t be happening. I repeat to myself.

I spin around, my heart pounding in my chest. I take some breaths, letting the shock gradually run to my toes, and then I pluck up the courage to sit back down and I go back to that page. Even though it terrifies every part of me, I stare down at it again, with my teeth digging into my fingernail.

Amelia Sanchez, 1998.

The year I was born. My mother. These aren’t women that were taken to the unknown, these were women that gave birth.

Here.

My mother was a member.
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I can’t stop staring at her name; even though it’s permanently lodged into my temporal lobe, even though I will never forget it even if I wanted to, even though there’s no possible mistake of what I am reading. I just can’t stop staring.

I still bite on my nail, trying to swallow down the sudden nausea. I have to look away, I have to. I look towards the darkness across the office—glaring into the tight shadows with no thoughts at all.

My mind becomes blank. There is no knowledge, no memory, no information, no personality, nothing. Nothing but my eyes; staring at those shadows. Eventually, I snap myself back into my body, looking away from the darkness and back to the fluorescent blue light. My head rolls back down and I look at her name again. The shock has already befallen me, taken me and isolated me—this time, I am more focused.

It doesn’t make any sense. My mother was a high school teacher. She studied in college, she was qualified; I saw her certificates that she kept hidden away in the attic. Her being a part of this cult makes perfect sense, but it doesn’t.

Was it all a lie? Including the things she didn’t even tell me. She never told me that she was a high school teacher, not directly, I just assumed. Her certificates and awards ranged back thirty years—the way she taught me when I was home-schooled was professional, despite her robotic personality.

What if it’s just a coincidence?

I turn the next page, moving the UV light to the beginning and more names fill up the page. Only, these are the previous names, beside other ones.

Ebony Clifford – Joanne Davidson. 1986

Belinda Richards – Margaret Howding. 1987

Carolina O’Hare – Katherine Devereux. 1989

I look for her name again, flicking through pages in seconds, until I finally find it.

Amelia Sanchez – Katherine Belle. 2000

I rub my finger across the names and then I pause it at the date. I was two years old, why can’t I remember anything from when I was two? My eidetic memory goes back as far as four, when my mother would hit me if I gave her attitude, but everything before then is blank, which is common, but there must be something.

There is nothing else written on the pages, even if I turn page after page, heading deeper into the book—there is just names. Duncan is smarter than I thought, he must keep another book somewhere, one that wouldn’t be easily picked up on a shelf even if it was blank.

Suddenly, I hear voices coming from outside the cabin. I pull myself up immediately, turning the lamp off and rushing to place it back inside the drawers beneath his desk. I stand with the book in my arms, biting on my lip in frustration as I hear a key turn inside the door. I bolt over to the bookcase, placing it back inside and then I turn, looking for somewhere to hide.

Shit, the curtains.

I run over to the curtains, pulling them open, just as the door handle slides downwards. I don’t have any other choice. I slide behind one of the thick curtains, directly in the sight of anyone that will pass the window.

The door opens. I place a hand over my mouth as footsteps creak inside.

“Hm.”

“Problem?”

“Something isn’t right,” says a voice that sounds like Duncan.

There is a silence and I squeeze my hand tighter around my mouth, feeling my blood pressure rise indefinitely.

“Perhaps, you would like it dusting?” says a gentle female voice.

“Are you saying my office isn’t clean?”

“No, no, not at all.”

“I’ll have you whipped, woman! Get out of here.”

I hear feet scurrying away in fear, and then I see Duncan around the curtain, approaching his desk and running his hand along it.

“She was only offering her services,” says another voice, a male.

“Yes, well, she insulted my office. My office is in perfect condition. Don’t you agree?”

“Yes,” says the male, but I sense the fear too. “Perfect. As always.”

I hear the irritation in his voice and I smile. The leader moves around the office, his body suddenly becomes visible through the gap but he has his back to me, blocking Duncan from view. I discreetly move myself further along the window, becoming painfully aware that anyone could see me at any moment, but the pathway looks empty. For now.

“What is it you wanted to speak to me about?” Duncan says in a bored tone.

“I did what you asked, I upped the dosage.”

“And?” Duncan says, suddenly interested. “Any change?”

“None,” the male says with a sigh. “They’re still foaming at the mouth and displaying irregular, neurotic behaviour.”

“Still?” Duncan questions, his voice slightly raises in frustration. I hear him sigh, and then there is a small silence, before he takes a breath. “Very well. Discard them.”

“I’m… sorry? Discard them?”

“Do I have to repeat myself?” Duncan shouts. “Discard them! Kill them! Remove them from the experiment. If the devil hasn’t de-possessed them yet, then he isn’t going to. I cannot help them anymore, they are to meet their maker.”

“And what of the bodies?”

“I own a crematorium. Keep them in the sanctuary until sundown and then load them in the truck.”

“But how am I supposed to…?”

“I don’t care how," Duncan says.”Just do it!"

“With all due respect, Pastor, you must bless them beforehand.”

“Oh. Right,” Duncan says, now quiet. “Let’s do this quickly, I have meetings soon.”

I hold my breath as they both walk past me, heading to the door. For a moment I think one of them has spotted me, because I don’t hear the door close, but then it slams shut and I hear the lock click. I remove my hand, stumbling out of the curtain with a heavy pant. I see shadows begin to approach the window and I move slowly to the side of it, watching as Duncan and the dark-haired leader stroll by, with no care in the world of what they’re about to do. They’re going to kill people. They’re going to turn their bodies to ash so they’ll never be found, so they’ll never be remembered. None of us will have a clue who they even are, or were.

All thoughts of my mother are placed to the back of my mind as this new information circles around the front—bright and glowing in bold letters.

Discard. Kill. Load. Crematorium. Experiment. Sanctuary. Kill.

I take out the keys from my gown and I run over to the door, I unlock it in a panic and I step out into the light, not caring if any cameras are on me. I lock it behind me and I begin walking down the street, and then I’m jogging and then I’m running.

I reach the compound a few seconds later, I stick to a wall, watching as group A continues to patrol the grounds in the distance. Carol is still out here, sweeping the street with her head down. I try to get her attention but she doesn’t look up.

And then, I see Elijah.

He stands against a planted tree with his arms crossed. One look at him sends my blood cold and my eyes just slightly narrow as I storm across the compound towards him. He sees me coming, he turns, uncrossing his arms, alarmed that I’m not slowing down.

“Elizabeth,” he says. “Why are you-?”

“Shut up,” I say. “You’re going to tell me everything.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Cut the bullshit,” I snap at him. “They’re killing off members from group D, right now.”

“What?” he whispers. “How do you know that?”

“That doesn’t matter,” I say. “It’s happening and they’re getting rid of the bodies tonight. Did you know Duncan owns a crematorium?”

“A crematorium?” he says, acting oblivious. “No, I didn’t know.”

“Stop lying!”

He looks around, scouring the surroundings, before gripping my arm and forcing me around the tree. “I’m not lying,” he says in a deep, serious voice. “I wouldn’t lie to you.”

I look into his bright green eyes and I resist the sensation to melt—I remain angry, I remain hard, I remain breathless. “Did you know what he was doing to them?”

“Yes,” he says.

I lean back, startled. “And you do nothing?”

“What would you have me do?” he questions. “Call the police?” he laughs for a moment, his eyes rolling to the sky and down again. “If he does own a crematorium, then there’s no evidence of foul play. There’s no evidence of anything. Even if I could do anything, he’d find a way out of it, he has insurance for everything. It’s dangerous here. There is more going on than you think.”

“Then tell me,” I plea. “Please. I found this book… this book of pregnant women.”

Elijah scratches his temple, blinking for a few moments as he takes a deep breath. “You were in his office?”

“You’ve seen it?” I gasp.

“Of course, I’ve seen it,” he says. “One of them was my mother.”

“And one of them is mine,” I say. “Her name is in that book. None of this makes any sense, I need to know the truth. Elijah, please.”

“Okay,” he says, his eyes gently entwine with mine. “Okay.”

I wait for him to say something else, to elaborate, but he just stares around the compound. “Are you going to tell me?” I demand.

“No,” he says, he looks back to me. “I’m going to show you.”
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I hang my head down, putting on the show that Elijah is leading me somewhere against my will as I stick closely to his back. We pass leaders that walk right past us, not even bothering to look, like they’re lost in a daydream of where they are. He takes me around the ancient assembly chapel and informs me to keep my eyes down until we’re out of the sight of cameras.

“Who actually watches the footage?” I ask him quietly.

He laughs. “Me. But in my absence, it’s not uncommon for another leader to take over.”

“Wait, so… if you saw someone escaping on the footage, you wouldn’t turn a blind eye to it? You’d—”

“Don’t push it, Elizabeth.”

“Sorry.”

When we turn another corner, I catch a glimpse of group B working in the field. They look exhausted, one of them is halfway to the floor already. I frown for him; no matter what group he’s in, he still feels pain the same way we do. In theory.

Elijah turns another corner, and rows and rows of grey cabins are visible; they’re similar to our dorm cabins—only these have bright, blue solar panels on the roofs.

“Are these… is this the men’s dorms?” I ask, suddenly startled.

“Yes.”

“But—” I start angrily and then I swallow the anger down. “Enjoy your electricity, do you?”

“Pastor favours the men.”

“I’ve noticed.”

We enter through one of the side doors of a larger cabin and the electric bulbs embedded into the ceiling guide our way down the narrow passageway. Elijah climbs a metal staircase and I follow him upwards onto another platform.

“What if someone catches me here?” I whisper.

“Shush!”

I push my lips together, firmly locking my jaw from opening—just because I want to avoid another scenario of him holding my breath. I quietly make my way behind him as he opens a door into a dark room. He switches the light switch on as I enter and I gaze around in awe, closing the door behind me without taking my eyes from his dorm.

He has a bed. An actual, comfortable, king-sized bed with luxurious pillows and dark blue bed sheets. He has a carpet. A cream, soft carpet that feels amazing against my soft-deprived toes. I walk a little further, staring down at my feet that crinkle around the loose wool. I laugh to myself, becoming aware of how stupid I look being fascinated by a carpet.

Elijah watches me from across the dorm, his gaze turning amused.

I turn my head and then I’m wandering over to his desk against the wall. He has a lamp. And deodorants. And a wardrobe. I’m so fascinated by every insignificant thing that I become distracted as to why I’m here.

“He definitely favours male leaders,” I say, finally meeting his longing gaze.

Elijah just stares at me, a small smile almost forming on his face.

Something catches my eye and I gasp out in a weird type of excitement as I notice the record player in the corner of the dorm placed on a wooden chair.

“You listen to music?” I demand, rushing over to it.

“Yes,” he says.

I open it up, staring down at the record. It’s been so long since I’ve heard music that I don’t even think twice. I spin it, pulling across the piece that I’ve seen people do in movies. I’ve never used one before, but I think this is how they work. I wait for something to happen and then a soft tune begins playing through the speakers that causes me to flinch. I smile, turning to face Elijah, whom is still gazing at me.

“Music excites me,” I say in defence.

“No?” he says. “Really?”

I roll my eyes and then the purpose of why I am standing here dawns on me. “So…”

“So…”

“You were going to show me something?”

“Yeah,” he whispers. He crouches down to the carpet and pulls the edge up, holding it with one hand as the other reaches underneath it. I hear the sound of a floorboard being pulled upwards and my smile grows wider. He uses the same technique that I used with my parents. “Ever since I was recruited to leader, I became curious about my birth parents. I’ve never known any parents as I was passed around as a child between members to look after. And then, when I reached a certain age, I had to fend for myself.”

He pulls out a stack of papers, and I walk closer as he takes them to his bed and drops them on top. “I did some digging a few years back. And I came across these.”

He spreads out what looks like photographs across the bed, my eyes fall down and then I begin moving those outwards—my eyes fall onto photographs of women taken from the early eighties to nineties. I pick up a photograph of a miserable, dark-haired woman with permed hair; she stares straight into the camera with haunting, wide eyes—like she is a ghost. Underneath is written: Janet Mitchell. 1985.

I’m so focused on her eyes and her frightening stare that I didn’t notice her body. Her bulging stomach is full on view, she is heavily pregnant in this photograph and as expected, she isn’t happy about it.

I drop the photograph, my fingers lingering on another and another. I recognise every single name from Duncan’s blank book. Elijah found the extra pieces to the puzzle—but how? Duncan wouldn’t have kept these anywhere in sight.

“I think,” he says, picking one out and lifting it. “This is my mother. It’s the only name that matches the date of the year I was born.”

I take the photograph from his fingers, glancing over the young girl that looks no older than fifteen. She is pretty. She is a slim girl with a thin face and a pointy, long nose. She stands against a pillar of the ancient chapel, a hand hovers above her pregnant stomach as she glares at the camera with no expression or emotion.

“Tabitha Bowen,” I say quietly, reading over her name. She was one of the names included early on in the book, she gave birth in the late eighties. And he’s right, she was the only one to give birth in the year nineteen-eighty-seven. “How do you know this was when you were born though?”

“There was a leader that used to work here,” he explains. “Her name was Helen. She delivered me. When I became a leader, she told me all I wanted to know and more. Pastor held monthly meetings between men and women, manipulated them into engaging in sexual contact and convinced them that they were bringing fresh life into the cult. In reality, he just wanted home-grown members. Helen was the only mother I ever knew.”

“What happened to her?”

He lowers his eyes, showing me the answer without speaking it.

“Sorry,” I say.

He shakes his head, taking back the photograph. “It was a long time ago.”

“Is that why you remained here?” I ask. “You could have left when you were upgraded, but you chose to stay. Did you stay for answers?”

“Partly. It’s complicated.”

“I know all about complicated,” I say. I look back down to the photographs and then my attention shifts back to focused as I gaze upon my mother’s face. I pick it up quickly, staring at it with keen observation.

This is definitely my mother. There’s no question about it. Her face, her demonic glare, her knotted grey hair—she hasn’t aged much in eighteen years. The only difference is that she has fewer wrinkles. She stands outside one of the dorm entrances, with her hands by her side, just gently pricking at the bottom of her short gown. I squint at the picture, becoming severely alarmed at something.

“Wait,” I say.

I keep the picture tight in my hand as I move through the remaining photographs, glancing at each girl or woman, mentally making dot-to-dots on which names were at the front of the blank book and which were added beside the names afterwards.

“What is it?” Elijah says.

“My mother isn’t heavily pregnant in this photograph,” I say, still shuffling through images. “Half of these women are and half aren’t.”

I find a photograph of a tall, big-built woman with dark hair and small, scary eyes. Underneath her image is the name: Amelia Sanchez.

Underneath my mother’s photograph is the name: Katherine Belle.

“The names are switched,” I say, pointing to them.

“I thought that was an error,” he says.

I glare at him. “What are you talking about? How can you think it’s an error if you’ve never seen them before?”

He stabs his finger at the other woman’s photograph. “Because that’s Katherine, Pastor’s wife.”

“Wife?” I say, the shock makes my voice rise. “He has a wife?”

“Yeah. She’s absent for long periods of time to keep track of outside members. She’s due to return soon.”

I shake that from my head for a moment. “But, this doesn’t make any sense. My mother doesn’t look pregnant and Katherine is. The names were side-by-side in the book. Why is Katherine listed as Amelia if this is Duncan’s wife? I know he has a son, he mentioned that. But how are they connected to each other?”

“Elizabeth,” Elijah says. “It’s probably just an error, seriously, don’t think too much about it.”

I’m still unsure, but I gradually drop the photographs back to the bed, biting my nail as I stare at them below me. I shift my eyes across the papers.

“What do you think happened to all those babies?” I ask.

His silence disturbs me, and I look up, to where Elijah takes a deep breath before he answers. “We’re all still here.”





Chapter 36

Elijah and I travel back to the compound quietly, the sun is lower in the sky, and there are only a couple of hours left before sundown. He keeps turning to look at me, but I can’t find the words to bring anything up. All I can think about is the poor, hopeless souls in group D whose lives have prematurely ended. And I will never know who they were.

“You’re quiet,” he says.

“Hmm.”

“It’s a lot to take in.”

“Mhm,” I agree.

He turns abruptly, halting my walk. “I know this is the wrong time to bring it up but about what you said earlier at medical—”

“That you’re in denial?” I whisper. “Don’t worry, I’m past that.”

“If you were talking about you and me—”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Elijah,” I mutter, glancing towards the gate. “I wasn’t talking about you.”

He gives out a small laugh, causing me to narrow my eyes. “You’re scared we’re related, aren’t you?”

“No,” I say. “Why? Are you?”

He twiddles with his jaw for a moment. “No.”

“Good.”

I carry on, skimming past him. I hadn’t even thought about that. What if we are related? We might have different mothers but neither of us know who our fathers truly are. I don’t know what the truth is anymore, I don’t who I am anymore. Am I really Amelia and Jonas’ daughter? Or was I merely just a project—sent to be raised by them until Duncan called for me to be returned? If that’s true, then the name switching could mean more than just an error. The last date included in the book was two thousand and one, so the youngest member to be born here is now fifteen. That could be Carol, or it could be one of several teenagers in any group—or they could still be out there, enjoying their life with no idea that they’d one day be forced here.

Forced back here.

“It makes no sense, does it?” Elijah says as he catches up to me.

“No.”

“Well, if you can’t figure it out, then the rest of us don’t have much luck.”

I sigh, becoming annoyed by his voice. I don’t know if it’s the uncertainty of our DNA or if it’s just the sudden eagerness to have Nathan in my arms—but I keep as much distance between us as possible. I now view him as a boiled pan, if I touch him, I’ll burn.

“We’re not related,” he says. He places his hand onto my arm and I pause, glaring forwards in anger. “Helen told me my father wasn’t part of the academy. My mother was already pregnant when she joined.”

“What?” I say, turning to him in confusion. “But you said Duncan made members meet to have sex.”

“No,” he says. “Duncan’s father, the former Pastor, did that. After he died, Duncan forbade any sexual contact all together. That was twenty years ago. But even though he now forbids it, he still finishes his father’s work in bringing them back.”

“So, the book isn’t Duncan’s?” I whisper. “It was his father’s.”

“And the photographs.”

“You stole them from his father?” I accuse. “Did Duncan ever see them?”

“I was fourteen,” he says. “I don’t know who ever saw them. I found them hidden underneath the floorboards of the warehouse. He might still believe them to be there, or he might not know about them at all.”

“If Duncan’s been running the cult for twenty years, then that’s from nineteen-ninety-six,” I say quietly, staring into the air. “He must have updated the names in the book. Is there absolutely no chance that he was allowing members to have sex for those five years between then, and the last date which was two-thousand and one?”

He squints at me. “No. He forbade it immediately. The later dates must have been members that joined while pregnant. Why?”

“Because I was born in nineteen-ninety-eight,” I say, swallowing. “And my mother was a member here, but she was pregnant during the new cult rules. She wouldn’t have just joined, going by her mentality, she’d probably been here most of her life. So, who the hell is my father?”

Elijah’s eyes widen as he realises and we both just stare at each other, both of us wondering the same thing but are too afraid to speak it. Our stare is interrupted by the opening of the gate across the compound. I look as members of A move out of the way to let through a black BMW with tainted windows.

“Katherine,” Elijah whispers. “She’s back.”

I stiffen at her name. The car slides across the gravel, stopping outside one of the cabins a few feet from us. Supervisors and leaders appear from everywhere, all of them surrounding the car as though Katherine is a celebrity that needs protecting from the rest of us. A leader opens the door of the backseat and a few seconds later, the tallest, most intimidating woman I’ve ever seen in my life pulls herself up into the light. She is a beast of a woman. Her face is round, pale and chalky; her shoulders are broad like that of a man and her hair is black with a stripe of grey that is neatly tied into a ponytail. She wears a suit. Her blouse is tucked into her high-waist trousers and she adjusts her blazer, flattening it over her outfit as she stares ahead with a superior smirk.

Her eyes meet mine, and her smirk vanishes, replaced with a gaze of control and shock. I just stare back at her. Her head gently rolls sideways, but an eye of hers is still kept on me. She calls into the car and looks back to me as another figure emerges into the light.

A boy.

He is a child, hardly older than fourteen, but he is handsome. He is tall with tanned skin and dark brown curls that blow in the wind. He looks with Katherine, taking in his surroundings with a familiar robotic stillness.

“Elijah,” I say.

“Yes?”

“Who is that?”

“Edward,” he replies. “Their son.”

Katherine whispers into her son’s ear and he stares at me as she does, making my blood turn cold. There’s something familiar about his eyes, the way they squint just a little, letting through a soft, dancing brown. There’s something familiar about his nose, the way it wriggles as he takes in scents that the wind brings to him. His eyelashes are thick and long, like he has dipped them in mascara.

I take a breath; observing the way he speaks back to her, slow and spaced. He doesn’t ramble like a teenager should, with excitement or questions—he is composed, like an adult. As he straightens, his hand goes up to the collar of his buttoned shirt, he twists it between his fingers and then clears his throat.

He’s intelligent.

But more than that, there’s a frightening shadow that clings around him. A shadow that brings me a feeling of such breathlessness that I have to turn away. Not only is he intelligent, but there is another familiarity that captures my attention.

He looks exactly like me.





Chapter 37

I pace in my dorm, ignoring the many pairs of eyes that are stinging into me with concern. Everything is colliding into my thoughts at once; fighting over each other to become the priority—but I can’t choose one, so I’m letting it all swamp me. Katherine and her son returned hours ago, and there was no assembly today. I don’t know if that’s because Duncan has business elsewhere, the business I’m too scared to mention, or if Katherine is becoming acquainted with her husband after so long apart. It’s too quiet out there, I don’t like quiet, I don’t like waiting. Not like this.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Carol says as she jumps up from her bed and grabs my arm, bringing my pacing to an end. “Stop doing the crazy pace thing and talk to us.”

I meet her eyes, trying to bring out the words, but I don’t even know where to start. How do I begin to explain what I’ve discovered today? How do I explain the book and the names when I don’t even understand it myself? How can I tell them about the fate of group D when they were all so close to Ruth?

“What did you see?” Carol whispers.

“Was it the exorcisms?” Salome presses. “Did you see something?”

“Elizabeth,” Carol says, forcing me to look at her. “You’re scaring me.”

“Whatever you saw, we can help,” Victoria says. “But we need to know what it was.”

I rub my nose, trying hard to focus on anything other than the pressure to reveal the truth. They wait for my answer, all of them giving small smiles as if to coax it out of me. It’s taken me a while to ease the guilt of what happened to Ruth and discussing it with them might bring unwanted questions to the surface. What if Ruth is amongst those that Duncan was speaking about? What if she is no longer alive? What if right now, she is lying dead on a slab with Duncan peering over her body with a satisfactory grin? And if it’s not her, then how long until it is? She is the woman that saved my life three weeks ago, who took a leap of faith and believed in doing the right thing no matter the consequence, even though it was my own choice.

How many others are in group D? Are some of the women in the photographs amongst them? Even if they are still alive, is there truly any saving them from the psychological damage that Duncan has twisted into them?

Carol tightens her grip around the top of my arms, squeezing me back into the present. I can’t keep this all locked up, I can’t carry on knowing what I know while leaving them all in the dark.

I take a deep breath. “I saw—”

Suddenly, the door of the dorm bursts open and my voice abruptly stops, my eyes staring over Carol’s shoulder towards Madam Katelyn.

“Urgent assembly,” she hisses. “Now.”

The dorm rushes to life as the women and girls hoist themselves from their beds—I drag my feet forwards, to stand in front of Madam Katelyn as everyone forms a line behind me. The shock is still imprinted into my face and I don’t think it will ever go away. I can’t hide it, I can’t run from it, I can’t change it. I’m scared.

And I don’t know what to do about it.

+ + +

As always, our group is the last to enter the ancient chapel. I don’t look around like I usually do, I don’t look up to Elijah, even though I can feel his eyes on me. I stand still, almost holding my breath as I watch the stage with my tongue clicking against my teeth. The silence is disrupted by the tapping of boots walking across it and then the tapping stops as Katherine stands proudly in the centre with her arms behind her back. Beside her is Edward, he straightens, observing the groups with sharpness.

“Hello, Cross Academy,” Katherine says. Her voice is deep and low, like her husband’s, if it wasn’t for her long hair and breasts, I wouldn’t even notice the difference. She gently shrugs and gives out a small smile to herself. “I’m back.”

The groups remain silent, showing no reaction, not even A. If anything, they seem terrified of her. Katherine doesn’t seem bothered that there is no praise for her return, but Edward does. He flinches slightly at their silence, his eyes narrowing by the lack of respect.

“Pastor will not be attending tonight’s gathering,” she says. “As he has important business to attend to. I have been informed that we have some new members amongst you.”

Her eyes find me and I swallow down the anxiety of having her look at me, of having her observe me like a lab rat. She flicks her eyes across to the men and then back to the women, before glancing up to the circle of leaders above us.

“Things are going to be changing around here,” she continues and her voice raises. “New rules are going to be introduced to ensure the utmost accuracy in progress. Rule one, anyone caught speaking to each other, even if they are from the same group, will be punished severely. Rule two, any member that has not finished their work by sundown will be ordered to continue it until it is. If you miss the assembly, then you will receive your very own personal assembly afterwards. All members are going to be given a weekly examination administrated by myself to review progress. If requirements are not met, you will be placed upon probation—with no access to food or water until they are.”

I meet Carol’s eyes for a moment, she stares back with a frown of concern. None of us know what the examinations will entail or what the requirements will be for passing it and she’s keeping those details to herself for exactly that reason.

“And that brings me to the last change,” she says. “There will be no more renouncement.”

The moment it leaves her lips, voices begin to rise. All across the chapel, from all groups and genders, the members are protesting in confusion. I’m actually surprised to see that group A are joining in, renouncement must have been something Duncan preached about constantly.

“Silence!” Katherine screams. She calls herself, looking out with kinder eyes. “I realise that the renouncements were a big part of your training. The renouncements will still continue, they just won’t be held at assemblies—they will be private. Between myself and Pastor.”

And just like that, the voices drown out, replaced with breaths of relief. I scowl at them, are they truly that stupid that they can’t see that she’s lying? There will be no renouncements because they’ve already decided that those too weak to be here will be forced to take part in their sick experiments. They must be desperate, they’ll be looking for any sign of a weak member, no matter how insignificant and that person’s life will be over.

This isn’t about God or the devil, it’s never been about that. They’re not picking out the weak members because they view them as sinned or damaged, they’re picking out members that will spill their guts to the outside if the opportunity ever came up.

They’re not religious. They’re not even members of the Church. All they are, is evil. They live for control, for dominance—but there can only be one alpha. Duncan and Katherine are both dominants, which never works well for psychopaths. Sooner or later, they’ll turn on each other, and with her return, that might be sooner than I think.

“Try to sleep well,” Katherine says. “Because examinations begin tonight.”





Chapter 38

I don’t sleep. None of us sleep. We all lay in our beds, our heads balancing against our headboards—the silence is strange. All questions of my discovery have vanished from their thoughts, there is no room for anything else at the moment, we have to prepare for an examination that we know nothing about.

Will she ask us questions? Will she delve deep into our thoughts and bring out our worst fears? Will she be able to tell the weak from the strong just by glancing upon our faces? I won’t crack under pressure, but it’s not me I’m concerned about.

It’s them.

We’re a team now, a support system. But all it takes is for one of them to crack, to inform Katherine that we’re doing secret investigations into her husband’s lifestyle. What if one of them was awake the night that I snuck out last week? What if they heard everything? What if they tell her?

I’m being paranoid, I know I am. There’s not much else to do but to be paranoid. A gentle squeak of the floorboards brings me back to reality and I glance up to see Mary wandering over to my bed while rubbing her eyes.

“Hey,” I say. “What’s wrong?”

Mary keeps rubbing her eyes and then she unleashes a gentle cry. “My back really hurts.”

“Let me take a look.”

She whimpers slightly as she turns her back to me and my fingers gently pull up her grey sweater. I stare at the damage on her back. The whipping has torn away most of her skin, leaving open wounds that are riddled with white, gooey mucus that begin at her tiny shoulder blades and lead all the way down to the rim of her pyjama pants. The image would probably make most people squirm or gag, but I’m not most people.

“Elizabeth,” she whispers.

“It’s infected,” I say. “You need to go to medical.”

She spins around, panting at me in fear. “No, but, I can’t, I can’t go there.”

“Calm down,” I say, meeting her panicked blue eyes. “The noises aren’t there anymore.”

“You promise?”

“I promise,” I say. “This is very serious. You need antibiotics.”

“What are those?”

I smile. “Pills. Special pills. They’ll make you better.”

“What if they don’t make me better?” she says. “Will I die?”

I swallow—glaring into her small, childish eyes sends my heart racing. “That’s not going to happen,” I say. “Ever.”

“It has to happen someday,” she says. “All people die.”

“Yeah, but, they live a long life first.” I take her hand in mine, soothing it over until she has the courage to smile at me. “You’ll need to go to medical tonight and you might be there for a while, can you be brave?”

She nods. “I’ll be brave, Elizabeth.”

“Good girl. I promise I’ll get you help.”

Her head gently rests against mine in a sisterly notion and I play with her hair as her body curls up beside me.

“Do you know why Madam Joan whips you so much?” I whisper down at her.

“She says I’m going too slow,” she replies in a sweet voice. “But I go as fast as I can. Sometimes faster than Reagan, but she never gets whipped. It’s always me.”

“She does it to the rest of us too,” I say. “Remember that.”

Mary lets out a cute sigh and then turns her head into my throat. “I know, but it doesn’t hurt you like it hurts me. I don’t want it to hurt anymore. I just want it to stop. I try to keep imagining I’m somewhere else but it’s making it worse now, not better. I just want it to stop, Elizabeth, please make it stop.”

My head clinks into hers. “You know I’d take all of your pain if I could. When I was your age, something really bad happened to me too.”

“What?”

I pull out my hand that contains the imbedded scar in my palm and she stares at it. “You see that scar? When I was eleven, I did something that my parents thought was bad and they poured a cup of boiling water over my palm. The pain was unbearable, I screamed for so long that I lost my voice. They made me cover it with a bandage, which you’re not supposed to do with a severe burn and it became infected. When they took me to the hospital, they told the doctors that I had purposely placed my hand over the flame of a candle and they were so convincing that I grew up believing it.”

“What made you remember?”

“It’s not that I forgot,” I say. “I just wanted anything else to be true, because accepting that they left their mark on me, forever engraved into my skin, was worse than the pain itself. Since coming here and seeing the leaders leave their mark on us too, it made me realise that I’m not the problem, they are. And they can leave as many marks on me as they want, you know why?”

“Why?” she breathes.

“Because their actions are their karma, and how I respond is mine. I accept the scars because I know that it means that I’m a good person, and that’s what they hate. And the more I don’t react, the more I acknowledge their evil, the more a piece of good just grows stronger within me. Do you understand?”

Her head nods gently. “They can leave scars on me too, I’ll still be me.”

“And you’ll still be kind,” I say. “Kinder than your family was, kinder than the leaders are, and you’ll see that helping someone even when you’ve been hurt over and over again, will still count for something.”

“Jesus, girl,” a voice mutters from across the dorm.

I lift my eyes to find the entire dorm staring at me. They listened to the whole conversation.

“You’re right,” Salome says, she twists pieces of her long hair over her shoulder as she sits up in her bed. “I can’t imagine what your life must have been like. To go from there to here, pain after pain. But to have an attitude like that after everything you’ve been through, I think that’s pretty incredible.”

“It wasn’t all bad,” I say. “Some of it was actually great.” I frown as I think of Nathan and sudden tears well in my eyes. “We all have a story, we all have a past, but none of our pain is greater than someone else’s.”

“Our pain is the same,” Carol whispers as she rocks back and forth on her bed. “We must remain kind. We must.”

“If you’re worried about Katherine, don’t be,” Salome assures her. “The woman’s a nutter. Compliment her and she’ll probably give you a chocolate.”

I and a few others laugh, but it sparks confusion in the face of a teenage girl named Elle laying on the bed adjacent to Salome.

“What’s chocolate?” she asks as she props herself up on her elbow.

“Very bad for you,” Salome responds with a chuckle and then her eyes land on me. “Is there any progression yet?”

I shake my head. She’s referring to the unofficial escape plan. It’s been a while since we’ve spoken about it. Honestly, since finding all of the information out today, I haven’t even thought about it. A good thing that came out of today is that I was able to get closer to Elijah again and he must trust me to open up about his secret hole in the floor. It might only be a matter of days until I can convince him to get a letter out and then I won’t need to sneak out at all.

As I glance around the dorm and watch as they engage in their own conversations with each other, it makes me believe just a little bit more that things will be okay.

Because we have each other, we have-

“Mary?” Victoria’s voice rises above everyone else’s as she stands from her bed, staring down at the still girl in my arms.

I nudge Mary, thinking she might have fallen asleep, but she doesn’t respond.

“Mary,” I say, nudging her again. “Mary, wake up.” Still no response and I become frantic. I move my body so that I can see her face, but her eyes are closed, her limbs lifeless.

“What’s wrong with her?” Salome demands, pushing her way through the crowd of bodies to get to the bed. “Mary!”

“She’s not responding,” I say, cupping her face in my hands. “Mary! Can you hear me? It’s Elizabeth, you need to wake up now.”

The bolt of the door is suddenly pushed across, but we’re all oblivious to the entrance.

“Elizabeth,” Katelyn calls aimlessly, as if she isn’t seeing what’s going on. “It’s time for your assessment.”

“Mary needs medical attention, now!” I scream. “Her back, it’s infected, she isn’t waking up, she’s—”

“Silence,” she screeches, holding out a hand to stop me from continuing. “I don’t care.”

“We care!” Salome yells, her face turning purple. “She’s going to die if she doesn’t get to medical right now!”

Katelyn holds her face high, looking over Mary’s body with observation, then her eyes flick over each of us. “If this is a trick—”

“It’s not a trick!” I cry. “She needs help, please.”

She glances over her shoulder towards the door. “Terry!” she screams. “Emergency!”

I place my hand in Mary’s as I will for her to be alright, she has to be alright, she has to be.

I hear footsteps running towards the dorm and some words are exchanged before Terry is kneeling down at the other side of the bed with her hand over Mary’s forehead, checking her temperature.

“How long has she been like this?” Terry asks me.

“I don’t know, a few minutes,” I say. “She went quiet, but, I just thought she was asleep or something. She was talking fine before.”

“Talking?” Katelyn hisses from the doorway. “You all know the rules it’s—”

“Not now,” Terry tells her as she pushes a blonde strand behind her ear. “Mary? Mary, can you hear me?” Terry pushes her ear to Mary’s chest and then straightens with a look of panic. “I need to get her to medical.” I watch as her arms go around Mary’s body and I grip my hand around her wrist. “She’ll be safe with me, Elizabeth,” she says. “Trust me.”

I pull back my hand, knowing there’s nothing I can do but trust her. She carries Mary out of the dorm and I begin to follow.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Katelyn demands as she blocks my exit. “You have an assessment to attend.”

“You can’t be serious,” I puff. “Mary needs me, she—”

“I don’t want to hear another word from you,” she sneers. “Katherine is expecting you.”

“I’ll go with her,” Salome offers.

“No one is going with her,” Katelyn shouts. “All of you get back to bed and if I hear one more word from this dorm, then I’ll get Joan to pay you a visit.”

Katelyn grabs my wrist and pulls me towards the hallway, for a woman with a damaged spine, she sure has a tight grip. She locks the door behind her and I snarl as I’m forced to follow her behind her towards the open door at the end.

“Such a nice girl, such a strong spirit, what a waste,” says a voice from behind me.

I stop walking, knowing who that voice belongs to and I turn around to meet the stone-cold eyes of Joan as she leans against a doorway in the hallway.

“I’m sure it won’t be long now,” she states as she admires her nails and grins.

I ball my hand into a fist and I take a step towards her.

“Elizabeth!” Katelyn’s scream halts my charge.

I shake the anger from my mind, unravelling my hand to pat against my sweatpants. Joan finds amusement in my bravery and keeps the smirk shining from her face.

“Your karma is coming,” I say, too quietly for her to hear.

I turn back around and I follow Katelyn into the silent night.





Chapter 39

Katelyn takes me to one of the leader-only cabins around the corner from the dorms, she pushes on a creaky metal door that unleashes a comfortable entrance bathed in light bulbs. I stand on the outside of the building, peering in with fear as Katelyn walks away without any further instructions.

The wind blows my hair around my face as I stare at the hallway before me. The cold sticks to my cheeks and my fingers rub against the fabric of my sweater.

I peer around the compound, seeing a group of men walk across the street carrying their familiar guns. I don’t want to step inside, I don’t want to go in there. I don’t have the energy for Katherine’s inquisition.

“Worried?”

I flinch as Elijah appears next to me at the corner of the building, his arms crossed as he reads over my eyes.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he whispers.

“I’m not in the mood, Elijah.”

“I’ve just heard about Mary,” he says. “She’s in good hands, she’ll be okay.”

“Will she?” I say quietly, staring at the hallway on the other side of the door. “I thought you said none of us can be helped.”

“Maybe I wasn’t sure what it really meant.”

I stare up at him and the tears in my eyes must startle him because he uncrosses his arms.

“I know it’s hard, but you have to forget about Mary while you’re in there. You need to focus. You can’t show her any sign of weakness.”

“Weakness?” I say softly, grinning at the thought. “There’s not an ounce of weakness in me. I was reminded of what I’ve overcome tonight, of what I’ve survived and I’ll never see myself as weak again.”

“Good,” he says. “She likes a good survival story. Elizabeth, I need to ask, you didn’t—”

“I didn’t tell anyone about the photographs,” I hiss. “Your secret’s safe.”

“Thank you,” he says. “You should probably go in there.”

“Yeah.”

“It’ll be okay.”

“Yeah.” I rub underneath my eye and I step inside the hallway, leaving Elijah behind.

I walk towards the small, wooden door at the end and I brandish my knuckles against it, unsure of what else to do. A few seconds later, it opens to reveal a tall man wearing a black and white suit. He holds the door open for me and I step inside the room, which is, yet again, another office filled with shelves of books and antique furniture.

Katherine sits at a desk before me, her eyes down as she writes on a piece of paper without looking up. The man holds out a hand towards the chair opposite her and I take that as a gesture to take a seat.

I fidget inside of it before clearing my throat and entwining my hands together along my knees. Katherine continues to write inside a thick notepad, her hand moves quickly and efficiently, with confidence, not hesitation.

“Name?” she says.

“Elizabeth,” I whisper.

“I know,” she says, suddenly meeting my eyes and grinning. “Elizabeth Sanchez.”

I stare at her, when I look into her eyes, all I see is Edward looking back, the boy that looks exactly like me, her son. “Yes.”

“Joined three weeks ago,” she says. “How are you finding Cross Academy?”

“Is that a joke?”

“Excuse me?”

I bite on the smile that tries to form on my face. “It’s great.”

“Great,” she repeats with an eyebrow raised. “According to our records, you haven’t had any known convictions as up to yet. You appear to be following the rules. Correct?”

“Correct,” I lie.

She glances up, her mouth slightly hanging open and she begins tapping her Biro pen against the notepad as she observes me. “It must be hard being the new girl. The members here can be quite… vigilant. Tell me, what do you hope to achieve by being here?”

Is that a trick question? She stares at me for an answer, so I don’t think it is. But it has to be. How can I hope to achieve something that comes from the act of whipping, dehydration and isolation? How can I possibly want to be something else when I’m not even sure what their goal is?

Many words come to mind to answer her question. Many words fill my head, most of them curses and unforgivable, yet, justified wishes on her health. And it frustrates me that I cannot use them. I have to delve deep into the little box of my mind to pick out a new batch, the batch that informs her that I am succumbing to her ways of ‘treatment’.

“Forgiveness,” I say. “For my sins.”

“Yes,” she says, her eyes going down. “Your sins. Sex before marriage. Smoking. Drinking alcohol. Not abiding by the word of God and those he had chosen to guide you.”

I grin. “That’s my parents, right?”

“Right.”

“Amelia and Jonas,” I say. “My parents.”

Her eyes widen just slightly, but she gives nothing away. “Yes. To rid yourself of the sins of your past, it will take a long time until that forgiveness is earned.”

“What if I forgive myself?” I question. “Doesn’t that count for anything?”

“No.”

“So, only God can forgive me?” I say. “Which God is that?”

“I don’t know what you’re trying to imply, but there is only one God.”

“And he speaks through you?” I say, leaning back in my seat. “What does he say? Does he tell you to beat young girls? Does he tell you to hold people against their will until there’s nothing left of them?”

She straightens. “That’s enough.”

“Does he tell you to starve them and isolate them from the rest of the world because ‘this place’ is the only sanctuary?”

“That’s enough!” she snarls.

“Does he tell you to take mothers away from their babies?” I say, my voice reigning over hers.

Her face drops. She tilts her head back, staring at me.

“Does he tell you to commit these acts in his name?” I demand.

“What are you talking about?” she says. “What babies?”

“Does he tell you anything?”

Her eyes drop down, just for one moment, as though she’s lost in a sudden memory; a memory that takes her a thousand miles away, to somewhere that was buried inside of her. And then it is gone.

“Y-you!” she begins, rising from her seat. “You are to have no water, no food, no sleep, nothing!”

“Have I touched a nerve?” I say, crossing my arms.

“Do you want to be down-graded?”

I smile a little. “We both know that’s not going to happen.”

“Don’t play smart with me now, Elizabeth. I’m not playing.”

“We both know it’s not going to happen,” I say, again.

“And why is that?” she demands.

I take a breath; my voice drops an octave lower as I shift my shoulders and merge with this newfound situation that makes me sick to my stomach. “Because I’m your daughter.”

“Do you need medical attention?” she says.

“You’re going to deny it and that’s fine,” I say. “But I know the truth.”

She slumps back into her chair and begins tapping her pen against her desk again. “Dehydration is a horrible thing. It can make you imagine things that aren’t there.”

“I’ve been to the drinking fountain, I’m fine. What I’m curious about is how you pulled it off. Did you swap identities? Did you just hand me to them and order them to raise me?”

“This is all in your head, Elizabeth. You are not my… daughter.” She breathes that word down, slightly cringing to herself. “You are wrong.”

I observe her, watching as her body language completely changes. One moment, she was calm and looking me head-on, the next, her eyes are resting sideways towards the ceiling of the room as she stares into the empty air and takes hollow breaths.

I drop my eyes. What if I have got it wrong? What if I misinterpreted the meaning of the name swaps? What if the fact that Edward resembles me is just a coincidence?

I don’t know anymore. I was sure about this. It was the only thing that made sense. Katherine had a daughter, she didn’t want a daughter, and so she gave my mother her identity and her child, and told her to raise her away from the compound. It explains my entire life. Their lack of love towards me, their lack of anything towards me. Why would they care and love a child that isn’t theirs? It further explains why I haven’t been placed in group D as of yet. I’m probably the most-sinned member here, in theory, I should have been a concern to Duncan the moment I arrived. I would have been the best test subject.

Or is there something else they want from me? Either way, I cannot tell Katherine about the photographs without landing myself in a torture chamber because I’d never drop Elijah in it. She’s always going to deny it and without proof, I was foolish to believe I could extract it from her.

“I’m sorry,” I say, wiping my forehead with the back of my head. “I think you’re right, I’m dehydrated. I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

Her eyes move back to mine and she smirks, showing no concern for me. “I wish I could believe that. But I’m afraid, your situation just became critical.”

I hear the door open from behind me but I’m too afraid to look.

“Critical?” I whisper.

Her eyes go above my head and she speaks through the corner of her mouth. “Critical.”

I feel giant bodies loom above me, I lift my head up, my eyes meet the point of a long needle that comes towards my throat. I begin fighting, my hands going up in defence as I struggle against arms that suddenly tighten around my shoulders.

The needle presses into the side of my throat and I feel a bizarre sensation travel throughout my body. The sensation begins to tear away my thoughts, replacing them with blank spots of confusion and delirium. My hands go limp, they sprawl over the handles of the chair as I blink to remain conscious, as I fight to remain conscious. It’s too strong. It’s taking me, it’s creating a hole of blackness that begins to suck away at my flesh.

Katherine’s smug face begins to blur, along with the entire surroundings of the office and I can’t tell if I’m falling asleep or if I’m leaving this world.

No, I can’t leave yet. I can’t go yet. What about Mary? What about Carol? They need me, they need me to be strong, they’re relying on me. They’re all relying on me. This can’t be it. I try to focus on their faces, of Mary’s little smile, of Carol’s grounded eyes. Faces appear, one after the other, first Elijah and then Nathan. Nathan. His face is the one I want to cling on to, to guide me into whatever is waiting, but my mind won’t let me, the images slip away along with the rest of my thoughts.

“Goodnight, Elizabeth.” Katherine says.

And then, I go.





Chapter 40

I stand at the edge of a cliff, crinkling my toes into the dry, hot rock. Above me is a blood-red sky that produces scavenging ravens so enormous that they look like small jet planes. As each raven swoops down towards me, I still stand still, as though I am glued. My hands go down to my ankles and I eagerly pull at them, trying to free myself from the spot that I cannot leave.

I’m stuck.

The ravens crash into my body from all angles; their snarling beaks peck at pieces of my skin that they begin to like the taste of. I become panicked. I twist my body to try to glimpse the rest of the platform that I am a prisoner to, but a strong force twists my body back to forwards—as though strong arms just turned me.

I look forwards, while still trying to break free from the edge. Below me is not an ordinary ocean. The waves do not glide, they swivel, as though they are spin balling towards the bottom of the rocks. Every time a spin ball hits the cliff, a piece of the edge cracks off and drops—as though it is just a jigsaw puzzle being pulled from the artwork. The water doesn’t look like water, it is not blue, it is bright purple with mysterious black blobs that resemble bubbles hidden inside and they are only visible when the water breaks apart to let a spin ball take off.

Another spin ball hits, and another piece of the edge breaks and falls, leaving me with only a few more hits left until I’ll fall.

The ravens swoop down again, their beaks fishing for more flesh. I cry out as one of them lands on my chest and begins fiercely pecking into the top of my throat. I try to move my hands, but they won’t move, none of my body can move. Every part of me is stuck.

I’m paralysed.

Whispering sounds begin to come from above me; at first, I think it is the wind, but there is no wind. The air is stiff, non-existent. The whispers come closer to my ears, until I can hear someone speak as though they are standing next to me.

“Fall. Fall. Fall.”

“Closer.”

“Rip the flesh.”

“Fall to death.”

When the raven clinging to my chest finally takes to the sky, I let out a scream of frustration; but no noise comes from my mouth. I close my mouth for a moment and then I open it again, letting out the first words that come to mind. But I can’t hear it. I can’t hear myself speak. I can’t hear anything and my body is jolting more forwards with every crash from below.

“Save yourself.”

“Jump.”

“Can’t you jump?”

“Can’t you move?”

“Are you a prisoner?”

I stare ahead at the purple water as their voices are the only voices I can hear. If I jump, I’ll die. But maybe, that’s what they want. Maybe, that’s the only way to break myself free from the paralysis. They won’t let me run away, but they’ll instead have me face my darkest fear head-on. And my darkest fear, is drowning. I don’t know why it is drowning, but the thought of not being able to breathe twists my stomach. No matter how hard you fight for it, no matter how hard you fight to live, to kick to the surface, to be okay—you will feel something press against your chest, as though it doesn’t want you to go and it will drag you with it.

And that thing, is death.

I am not scared of dying. I’m scared of drowning. I’m scared of suffocation.

“Make your choice.”

“Jump or fall.”

“Be brave.”

“Jump.”

“Fall.”

“Jump.”

Another crash rocks the cliff from below and I’m literally hanging on to the edge by the back of my feet. One more blow and I’m gone. No matter what I choose, I’m still having to face the water.

I stare at it, swallowing down the terror, and trembles that are rising to the surface of my mind faster and bolder. I take a deep breath and I close my eyes.

“I jump,” I say. I hear my own voice clearly and a smile develops across my face.

I bend my knees, I swing my arms and I leave the tiny edge of the cliff to embrace the airless air. My body is pulled downwards, towards the thunderous spirals and even though I should prepare myself for the collision, I’m remaining thoughtless.

I close my eyes. As my body hits the thick, sharp water; as it hardens into icicles that pierce all over my body and plunge me into death, into darkness, I use the last of my moments to wonder one last thing.

Who am I?





Chapter 41

My eyes snap open and my mouth unleashes a gasp so long and loud that I feel my chest tighten. My first instinct is to look up at the ceiling and to check there is no blood-red sky or ravens pecking at my flesh. I begin to feel my body and I slowly start scratching into my collar bone as I lose focus on what is real and what is imaginary.

“Elizabeth,” someone calls. “Are you alright?”

I don’t know where I am, I don’t know who that it is, I’m confused and lost. I lean back into something hard and tears begin filling my eyes. I don’t know what to remember. I remember the ravens, I remember dying, I remember feeling sharp, pointy icicles stabbing me all over my body. Over and over and over again.

A shadow suddenly appears from the bottom of my bed and I flinch, taking short breaths as my body sinks below the covers.

“It’s me. Carol,” the voice says.

I blink at the person, my surroundings becoming darker and darker the more I squint into them.

“Jesus,” she says. “What did she do to you?”

I suddenly need to be sick and I jump up from the bed, running over to the corner of the darkness to unleash the bile that flows from my mouth like a river. I can’t stop throwing up, it won’t stop coming out, even when it’s just runny liquid, even when it’s hardly anything but the jolt of my stomach itself trying to come up. I fall to the cold floor, my back presses into a wall underneath a dim candle light, and I pant as many figures come closer and closer towards me.

“I don’t think she knows who we are,” a voice says.

“It’s just temporary memory loss, she must have been through quite an ordeal.”

“Be careful.”

A girl crouches down to my eye-level. She has pretty eyes, but an unattractive nose. She snaps her fingers before my eyes and I blink at her, but she begins to blur.

“Holy shit,” she says. “Elizabeth, do you know who I am?”

I bite on my lip and then a laugh escapes from my mouth. “You have funny eyebrows.” I turn my attention towards the pile of gooey liquid beside me. “Is that edible? I’m hungry.”

“No, no, it’s not edible,” the girl says, she clicks her fingers at my face again. “Focus on me. Listen, you’ve been gone for three weeks. Do you remember what happened to you? Do you remember where you were?”

I scratch my temple. “Eaten by ravens.”

“What?”

“Eaten by ravens.” I repeat.

“This is useless,” a voice says from behind the girl with funny eyebrows. “She’s been drugged, probably concussed, probably comatose. She’s gone.”

“She’s not gone,” the girl with funny eyebrows says angrily. “She’s just been somewhere for a long time and she doesn’t know what’s real or not.”

“Can’t you pinch her? Doesn’t that work?”

“That’s to wake them up.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Argh, what the hell.”

I feel a sharp pain in my arm as the girl with funny eyebrows digs her dirty nail deep into my skin. I let out a gasp of shock and I stare at her.

“You pinched me.”

The girl smiles wildly. “How do you feel about that?”

“I don’t understand,” I cry, I begin banging my head back into the wall. “I don’t understand!”

“What happened?” the girl persists. “Tell us.”

“I was in another place,” I say, blinking at one of the lanterns. “I was at the edge of a mountain, no, a cliff and I had to jump. And I did. Over and over again, I jumped. Why am I here?” I rub my eyes. “Why am I back?”

“It’s okay,” the girl says. “It wasn’t real. Do you know who you are?”

I pull at my hair in a panic and then hands grab mine, just as I start to remember.

“Elizabeth,” I say. “My name is Elizabeth. Or is it… I don’t know!”

“You’re right,” she says. “That’s your name. I’m Carol. Your friend.”

I stare into her eyes and I focus on the kindness in them, I think I can trust her, I think I know her. I scratch at my head again and more images begin to flash inside of my mind. They’re over-whelming me, everything is colliding into one huge mountain of confusion.

“What’s the last thing you remember before the cliff?”

“A woman,” I say. “A face. And then pain in my throat.”

“A needle?”

I nod. “W-what’s happening to me?”

I begin to feel a pull of exhaustion, and my eyes start to slowly close and then open again and then close. Carol’s face remains my focus, but I can’t stay alert anymore. I breathe heavily, my heart takes off without warning and then a mighty sting emerges from my chest. My arms fall limp, my face droops outwards and my body slides further down the wall.

And everything, once again, goes black.





Chapter 42

I watch the ticking of the clock against the wall. Tick. Tick. Tick. I stare at it, using the moving hand as a kind of hypnotism to unravel my current hypnotism.

I woke up in another bed, but this room is different. The walls are brighter, lighter and there are curtains around me. There is a woman with dark hair that wears a black and white gown that stands at the end of my bed, staring at me. She has been staring at me for a while, but she doesn’t ask me questions. She occasionally writes something down and I know that she is evaluating me. But why?

The only way to figure it out is to focus on that clock. To breathe in and out, to remain calm and thoughtless. I remember my name, I just can’t remember anything else. I don’t know where I am, no one will tell me. There is a tube attached to my nose and I know it is making me stronger. I don’t feel dizzy anymore, or sick anymore, I’m just confused.

Suddenly, I hear the door open behind the staring woman—and a tall, big-built woman with arms the size of logs comes towards me, flanked by a handsome man with black hair and short stubble.

Her face is familiar. Very familiar. I just can’t remember why.

“Thank you, Sister Joan,” the woman says. “I can take it from here.”

The staring woman nods, snarls into the air, and then turns around and leaves.

“Hello,” the woman says to me as she straightens and drops her hands to rest at her stomach. “Do you know who I am?”

I squint at her; there is something about her eyes, her smirk, her wrinkles—but I can’t focus on her long enough without blinking to myself. “No.”

“My name is Katherine,” she says. “This is Elijah.”

I scroll my eyes across to the handsome man that stands beside her and he stares at me in a different way than Katherine does. He looks at me sadly, longingly, as though he knows who I am and he’s been waiting to see me.

“Hello,” I say, I begin to rub my eyes.

“Don’t be alarmed,” Katherine says. “You were involved in an incident and suffered short-term amnesia as a result.”

“W-what incident?”

She smiles. “That’s not important. How are you feeling?”

“Better,” I whisper. “I think. What’s this?” I lift my hand up to my nose and I feel the tube.

“Vitamins,” she says. “And nutrients. So, you won’t throw up again.”

“Sorry about that,” I say, even though I can’t quite remember doing it. I rub my head, palming myself while squinting. “What happened to me?”

“What’s the last thing you remember?” Elijah says.

I glance up at him and he’s exchanging a look with Katherine. “I was talking to someone,” I say. “A girl. She pinched me. I don’t know. Did I imagine that?”

“Yes,” Katherine says. “You’ve only been in the hospital. You haven’t been anywhere else.”

“Where are my parents?” I say. “Do I have parents?”

“Elizabeth, you are in an academy,” Katherine says. “You belong to a club. You live here. With us.”

“I do?” I whisper. “What do I do?”

“You worship God,” she says. “You are a Catholic. We all serve the lord.”

I nod. “That… makes sense. I guess.”

Katherine just slightly smirks at me, as though she’s proud. And then, a loud scream fills the air from across the room and Katherine turns her head.

“Excuse me,” she says.

As she wanders off to deal with the screeching noises that are suddenly frightening me, I bring my knees to my chest and I begin rubbing my temples.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Elijah says as he dashes over to me. “Elizabeth, look at me.”

I look up, seeing his face inches from mine and I flinch, scooting over to the other side of the bed.

“Salome is creating a distraction,” he says. “You remember Salome, don’t you?”

I shake my head.

“Okay, listen to me. Don’t trust her. Don’t trust Katherine. This isn’t an academy, it’s a cult, we’re not members here, we’re prisoners.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I say.

“The reason you can’t remember anything is because she’s been drugging you with anaesthetic for three weeks. It’s made you confused, but your memories will come back and when they do, you need to still act confused. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I say.

I don’t know why, but looking into his bright green eyes makes me want to succumb to any demand he issues me with. There’s something in those eyes, in that sparkle of greenly blue, that makes me feel less confused and more open to anything he says. But then, how do I know he’s not the one that’s tricking me? What if Katherine is speaking the truth and he’s trying to turn me against her?

Until I’m sure, I can’t be sure.

“I feel like I know you,” I say.

He takes a breath and then straightens himself. “You do. You just don’t remember it.”

Katherine suddenly returns, and mine and Elijah’s conversation is cut short.

“Sorry about that,” she says, she straightens down her jacket with a puff. “Some doctors are so incompetent.”

“We should get going,” Elijah says. “The meeting.”

“Ah, yes, the meeting,” Katherine says. “The incredibly stupid meeting scheduled for stupid o’clock. Very well. I’ll be back in the morning to check on you, Elizabeth. Get some rest.”

She turns mechanically and then puts one foot in front of the other as though someone is pulling each foot by a piece of string. Elijah’s eyes meet mine for a second and he gives me a hopeful smile before following her towards the door.

That was all very strange. If I could remember everything, it would probably make sense to me. But it doesn’t. I stare at the clock again, hoping this hypnotism thing might actually work, but all I see is a clock and all I hear is ticking. I fall down onto my bed, staring up at the ceiling. I stretch my arms in front of me, enjoying the illusion that I’m touching the ceiling, but then I see it.

It stands out like a white slash across a black board. I sit up and I turn my arm inwards, and there, just resting on my triceps is a small, green bruise. I stare at it for a moment and then my eyes go up slowly. I didn’t imagine it, I was in another place. A blonde girl did pinch me and none of it was a dream. Why would Katherine lie? Maybe she didn’t know? But then, how did I get into that other room in the first place?

I sigh and fall back down onto my bed.

If only I could remember.









Chapter 43

I stand at the window of my small cubical, watching the rain pour down with my arms wrapped around my chest. I’m wearing a long, grey gown with long sleeves that I found in a drawer beside my bed. The tube has been removed from my nose now and I’ve drinking liquids constantly to keep my strength up. The doctor visited me not long ago and placed a Velcro strap around my arm to test my blood pressure, which he said was a little low, but nothing to worry about. I’m still not sure where I am.

Am I in a hospital? Or am I in a medical centre inside of the academy that I belong to? There are other patients here, I can hear them talking to themselves, but they scare me so I’m keeping away from them.

I like watching the rain. The rain is calming. It blends well with the star-lit sky above me. I stare at some of the stars that aren’t hidden by clouds and there’s something about one particular star that captures my attention. It is brighter than the rest, it is magnificently bright. It isn’t its brightness that makes me stare at it, it’s something else. It makes me want to remember something, or someone, but I can’t figure out who it is. It is like an itch inside of my brain that won’t go away. I’ve forgotten something, something important. Something strong that is fighting to come through. I drift my gaze to the moon instead, it is full and glowing, it brings a small smile out of me.

“Elizabeth.”

I flinch at the sound of my name, and I turn slowly, meeting the eyes of a small, pretty girl with raven hair and freckles.

“Hello,” I say awkwardly. “That’s a pretty gown.”

The girl just stares at me, and it’s only then that I realise her eyes are blood-shot and soaked with tears. Not only that, but her skin is a murky yellow colour. It’s not a normal colour, I have to blink at her to make sure I’m not seeing things.

“Where have you been?” she says.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say. “Do I know you? I’m suffering from short-term amnesia from an incident.”

“Suffering from what?” she asks, rubbing one of her eyes.

“Memory loss, I think,” I say. “I’m not really sure. What is your name?”

“Mary,” she mumbles.

“Hi, Mary. I’m Elizabeth.”

“I know,” she says and then tears begin streaming down her face. “You said I was going to get better, you said I wouldn’t die.”

“I don’t understand. I mean, did I? I did. I’m sorry,” I say, rubbing my head. “If I said that. But you’re not dead.”

“You lied!”

Her voice makes me jump, I fall backwards into the window, looking into her little eyes that are plagued with tears and sadness. She narrows her eyes at me, projecting a glare that is both sinister and heart-breaking; and then an elderly woman walks out of the shadows behind her and gently grips her shoulders.

“Go back to your cubical,” the woman tells her. “I need to talk to Elizabeth alone.”

Mary keeps her eyes on me as she accedes to the woman’s wishes, and swivels her body around her and limps away.

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“I know,” the woman says. “This isn’t your fault. You’ve been gone for a long time and a lot has happened. My name is Salome, I’m a friend.”

“That girl,” I say, looking over Salome’s head. “Is she alright?”

She takes a large breath and drops her eyes. “No, no she isn’t.”

“Can I do anything?”

She smiles for a moment as she lifts her eyes up. “You don’t remember this, but the night you disappeared, Mary was rushed to medical after she fell unconscious. Her back was severely infected. Basically, they used up all the antibiotics to save her, and last week she was returned into our group and put back in the field straight away.” She takes another large breath and crosses her arms. “Four days ago, she collapsed in the field and the bitch Joan continued to whip her. Two days ago, she started burning up again and she contracted septicaemia from one of her injuries. As a result, she’s suffering from organ failure, to be specific, liver failure. She hasn’t got long left, Elizabeth. She’s at high risk of contracting pneumonia if her liver doesn’t give up first. I had to fake a back injury just to be with her.”

I stare at her. I don’t know how to react to that. That poor girl. I don’t know her, but she’s still a young girl, a young girl with dreams and hopes, and innocence. I stand still, fighting the small tears that begin to form in my eyes. How can something so cruel happen to such a sweet person?

“What do you mean she was whipped?” I say quietly.

“That’s what they do here. They hurt us. They isolate us. They kill us.”

I shake my head, choking on my tears. “No.”

“You’re probably going to be released tomorrow,” she says. “So, anything you need to say to Mary needs to be said tonight. Even if you don’t know her, she knows you. And you’re all she has talked about. She needs you.”

I still shake my head, glancing towards the window. “No! Where am I?” I hold my head, spinning around in frustration. “What is this place?” I collapse against the wall, rocking back and forth as I can’t hold in the confusion and the pressure. “I want to go home.”

“Elizabeth,” her voice comes closer, calmer. But it doesn’t calm me, I’m too scared to look at her, I don’t know what is happening.

I start to ramble to myself, becoming lost in some never-ending darkness. I don’t even know what I’m rambling about, most of it is crying, but I can’t stop it.

“Elizabeth!”

A sharp, hard pain ignites across my cheek. My head is snapped sideways and it brings my ramblings to a pause. Salome pulls her hand back and I clutch my cheek tenderly while staring into her eyes.

“Get a grip, woman!” she says harshly.

I take a deep breath and my breathing pattern begins to ease. Even though that hurt like hell, it worked.

“Mary needs you,” she says. “I don’t care if you’re yourself or not, you will be there for her. You will hold her hand and you will tell her something great about the world. Got it?”

I nod.

“Good.”

Her hands go out and she helps me to my feet. I collect myself for a moment and then I softly follow her out of the cubical into the empty medical facility. Up ahead, I see Mary tucked up in a small bed, she looks exhausted and drained.

I don’t know how to make this better for her. I don’t know how to do any of this. I don’t know who I am, who I truly am.

But I know I have to try, for her. For this girl.

Because she doesn’t have long left.





Chapter 44

I pull a chair to sit beside Mary’s bedside and Salome sits on a chair opposite. The facility is quiet now as most of the other patients are fast asleep and all the doctors have left us. Mary just lays on her back, looking up at the ceiling while blinking.

“Isn’t there anything they can do?” I ask Salome.

She shakes her head. I glance down at Mary.

“Do you know why stars are called stars? It’s because—” I begin.

“Stop,” Mary says.

“What?” I say, offended.

“They’re called stars because they’re pointy,” she whispers angrily. “Everyone knows that.”

“Okay.”

I meet Salome’s eyes again and she points them downwards.

I take a deep breath and I try again. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t there. I wanted to be, I did, but I couldn’t.”

Mary finally looks at me, her droopy eyes still blink as she rubs them. “Why? Because of your incident?”

“Partly. I was asleep. And I couldn’t wake up.”

“I could have woken you up.”

I smile. “True, but, I was in a deep, deep sleep.”

“I did what you said, Elizabeth,” she says sweetly. “I was kind.”

I wipe a tear that falls down my cheek. “Were you?”

She nods. “I knew you would come back. Even though they never come back, I knew you would.”

“It’s true,” Salome whispers. “No matter how much we tried to tell her you were never coming back, Mary remained persistent that you would.”

“How would you know that?” I say.

“Because you’re different,” she says. “You’re not like the others, not like Ruth. You’re strong and you made me a promise a long time ago, and you said you never break your promises.”

I want to ask who Ruth is, but now is probably not the best moment. “I did?”

“Yes. You just can’t remember it. But you’ll remember.”

“I hope so,” I say. “It seems like there’s a lot of memories with you that I’ve missed.”

“Why did you lie?” she suddenly asks. “You said that people live long lives. You said I wouldn’t die.”

“You’re not going to die.”

“That’s not what Katherine said.”

“Katherine is just trying to scare you,” Salome interjects.

Mary shakes her head and her eyes gently go back up the ceiling as she sinks into her bed. I look over her skin again, my eyes becoming even more teary as her skin gently glows underneath the lampshade. The murky yellow in her skin is tainted with an illness I’ve not yet understood.

Suddenly, Mary jerks up and her hands eagerly reach out for a bowl beside her bed, she leans her face into the bowl, coughing out blood into it. I meet Salome’s gaze with terror as she just sits there calmly, as though she has seen Mary do this hundreds of times. She throws up the blood for a while and then Salome passes her a tissue to wipe her mouth.

“I’m not getting better,” Mary cries. “Please tell me the truth.”

“Okay,” I say. “The truth is, you’re very sick. And even though all the doctors really want to help you get better, they can’t.”

“Because I’m too sick?” she says.

“Yes,” Salome says, she begins choking on her words, finding them hard to bring out. “You’re very sick.”

“It’s okay,” Mary says. “Does that mean that I won’t be whipped anymore?”

To that, Salome stands and wipes her eyes while walking across the room. I watch as she cries silently to herself in the corner, she holds onto the wall for support. Mary must really mean a lot to her.

“I didn’t want her to be sad,” Mary says.

“We’re all a bit sad,” I say quietly.

“Why?” Mary whispers. “I’m going to heaven. That’s what the bible says.”

“Yeah but… you won’t be here and that’s why we’re sad.”

“Elizabeth,” she says.

“Hmm?”

“Will you lay with me? Just for a little while.”

I nod. “Sure.”

She moves over to the far side to make room for me to lay beside her. “Don’t panic if you hear me throwing up, okay? I do that a lot.”

“Okay.”

I sit against the headboard and she rests her head against my shoulder. I gently run my fingers through her knotted hair as her body begins to tremble. To my surprise, Mary grabs the hand that is soothing her head and she twists my hand until she can see my palm.

“They’ll never leave their mark on us,” she whispers as she observes the scar engraved into my skin. It’s the first time I’ve noticed it and I wonder how I got it. “Their actions are their karma and how we react is ours. They can never take our kindness.”

“That’s lovely,” I say. “Who told you that?”

She drops my hand and takes a deep breath. “Someone I used to know, she was really smart.”

I smile. “She sounds it. What happened to her?”

“She went away for a while,” she says. “She’ll come back though. I believe it. Do you?”

“I don’t know what I believe anymore.”

“Tell me about the outside,” she whispers. “Salome says children go to school and play all day.”

“That’s right,” I say, even though I’m not sure. “They do. They play games and draw pictures.”

“That sounds boring.”

I laugh. “Yeah, it does.”

“Must be better than here. I don’t remember much from the outside, I know that my parents hurt me and they put me here because I was bad. But I wasn’t bad, they were the bad ones and they hated me being good. Right?”

“Right.”

“I hope God allows me to have birthdays,” she says. “That would be cool.”

“He will. You’ll have lots of birthdays. And you’ll sing all the time and run, and… you’ll be free.” I turn away, choking on my cries.

“Free,” she repeats. “I know that this place is bad and the people here are bad, but I’m glad that I was sent here. If not, I would never have met you. I don’t want you to be sad, I don’t want anyone to be sad. I’m ready to go.”

“Why would you say that?” I cry out, distraught that a child would want to die, would want to be taken from the world.

“Because lying is a sin,” she says. “And I don’t want to anger God before I meet him. I’ll tell him all about you, Elizabeth. I’ll make him listen to everything you’ve been through and I’ll tell him how lost you are and that you need his help to find your way home.”

“If anyone could make God listen, I think it’d be you.”

“I’m not scared anymore,” she says. “Salome thinks I am but I’m not. Because I know that there’s something better, and I’ll be going there and I’ll be waiting for you all to join me. Thank you, Beth, for everything. My sister.”

“You’re welcome,” I cry, leaning my head into hers. “My sister.”

“Our father who art in heaven,” she whispers to herself. “Hallowed be thy name. Our kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us, not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”

“For thine is the kingdom,” we say together. “The power and the glory. For ever and ever.”

“Amen,” she says.

+ + +

Mary got worse in the night. There was nothing I could do for her but to hold her hand as she shook, and slipped in and out of conscious. The fever claimed her again and forced her into a horrible delirium, she became so scared that she began begging for me or Salome to end her pain. Neither of us could do it.

At four-thirty in the morning, Mary went into a kind of anaphylactic shock. My hand still remained in hers and I still felt her pulling on it, as though she was fighting to remain.

At four-thirty-five in the morning, Mary slipped away.

And she was finally at peace.





Chapter 45

Salome paces back and forth across the facility, her fingernail digging into her teeth. I watch her with concern as she begins thumping her fist against a wall while screaming. Her screams wake up the other patients around us and they all hoist themselves up in their beds, tiredly looking on.

“I’m gonna kill her,” Salome screams, punching the wall again. “I’m gonna kill that bitch! As God is my witness, I am going to suck every inch of air out of her lungs and send her to hell!”

I glance down at Mary as Salome continues to scream, for an elderly woman, she sure does have a voice on her. My hand stretches out to hers and I take it gently. She is still warm, still composed, still here. But she isn’t. Her eyes are open, glaring up at the ceiling and the look of her makes my body keel over with a trembling, silent cry.

“Are you listening?” Salome begins banging against the locked door, trying to pull it apart. “I know you’re watching, you bitch!”

“Salome,” I whisper. “Stop.”

She doesn’t hear me. Instead, she takes crazy to a whole different level, and marches over to one of the doctor’s desks and starts yanking at the drawers. It’s locked, but that doesn’t stop her. She pulls and pulls until the drawer breaks apart, and it sends her flying backwards—she composes herself and scurries the floor for anything she can find. I watch as she picks something up and places it behind her back, just as light flicks on from outside the door.

I take a breath as I hear a key being pushed inside the lock of the door and a few moments later, it opens. Salome stands, walking closer to the door, determined and dangerous. I don’t know what she’s planning to do, but I have no energy to try and stop her.

A doctor walks in first, he is frantic and displays signs of terror on his pale face. He glances around the room and then he steps out of the way for the woman from earlier to come through. She is the same woman that was stood at the end of my bed staring at me, the woman Katherine called ‘Sister Joan’ and the same woman Salome said had whipped Mary.

“What is going on in here?” she demands, her eyes scrolling around the room. And then, her eyes land on me and then Mary, and she steps closer. “Get Pastor,” she orders to the doctor.

Pastor. That name is familiar to me. Familiar than anything else. I glare down for a moment, shaking my head. A man’s face comes into my thoughts. A man with a moustache and slick dark hair.

That behaviour won’t be tolerated at Cross Academy.

I remember something. I’m beginning to remember something. It hurts, it hurts to remember because I’m not sure that I want to. But I have to. I let the images swallow me. Elijah. His face, his lips, crushing mine in an alley. It’s like watching a slideshow of my life on a computer screen. Carol, she was beaten, humiliated—I saved her. I took a chance on her when no one else would. I scratch at my head, letting the next batch of images overwhelm me.

Mary. She slept across from me, she would smile at me every morning and every night. She would wake me up when she had nightmares, she would take every pain that they inflicted upon her and turn it into something positive.

There are just pieces. Nothing is whole, nothing is complete. I’m still highly confused, but I’m beginning to remember who I am.

And who I want to be.

“Elizabeth,” Joan says. “Step away from the body.”

I hold on tighter to Mary’s hand and I lift my eyes up, narrowing them. “My name is Beth.”

“What?”

I rise from my chair, my body trembling with sudden anger. “My name is Beth. And her name, was Mary. And you killed her.”

Joan stares at me head-on and then a confident laugh escapes from her lips. “Her name is body.”

“Your name is body,” Salome says, creeping behind her.

Joan turns sharply, and then Salome’s hand pushes against her stomach and Joan lets out a large gurgle sound as Salome twists something inside of her flesh. Salome pulls back her hand which reveals a pair of giant scissors that are coated in thick blood.

Joan’s hands grasp around her stomach as she struggles to speak, she doesn’t get much of a chance because Salome’s fist is suddenly meeting her face. The impact throws Joan backwards, and she trips over herself and crashes into the floor.

The blood spills out from Joan’s wound, marking the white flooring with an angry red. I should feel something by witnessing her downfall, I should probably feel glad or smug; but I feel nothing. There is no justice in watching a woman bleed out, there is no promise for the world to be a better place. There is just the gentle sound of another heartbeat losing its value.

Salome looks at me as she shakes off her bloody hand. “That felt good.”

“What do we do now?” I say.

Her lips curl into a smile. “We run.”

“Run?” I demand, trembling at the thought. “Where?”

“I don’t know. But I’m not sticking around to be thrown into an exorcist re-make. Are you with me?”

I stand still, just staring at her, unsure and scared. “What about everyone else?”

“We don’t have the time to go over this, we need to go now. You can either choose to stay here, to stay a prisoner, or you can come with me now and we can get help.”

I glance back to Mary, my eyes filling with small tears as I look upon her still, lifeless face. I can’t remember her again, I did, I think, but now everything is blank again. I can’t remember why we’re here, what we’re doing, I can’t remember myself, but then I can, then I can’t. What’s happening to me?

The confusion begins to swallow me, taking me to a place that is no friend. I look back to Salome, my eyes wide and conflicted.

“Make your choice,” she says.





Chapter 46

My mind is screaming run. The longer I remain conflicted, the longer I’m beginning to lose focus on what I am doing. I’m conflicted for so long, too long, that Salome’s patience with me is pushed to the brink. She crouches down by Joan’s still body and grabs the keys from her hand, gently squeezing them into her palm as she moves back to the door.

“I can’t make the decision for you,” she says in a rushed voice while wiping sweat from her forehead. “And I can’t wait. I’ve waited too long. It’s now or never.”

I just stare at her. “I…”

“I hope you find your freedom,” she says, and then she turns and bolts through the open door.

I watch as she disappears into the unknown darkness of the corridor and I tighten my arms across my chest as I slowly begin to back up to the far side of the room. I walk backwards until I am inside my own cubical and the sound of the rain captures my attention as it pounds against the window.

I fall down at the wall underneath the window, breathing heavily at the memory of tonight. I remember it all clearly. I remember lying beside Mary as she slowly lost her battle with death, I remember her hand squeezing mine and I remember whispering to her that everything would be alright.

Why would I lie? Nothing is alright. That young girl is dead, Salome is escaping from something and there is an unconscious, probably dead, body of a woman on the floor who is lying in her own blood. I begin thumping a fist into the side of my head, trying to work it out, trying to work out why I can no longer remember something that I began to remember. It was clear to me, as though I could reach out and touch it, but now it’s gone, scattered into the air.

I begin to cry, pushing my knees to my chest as I cradle them softly.

“Salome. Mary,” I say to myself. “Katherine. Beth.”

I remember the names and I know vaguely who they belong to, but nothing is certain. My body falls tired and weak from crying, and I’m not sure how long I’m on the floor for before I hear footsteps running into the room around the corner.

“Check her pulse,” a male voice commands.

“There’s a pulse, but it’s weak.”

“Well what are you waiting for? Get her to a cubical, idiot!”

“Yes, Pastor, right away.”

I flinch at the name, my body jolts with fear and I curve my head so that I’m facing away from the noise. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t block their voices out. They’re coming from all directions—they’re torturing me, teasing me, they know where I am and I’m suddenly not safe.

“Get me the CCTV footage! I want to see what happened.”

“Yes, Pastor.”

“And issue a count of all the patients in this room. I want to know if anyone is missing.”

“Yes, Pastor.”

“Now!”

“Hey,” a voice says, the voice sounds close, too close. “It’s me. Elijah.”

I glance up, rubbing my soaked eyes. “I don’t know what happened, I didn’t see anything, I—”

“It’s okay,” he whispers, crouching before me. “You can trust me. Are you sure you didn’t see anything? It’ll show on the footage if you did.”

My face begins to tremble as I hold in another cry. “I… I don’t…”

“Did anyone escape?”

I nod.

“Salome?”

I nod. “She told me to go with her. But I couldn’t.”

“You did the right thing,” he says. “I’m sorry about Mary.”

“She was so scared,” I whisper, sniffling. “There was nothing we could…” I trail off, staring up at the ceiling.

“Listen to me, this is very important. Did you attack Joan? The woman?”

I shake my head.

He takes a breath of relief and then rubs his chin. “Stay here.” He rises above me, still rubbing his chin and then he walks around the bend, back into the commotion of noises.

I sink deeper into the wall, holding onto my legs to keep me still and then it dawns on me that I just told him that Salome escaped. I shouldn’t have done that, why did I do that? What if he tells the people out there? What if Salome never makes it?

She told me she hopes that I find my freedom, whatever that means, but what if I have just cost her hers? Is freedom running away from here? How can I find it now when I’ve just given it up?

It’s hard to understand what is right or wrong. It’s hard to make a decision when I don’t know what the decision consists of. Everything is blurry and dark—and despite occasionally being pulled back into some light or hope of remembrance, I keep falling into the emptiness.

I don’t want to trust Elijah, but I’ll have to, he has kind eyes. The eyes that make promises with just one glance.

Salome’s fate rests upon him now.





Chapter 47

“Where is she?”

I flinch as Pastor screams in my face. I think he is called Pastor, that’s what the others call him, that’s a funny name. Pastor. It reminds me of pasta. Do I even like pasta? I stare into the air as I think about the taste of it. Is it squishy or solid? Does it melt or is it chewy? Great, now I’m hungry.

“Hello!”

His strong arms suddenly shake my shoulders, over and over again. I just rock back and forth as his red, breathless face pants against mine.

“Is anyone home?” he screams, still shaking me. “Where did she go?”

“Who?” I ask.

“It’s useless,” a female voice says from behind him. “Her memory is gone.”

Pastor stops shaking my shoulders and spins around. “In fifteen minutes? I don’t think so!”

“She doesn’t even know who she is anymore,” the voice says. “The dosages must have done more damage to her temporal lobe than we thought.”

“How is that possible?” Pastor demands. “You were supposed to wipe her long-term memory, not her short term!”

“Do not raise your voice to me,” the voice says dismissively. I glance around Pastor to see a tall, broad-shouldered woman standing in between the two walls of this odd-looking bedroom. “I acted on initiative and I delivered.”

“You delivered a vegetable. She’s no use to us in this state.”

“I have all of the men scouring the grounds,” the woman says. “She won’t even make it to the fence.”

“I want her shot on sight.”

“We can’t risk the—”

Pastor cuts her off. “Don’t argue with me on this. She attacked a supervisor, she is on an attempted murder charge. I want her dead.”

The woman takes a large breath and then her eyes flick down to me. “What about her?”

I glance up to Pastor, wondering what she means. He stares down at me, rubbing his fingers against his prickly stubble.

“She knows too much,” he says. “Even without her memories, she’s a threat.”

“I disagree.”

“You always do,” he says, a light smile touches his face.

“She didn’t go with the fugitive. She stayed. Her memories might have surfaced for a few moments but they were quickly suppressed again.”

I hold my breath as Pastor suddenly crouches down to the floor and begins running his hand along the side of my jaw. His fingers gently entwine with my hair and he pushes them backwards around my ear. I stare into his bright eyes and he smiles at me wonderfully.

“Yes,” he says, reading my eyes. “She’s gone, for now. But Elizabeth is still in there.”

“Elizabeth?” I whisper.

“I’ll put her under another dosage,” the woman says. “That should keep her down for good.”

“I don’t know,” he says. “She’s strong. Perhaps, too strong. I sensed it the day that I met her.”

“Isn’t that why you’ve kept her alive this long?”

His hand still plays with my hair, he stares at the side of my face, as I stare back at him. “I have my reasons.”

“Are those reasons still valid?”

“Why did you have to be so arrogant?” he demands from me softly. I have no idea what he’s talking about. All I can do is watch him in silence. “All you had to do, was wait.”

“Wait,” I repeat.

He nods. “I’m sorry it had to be like this. Please forgive me.”

His body begins to rise from his crouch and I look up at him, blinking in confusion. Why would I need to forgive him? Has he done something to hurt me? I can’t remember. Why can’t I remember?

“What is your choice?” the woman asks him. “If she’s no use to you, then put her out of her misery.”

“You know it’s not that simple, Katherine.”

“There is a dead girl across the room, a supervisor undergoing emergency surgery and a fugitive on the run. Far be it from me to point out how simple this is.”

“She has her eyes.”

“A genetic convenience.”

“No,” he says. “She has her intelligence too. Her strength. She’s—”

“She is never going to believe in our ways,” Katherine says, finishing his sentence. “She is no different to the others.”

Pastor shakes his head, his eyes glancing back down to me. I sit so still against the wall, like I can’t move, like I’m glued. I’m not sure what is happening. I can understand them and I can listen to each word, but none of it makes sense. Who are they talking about? Whose eyes do I have? Whose strength do I have?

A part of me begins to tingle to an uncertain degree. The part of me that wants to scream, that wants to cry, that wants to do anything but watch on in awe. I feel afraid, but the confusion outweighs it. I can’t be scared of something that I know nothing about.

“She can’t go back to C,” Pastor says. “It’s too much of a risk. Placing her back there was a mistake. Despite the research, we will have to make adjustments.”

“That was my mistake and I take full responsibility for that. I should have had her checked over physically before administrating her release.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he says, observing me thoughtfully. “The triggers brought her back, as I thought. It isn’t her physical state I’m interested in, it’s her mental state. As much as I want and need, to prove the theory; I just can’t risk it.”

The woman takes a breath in sudden shock. “What are you suggesting? Group D?”

“Of course not,” he says, offended by her accusation. “I’m suggesting something much better.”

I take small, hollow breaths as he crouches back down to me.

“Do you know who you are?”

I shake my head.

“Your name is Grace.”

“Grace,” I say. “My name is Grace.”

“Yes,” he says, grinning. “And you’re in a special club. A club where you get to work for God, the powerful being that lives above us. That watches everything we do and judges us for everything we are.”

“Really?” I say, the thought of that makes a giddy laugh escape from my lips.

“Mhm,” he says, nodding. “And your club is even more special, because it’s at the very top.”

“Why?” I ask. “What is it?”

His grin twists into a large smile. “Group A.”





Chapter 48


Nathan

I stare at the clock on the wall of my kitchen as I clutch the mug of coffee around my fingertips, each sip I take, leaves behind a bitter taste of something I don’t like. I perch my lips together and I rub them softly as the second-hand ticks away. It feels like I’ve been doing this all summer. No fun, no amusement, no living, just glaring at that clock and thinking how.

How could she just disappear without any kind of goodbye?

How could she be gone for so long without any kind of contact?

After the first week passed without her getting in touch, I just put that down to her parents finding out about the party and grounding her. And then, the second week came and still no phone call, no message, nothing. So, I took it upon myself to intervene, and I knocked on her door and I waited. And I met her parents for the first time.

“She’s gone away to a summer camp,” her mother told me. “She doesn’t want to speak to you.”

I stood there with a blank look on my face and then I tried to get more information but she slammed the door. And ever since, time is the only thing I notice. Summer is over now, she should be back. She might already be back. I pondered the possibility of her not wanting to speak to me for around a minute and then I realised that could never happen. I was being lied to. I’ve spent enough days wishing for things to be different, today, I will get answers.

Beth is eighteen now. Her parents can’t stop her from doing anything. They can’t legally intervene, they don’t have a damn leg to stand on. And that’s what I keep telling myself as I finally get up and start moving.

I leave the coffee and the bitterness behind me as I grab my jacket and storm out of the house. I don’t care who I wake when I slam the door, I don’t care who sees that I’m unlocking my car and driving it. I’ve been banned for eight months, but honestly, who the hell is going to go out of their way to report me?

Even if they do, I’ll be glad. Maybe talking to the police is something that I should have done weeks ago. There’s just something off about all of this. Beth is one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, she would have found a way to get in touch with me, even if she didn’t have one. I know her.

I reverse out of my driveway and I spin the car around on the road, soaring it down the street as all the traffic lights remain on green. Her neighbourhood isn’t that far away, only a few blocks, but now it suddenly feels so much further.

I turn the car onto the opposite side of the road, the place I used to park when she would sneak out to meet me. I stare at her window, remembering that night all those weeks ago, when she took another gamble and climbed—well, fell—out of it. I’m starting to forget her face, her smile, her eyes, her charisma; and it’s scaring me to death.

I turn off the engine and I barge the car door open, stepping out into the cool light of morning. I slam it shut and I begin to walk towards her house, juggling the keys in my hand. I don’t stop walking until I’m standing at the porch, and I roll my hand into a fist and I thud against the wood.

I bang it over and over, knocking until I feel my knuckles crack. The deadly scowl remains on my face as I hear it begin to unlock. I clear my throat, waiting for it to open. When it does, I’m greeted with the same woman as before, Beth’s mother. Her knotted grey hair falls endlessly down the front of her shoulders and the bags under her eyes look like they’re threaded into her face. She stands in an old-fashioned, white gown with perfectly folded collars around her throat.

Her beady eyes grill into me with tiredness. “Yes?”

“Is she back yet?” I demand.

“Who?”

“Elizabeth,” I say. “Your daughter?”

“Why would she be here?”

“I’m not leaving until I see her,” I say. “It’s been six weeks and I haven’t heard a word from her. I want to know where she is.”

Her face slightly transforms into a calculated smirk and her fingers start tapping against the door frame in a rhythmical pattern. “She’s not here.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say and then I lean closer to shout through the gap. “Beth!”

“She’s not here,” she repeats, showing me her teeth. “She didn’t come home from the summer camp. She’s living with relatives in North Carolina.”

“What are you talking about? She wouldn’t just leave.”

“Well, she did. She’s eighteen now, she can do what she wants.”

“But her exam results, she’d—”

“They take longer for home-schooled students,” she says, smiling. “And she’s officially graduated. She’s happy now. She’s found the right path.”

“The right path,” I whisper. “Where is she staying? Can I have the number?”

“There’s no landline, she writes letters,” she says. “Face it, you were just a fling, a phase. You didn’t actually believe it was love, did you?”

I glance away, swallowing.

“Oh, you did,” she says quietly. “Elizabeth is three times as intelligent as you and yet, you thought you had a future? Elizabeth is meant for great things, important things. You just don’t fit. She realised that. The summer camp really… opened her eyes. She changed. She is not the girl you want to be waiting for you. She met someone else, someone better. And he is everything she could ever ask for.”

I snap my eyes up, staring into her dim, saggy eyes that are glaring back at me with so much detest that I want to stab my keys into them. It just doesn’t make sense. The Beth I know wouldn’t just leave me in the dark. She wouldn’t end things with silence. She wouldn’t just jump to someone else within such a short amount of time and she definitely wouldn’t let a proxy summer camp change her.

No. There’s something else going on. I refuse to believe that the girl I love would do that to me. The girl that I’ve been in love with since the day I met her. Since the day she opened this exact door and stood there with a frown so draining that I knew I had to cheer her up. I had no clue who she was or whose house I had accidentally knocked on, but her saddening face sparked something within me. Something that never burned out. I made her laugh. And ever since, I never stopped. The girl with the sad face was no more—and out popped this fun, daring, courageous, beautiful, spirited girl that would be fascinated by something as simple as a water dispenser.

That girl is out there somewhere. I don’t know where and I don’t know in what condition, but this thing in front of me does.

“Right,” I say. “I see. Sorry for bothering you.”

“You weren’t bothering me,” she says, and then she steps back and slams it shut once again.

I shove my keys into my pocket and I slowly back up to the end of the driveway. I start to walk past it for a second, but then I pause and I spin back around. I glare up at the house, checking to make sure there are no faces in the windows and then I slowly lift up the flap on the mailbox. I stick my hand inside, feeling a stack of letters gathered inside.

I take them out and I quickly glance through them. Most of them are bills or bank letters, but there’s one with a first-class stamp on the front. I place that one into the inside of my jacket pocket and I put the others back into the mailbox.

If she is sending them letters, then this one could be it. And if not, I’m going to be here every morning after mail deliveries to beat them to it.

Beth is missing. And I’m the only one that knows it.

I’m going to find out what happened to her.







Chapter 49

I park my car at the side of the street around the corner from the police station. If I get caught, there’s a big chance I could probably go to prison, but that isn’t my main issue right now. I take out the envelope from my pocket and I lean back in the car seat as I stare at the scribbled details on the front of it. This is a hand-delivered letter, it isn’t professional, it looks as though whoever wrote it, has merely just learned how to write.

I prize my fingers between the sealed opening and I pull it open, gently taking out the light contents which is just one letter folded inside. I take a deep breath and I unfold it, my eyes reading over the words.

Dear Mum and Dad,

I am writing to inform you that I now see what you see Although, I am Confused and not quite sure why I am writing this I am happy. Progress has been made and I am been corrected. I see the light and I am very sorry for my behavior over the last eighteen years. I now know how hard that must of been for you, to see me like that. As parents, you were just trying to guide me, to purify me. You do not have to worry about me anymore, I am in the caring hands of incredibel people who have changed my life for the beter.

I have now somewhere I belong, somewhere I am needed and somewere I can continue growing. I will grow and grow until you can be proud. Finally proud.

Thank you for showing me the way.

Elizabeth

Once I’ve read it, I re-read it. My eyes squinting at all the obvious spelling and grammar mistakes that makes the letter look like a ten-year-old’s penmanship. I begin shaking my head, my hand tightening around the stirring wheel. This isn’t Elizabeth. This isn’t her hand writing, this isn’t her mind. Beth wouldn’t leave these kind of errors unless she was trying to send a message. This is either her being the highly-intelligent individual that I know, or it’s an impostor.

And between them both, I can’t decide which is worse. It just makes no sense. Why would she be writing a letter to those fertility donors instead of me? She knows my address. She can’t forget my address. Literally.

With the letter tight in my hand, I glance up at the police station, my eyes narrowing in a new-found anger. I turn the engine off and I open the car door, stepping out into the cool air that swoons around me fiercely.

I approach the police station with her laughter on my mind. Beth had a sinister laugh, it always sounded like she was plotting something whenever she went off on a giggle binge. But there was a cuteness to it occasionally, a tiny squeak that brought out the joy in her eyes. I hate knowing all of these little things about her, all these insignificant, yet, important things. Like how she has her tea, how she likes her toast buttering, how her libido would change in a second the moment I touched behind her neck, how she’d memorise an entire exam paper and then just spend an hour sitting there thinking about each question before she answered.

It’s all in my head. All of it. Every little detail, just going round and round with no escape route. I can’t even remember the last time I told her that that I loved her. Would she still know that? Would she still think the same? What if she thinks I’ve forgotten her?

And then, I question the one thing I’ve been trying hard not to focus on—what if someone has her?

I open the door to the police station, and without another thought, I charge towards the reception desk and I thump my hands down onto the counter.

“I need to report a missing person,” I say to the policeman behind the desk.

He glances up from his stack of paperwork, nudging his eye-glasses further down his nose as he stares at me. “Name?”

“Her name is Elizabeth Sanchez. She’s eighteen and—”

He holds a hand up to silence me. “Elizabeth Sanchez?”

“Yes, she’s my girlfriend and she’s missing. I have a letter to prove it.” I slide the envelope across the desk and the officer keeps a hand on his eye-glasses as he squints at it.

“I know this address,” he says, glaring into the air and then he looks back to me. “Dark hair, tan skin?”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s… that’s Elizabeth. Why? Have you seen her?”

“No,” he says, he scratches his head for a moment, something begins to bug him. “I drove her home a couple of months back from a party.”

I lean closer to the counter, my hand sprawling out across it. “That was the last time I saw her. At the party. Her parents are hiding something, they said she’s been at some summer camp for all of summer but I’ve heard nothing from her. And then, this letter came and I know it’s not her, it’s not her hand-writing.”

He takes out the letter from inside and gawps at the contents, squinting at each word with the same reaction as I had. Once he reads it, his eyes gently lift to mine and I dive in before he gets the chance to speak.

“I’m not being paranoid,” I say. “It’s been nearly seven weeks. Her mother said that she was now living with relatives in North Carolina, but it’s not like her to stay away for so long or not get in contact. They either know something or they’re naive enough to believe whoever has been sending these letters.”

His eyes scroll sideways and he stares into the air again, blinking to himself. A mask of guilt shows on his face which leaves me confused, it’s as though he’s remembering some kind of tragedy from his past life.

“Can I file the report?” I demand. “Hello?”

He flinches out of his trance, trailing his face back to level with mine. “Wait here. I’ll see if anyone’s free.”

I move backwards with impatience as he slowly gets up from his chair and moves towards the far side of the room with such frailty that he almost limps. As he opens a door, a detective stands in the doorway on his way out and the two begin exchanging words—the policeman’s eyes glancing back to me.

The detective nods, his face glazing over with concern. I can’t stay still, I begin swinging my leg, letting my boot crash into the counter.

Suddenly, the detective starts approaching me and I gather myself together as I wait for him to reach me.

“My name is Detective Burns,” he says. “You say your girlfriend has been missing for six weeks?”

“Yes,” I say.

“And she was last known to be in North Carolina?”

“I think so,” I say.

The detective glares at me with a frown and the police officer flanks him, his face low and distracted.

“What is it?” I demand.

“Maybe we should—”

“No,” I say, interrupting his exit strategy. “Tell me now.”

“North Carolina police found an unidentified body six weeks ago.”

“Meaning?” I breathe out.

He swallows. “The body was a young female.”

I shake my head. “It’s not her. I’d know. I’d know if it was her.”

“Please, let’s go somewhere more private. Follow me.”

The Detective turns, as a gesture for me to follow. But I just stand still. I listen to her laughter inside my mind again. It wasn’t sinister, it wasn’t sinister at all. It was warm, it was light, it was every story and every song.

It was home.





Chapter 50

I follow Detective Burns into a small office type room with seats against the window that show the busy police department. My face must be showing him some kind of ghostly feature because he takes one look at me and frowns.

“Take a seat,” he says, gesturing towards one of the seats.

I fall into it without an awareness of why I’m doing so. There’s not much that scares me in this world, but the conversation that is bouncing around the corner, coming closer second by second, makes the very top of the imaginary list.

Detective Burns leans against a desk with a notepad in one hand and a pen in the other. And just as he asks his first question, my mind is already wiped.

“To your knowledge, has Elizabeth ever run away from home before?”

I just stare at him and then I choke the word up. “No.”

“And when was the last time you saw her?”

“Uh… just over six weeks ago, maybe seven.”

“I’ll need you to be more specific.”

I scratch at my temple, leaning my head sideways. “The seventh of July. Maybe. I picked her up from her house to go to a party.”

“And what happened after the party?”

“I got arrested,” I say quietly. “An officer drove her home.”

He writes that down and then looks at me sharply. “So, you haven’t heard from her in seven weeks?”

“No.”

He holds the notepad in the air for a moment, glaring at me in confusion and I know what he’s thinking. “Can I ask why it’s taken you seven weeks to report her missing?”

“It’s complicated,” I say. “I was told she was at a summer camp.”

“Which summer camp?”

“I don’t know. Her mother wouldn’t tell me.”

He’s giving nothing away with his eyes, with his gaze. He’s asking the questions as though we didn’t just have the ultimate conversation out there. I’m not sure if ignoring the elephant in the room is the best thing to do right now or the worst. If there’s even a spectacle of doubt that Elizabeth is still alive, then I need to know.

“Her parents are Amelia and Jonas, correct?”

“I guess.”

“They attend my church,” he says. “They’re nice people. If they had any reason to believe their daughter was missing, I’m struggling to understand why they wouldn’t have reported it weeks ago.”

I narrow my eyes a tad at the nice people comment. I’m not sure what universe he is from, but it isn’t the same one as mine. That woman that I spoke to this morning was anything but nice. Is that their cover? They make out to be saviours of the town when really they’re hording secrets?

“She said that Elizabeth was staying with relatives in North Carolina,” I say. “She never mentioned to me that she had relatives outside the state. She never mentioned that she had relatives at all. And this letter.”

I hold it out in my hand, urging him to take it. He takes it gently, opening it up to read through it while squinting his eyes.

“That is not her. Beth had a love for grammar. She read every book you can imagine.”

“This letter is addressed to her parents,” he says. “How did you get it?”

Anger builds up inside of me at his accusing stare. “Look, someone had to do something. She wouldn’t just fall off the grid, she wouldn’t write letters to them. She despised her parents.”

He grins. “All teenagers despise their parents.”

I shake my head. “Not like this. Her mother is something else. I’m not accusing them of anything, someone could have written that letter and previous letters pretending to be her. But she’s missing. I know she is.”

“Okay,” he says. “Before any missing report can be filed or before any further action can be taken, we will need to talk to them. We need to be sure that there is infinite proof that Elizabeth is, in fact, missing.”

“That’s bullshit!” I shout, rising from the seat. “Did you not just hear what I said about the letter?”

“I advise you to calm down, now,” he says, his hand stretching out. “I can assure you we’re taking this seriously and I’m going to do everything in my power to find out what happened to her.”

I don’t want to say it, I really don’t, but I need to. “What about the body? What about the unidentified female?”

“Like I said, we will need to be sure that Elizabeth is missing. We can’t put a family through an identification process until appropriate measures are put in place. Elizabeth could be safe and well in North Carolina, like her parents said.”

“But they’re just going to say that she’s been sending letters,” I say, snorting. “When I know that it isn’t her sending them!”

“We will look into it,” he says. “Trust us.”

Trust them?

Trust them when they’re not showing any sign of concern?

Trust them when half the town is best friends with Elizabeth’s parents and are going to believe any dribble that comes out of their mouths?

Trust them when Elizabeth could be lying dead in a morgue somewhere cold and alone, while they can’t be bothered to look into it?

“You did the right thing coming to us,” he continues. “If you leave a number at the reception desk, I’ll be in contact shortly. I’ll have to hold onto the letter for evidence.”

“I’m not letting this go,” I say, my hand going down onto the handle. “And if it was your girlfriend, you wouldn’t either.”

I barge the door wide open and I leave the office. What a waste of time that was. They’re not going to do anything, I know they aren’t. They’ll talk to her parents and they’ll tell them what they believe to be is true, and Elizabeth’s life will be last on the priority list, but she’s first on mine.

She once asked me what I’d do for her and I replied anything.

And that word is still true today as it was then.

Anything.





Chapter 51

I enter my house to come face-to-face with my mother’s furious scorn. I hang my coat up on the coat rack while she stands at the bottom of the staircase with a hand holding her up.

“Did you drive?”

I breathe out of my nose as I pass her to get to the kitchen. “Yes.”

She follows me, her tiny feet stomping across the glossy tiles. I go straight for the fridge and I take out a bottle of water, unscrewing the lid as she stares at me from the doorway with her arms crossed.

“Are you really that stupid?” she shouts. “You’re banned for eight months, Nathan. You can’t just hop into your car whenever you feel like it!”

I tip the bottle into my mouth, oozing down the soreness. “Well, I felt like it.”

“Where did you go? What was so important that you risked prison?”

“The police station,” I laugh, choking on the irony of it. “And here I am.”

She uncrosses her arms, the shock settling in on her narrow, pale face. She fires herself across the distance between us and prizes the bottle out of my hand, fury igniting in her light brown eyes.

“You’ve got thirty seconds to tell me what the hell is going on. The truth.”

“Elizabeth is missing, okay?” I say, unleashing my own fury. “She’s missing.”

She reads my eyes; her spine presses backwards into the breakfast counter. “What?”

I widen my eyes, moving myself backwards into a counter too. “You wanted to know the truth. You remember Elizabeth, right? Tall, dark hair, laughs at every little thing? Well, she’s missing and no one wants to do a damn thing about it.”

“What do you mean she’s missing? I thought she was at that summer camp?”

I cross my arms, flexing my muscles as I straighten. “So did I.”

“Are you going to elaborate? Or do I need to guess?”

I bite on my lip for a moment, wondering how to even begin to explain my suspicions. My mother has never really been one for listening, but I guess this could grab anyone’s attention. I let the words roll off my tongue, the sentences coming out quaky and spaced. I explain the letter and my encounter with Elizabeth’s mother, and how things weren’t adding up which led me to the police station. I go on to tell her about the policeman and my interview, and how the Detective won’t consider it a priority until he’s spoken to her parents himself. And after I’m finished, she just stands there with a dumb-founded look on her face.

“You think I’m being paranoid, too?” I accuse. “Don’t you?”

“No,” she whispers. “I don’t. I mean, you probably know Elizabeth better than anyone. If your gut is telling you that she’s in trouble, then you did the right thing to report it.”

“She wouldn’t do this to me, Mum,” I say. “She wouldn’t just…” I trail off, blinking as I turn my gaze towards the window. “Would she?”

“No!” she says, coming towards me. “Absolutely not. If you believe that something is wrong, then I believe you. But it’s more complicated with the police. It’s a lot of resources and police time that they’ll be using up to search for her. They can’t just take your word for it. I know that this is hard to hear, but her mother could be telling the truth. As painful as that might be to accept.”

I squint my eyes at her. “You just said you believe me.”

“And I do,” she says, blinking. “I’m just trying to see this from a realistic point of view.”

“Realistic?” I repeat, nodding gently. “Do you know how many psychopaths there are out there? How is it not realistic to presume the worst?”

“I’m just saying that there could be a possibility that this summer camp changed her. That’s all.”

I shake my head, glaring downwards. I know what she’s trying to say, but it doesn’t hurt any less. Not knowing is the hardest part. Not knowing who to believe, who to trust, where to find her. I just want her back here in my arms, using her terrifying charm of psychology to assess my body language like she always did. As much as I, sometimes, hated and envied her intelligence, I miss it.

I miss her correcting my pronunciation. I miss her reciting quotes from books word-for-word that somehow related to a conversation we were having. I miss her glaring at my laptop in awe whenever it played music, like she was hearing it for the first time. I miss her name flashing across my phone screen late at night with something simple, yet, amazing.

I miss her looking at me like I was the only person on Earth that she could see.

“So, do I accept that she’s gone?” I whisper. “How?”

“By getting on with your life and letting the police take it from here,” she replies, her hand squeezing my shoulder. “There’s nothing you can do now. It’s up to them. I’m sorry but that’s the reality of it. You can’t obsess over this, it’s going to make you ill.”

I know that she’s right. It’s probably the only thing she’s ever said that actually makes sense. But it’s not as easy as that. It’s not as easy as just getting on with my life. Not when I know that she’s out there somewhere and she needs me.

I don’t know how I know that, but I do. She’s alive, I know she is, but I don’t know how long for. Every passing minute could be a minute closer to losing her forever. But with nothing else than a Detective’s pending phone call to rely on, speculating is useless.

A lot of people thought mine and Beth’s relationship was a fling, a phase. All my friends at school, despite liking her, would constantly tell me that we were too young to know what love was. They’d say we’d only last a few weeks and then get bored of each other. Well, they were wrong, incredibly wrong. We defied the odds and we remained together. Even though I hardly saw her, sometimes, we went weeks without seeing each other, but she’d text or call me every night.

I’m not sure what she saw in me, but she saw it brighter than anyone else. And in her eyes, I saw a girl depraved of something I had no idea about. We balanced each other, we intrigued each other.

And to face a future without her, is not yet an option.





Chapter 52


One Week Later

The stack of college letters on my desk makes my eye twitch as I observe them. If Beth was here, she’d be researching every single one, or revealing every tiny detail she knows about them to help me make my choice.

I’m still unsure what I want to study, or what I want to be, this summer was supposed to be the summer that I found out. That didn’t happen.

I didn’t want to open the acceptance letters until she was back, even though she already had her heart set on Harvard, having her choose my college with me was something we agreed upon. So, we could work out the distances and make sure we’d still get to see each other. Most times she banned it from conversation because I brought it up too much and I wasn’t ever sorry for breaking it.

I might not be smart enough to get into Harvard, but some of the top colleges are still sitting there on top of my desk, waiting for me to open them, to choose them. It’s probably too late to reply to them. What if I’ve blown my chance?

I sigh and swivel around on my chair, turning my attention to the window for a moment. Here, in this small, blue-coloured bedroom, the walls hold thousands of memories. Good memories. Memories that are still as clear as the moment we made them. They’re just hollow memories now—they’re just reminders of something that I’ve lost.

I should have known there was something wrong, I should have seen the signs when she’d dismiss any conversation about her parents. It’s too late to do anything about it now. They’ve turned her against me. It’s too late for anything.

I remain still as a gentle knock comes from my door.

“Your friends are downstairs.”

I still stare at the window as I reply to my mother. “Okay.”

“Have you heard anything yet?”

I nod, wiping a quick tear that makes me turn to look at her in embarrassment. “He rang this morning.”

“He did?” she says, stepping into the room. “Why didn’t you say something? What did he say?”

I shrug.

“Well, if it was bad news, you’d be tearing this room apart.”

“If it was no news, maybe,” I say.

“Nathan,” she begins in her patronising tone. “What happened?”

“He couldn’t tell me specifics about where she is,” I say. “But there’s sufficient evidence to support that Beth isn’t missing. They looked into the letter, tested it for DNA prints and it matched her DNA. Then, he went on to say something about a phone call and voice recognition.” I choke out a laugh, dragging my eyes back to the window. “Even though her mother told me that the family she was staying with didn’t have a phone. But she would say that, wouldn’t she? Because she wouldn’t want me anywhere near her daughter. And Beth doesn’t want me anywhere near her. It’s all true.”

“But the letter,” my mother says. “Her hand-writing.”

“Circumstantial,” I say. “She could have been under the influence of alcohol or extremely tired. Either way, they were convinced enough not to pursue it.”

“What do you believe?”

I roll my eyes back to hers. “I don’t know. I don’t know anymore.”

“Yes, you do,” she says, her voice hardening. “She wouldn’t leave you. Not like this.”

“They spoke to her,” I whisper. “How can I—”

“Bullshit!” she bursts out, strolling across the room to my chair. “You said yourself there are psychopaths out there. It doesn’t take much to get someone to talk on the phone, especially if they’re being threatened.”

“But they would have rung the number,” I say. “The number of the relative’s house. I just need to face facts, it’s over.”

“If they could talk to her on the phone, then why is she sending letters?” my mother presses, holding her arms up in the air. “Doesn’t that seem dodgy to you? I mean, she’s what, eighteen? Since when do eighteen-year-old’s send letters?”

I laugh. “Have you ever met Elizabeth?”

“Yes, but—”

“It doesn’t matter,” I say, I swivel back on my chair to face my desk. “I need to go through these letters. Tell Guy and John to come back later.”

“Fine,” she says.

I feel her eyes still boring into me as I take the first letter from the top of the stack, pretending to concentrate. The moment she leaves my room, I slam the letter down onto my desk and I angrily smash my hand across the stack so that they soar to the floor.

I stand up, the anger builds inside of me as though I am transforming into a different person. The heat, the adrenaline, the loath, the bitterness, it’s all consuming me. I’m just so furious with her. I don’t want to be, but I am.

How could she do this to me? How could she leave me?

After everything.

I fall to the floor with my hands pulling at me hair, letting out a silent scream. I was so sure that she wouldn’t do this to me, I’ve spent weeks paralysed with the fear that something had happened to her.

I’ve been an idiot. I am an idiot. Not anymore.

I rise to my feet and I shake off the resentment, the weakness. I won’t let it beat me, I won’t give her the satisfaction.

“Nathan,” my mother’s voice calls again.

I turn abruptly. “What now?”

“There’s a man downstairs. He wants to see you, he says it’s important. It’s about Elizabeth.”

I stand so still, absorbing her words slowly. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “But there’s something he wants to give you.”







Chapter 53

There’s something he wants to give you. I repeat my mother’s words to me as I descend down the narrow staircase in a non-caring manner. My limbs are tired, my mind is tired, I’m just tired. Whoever it is, can just say what it is and piss off. I’m done.

My mother walks around the bottom of the staircase out of sight and I stare at the open doorway in front of me.

Lingering just a few feet in front of the house is the police officer from the reception desk last week. He wears regular clothes, sporting a leather jacket and blue jeans. From the position he’s standing in, I get the impression he wants a private conversation in the driveway—so I step outside and close the door.

He turns as he hears it thump and his attention drifts from my mother’s camper-van to my longing stare.

“Nice,” he says, trailing a finger over the paint work. “I’ve always wanted one of these.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask, stepping closer.

He pushes his hands into his pockets for a moment and brings out a slip of paper. “This is off the record, okay?”

I nod, staring at the piece of paper in his hand.

He pushes it halfway across the air to my eager palm and then snaps it back. “I mean it. I’m risking a lot to bring you this.”

“Okay?” I say, I take the paper from his hand that he’s reluctant to give. I fold it out, my eyes scanning over the writing.

In lines across the paper, in neat black ink, is what looks like an address followed by a specific set of coordinates with North Carolina at the bottom.

My eyes flick up, my eyebrow raises. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I,” he says. “Look, something about that night, all those weeks ago, has been bugging the hell out of me. When I dropped Elizabeth off, she tried to get my attention, she was trying to warn me about something. And I ignored her.”

I step forwards, anger flushes in my face. “You did what?”

He scratches his head, trying to defuse my fury by acting oblivious to it. “She begged me not to leave her with them, her parents. I just thought it was typical teenage stuff. I hear it a lot. But there was always something about it that kept me wondering. When you turned up and reported her missing, my heart dropped, I knew that part of it was my fault. I should have recognised the signs.”

I scroll between his eyes, becoming impatient and bored. “Signs of what?”

“Of an abusive household,” he whispers. “I was there when Detective Burns talked to her parents. It was like they were expecting it, like they had memorised every answer from a script. He knows them so he didn’t think anything of it, but I saw through it. They tried to make you out to be some stalker, some abusive boyfriend that they were keeping her away from for her own safety, but that’s not what I saw that night.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“The phone call,” he says. “We traced it to North Carolina and that was enough for them, but it wasn’t for me. When Elizabeth rang Detective Burns, her voice was off. It was her, but it didn’t sound right. So, I did some investigating. The number that Elizabeth called from wasn’t from a residential home, it was from this address.” He taps his finger onto the paper. “It’s a religious academy, operated by a one Duncan Devereaux and his wife, Katherine Devereaux. There’s conspiracies about this academy.”

“What kind of conspiracies?”

He shrugs. “That it’s a cult. That it’s government funded. That they’re undergoing human experimentation. These conspiracies have been around for decades since the academy first opened in nineteen forty-five.”

I stare down at the address, swallowing a lump so hard that I feel it slide down to my stomach. “And you think Elizabeth is there?”

“It’s a possibility,” he says.

“So, there was never a summer camp,” I whisper. “And she’s been…” I can’t even finish that, I scrunch the paper up and I hang my head low, chewing on my lips.

I wish that this could change something, I wish that it could ignite some spark inside of me to push me to fight—but I don’t have any fight left in me anymore. This could be a dead-end trail, I could get all the way there for her to slam the door in my face. She called them, she’s there willingly, she’s not mine anymore. She belongs to herself, like she always has, but in a different way now. I can’t keep doing this, I can’t keep going over theories and what ifs as though I’m actually going to find an answer.

The truth is, Elizabeth left me. She abandoned every memory we ever made together and destroyed every memory we were going to make. I could blame her parents all day long but if I had never got arrested that night, this wouldn’t be happening. Maybe, it’s my fault. Maybe, it’s no one’s fault.

It’s just a never-ending mystery, left to the call of the wind.

“I can’t say that she’s there for certain,” he says. “But I thought you had the right to know, seeing as though you seem to be the only person that cares for her enough to do all of this.”

I shake my head. “It’s too late.” I hand back over the piece of paper. “Even if it’s true, she’s choosing to remain there. She can’t even pick up the phone and call me. I’ve lost her, it’s useless.”

“But I—”

“Thank you for coming,” I say, backing up. “I know you’re trying to help but all I ever wanted to know was that she was alive and well. And she is. The rest is up to her.”

I turn around, leaving him standing awkwardly in my driveway. As I open the door and step inside, I hear his voice call from behind me.

“You know where I am if you change your mind.”

“I won’t,” I shout.

And I close the door, closing my heart with it.





Chapter 54


Elizabeth

“Am I doing this right?” I ask one of my teammates who doesn’t react in any way whatsoever to my voice.

I’m once again in the letter room, putting words to paper to send to people all over America. It’s a very important job, but I’m a little lost without a supervisor to help me write it, like they have been doing.

As the woman beside me once again ignores me and continues with writing her own letters, I lift my eyes to look across the room. Everyone has their heads down, their hands moving as fast as they can to meet the deadline given.

All that I have to guide me is a list of names that I’m writing as a list of names I’m writing to, with addresses and a brief description of what I should include. I don’t want to get it wrong, because they check over every letter and if I’ve missed anything out or included something I shouldn’t, then I’ll get the whip.

And it’s harder than it looks.

I stiffen, holding my breath, as a supervisor comes up behind me and I feel her eyes boring over my shoulder. With my eyes wide and cautious, I continue writing down the information given, in a format that I think is correct.

Only, she slams the whip onto the desk in front of me, making my body jolt. I glare at the thick, metal whip that she hovers upwards to my eye-level. I swallow as the blood begins to drain from my face.

All eyes are staring in this direction, but I’m too scared to dwell on that. The whip smacks back down onto the desk and my body jolts again. The supervisor walks around the desk, stopping opposite me and spreads her arms across it, her fingers tapping at my letter.

“Are you stupid or brave, girl?”

“I d-don’t—”

“Shut up!” she roars. “What does that say?”

She rubs her finger across a line of my letter and I look down slowly. “I’m pleased to inform you that your daughter is making great progress,” I spit out.

She slams the whip again, causing the entire desk to shake. “Idiot! What are the rules?”

“That I write as the daughter,” I respond fearfully, realising my mistake.

“So, what are you going to do about it?” she screams, unleashing a giant vein that pops out of her wrinkly forehead.

“Start again, ma’am,” I say.

“Start again!” she shouts, she slams the whip one last time, and as I flinch once again, she pulls it back and wanders away.

I take a deep breath, holding in the cry that is trembling out of me. I reach out and take another piece of paper, re-starting the entire letter which will set me back. As I look up for a moment, I notice the tall, black-haired male leader observing me with a frown against the far wall. He’s the same one that’s always watching me like that—like he’s sorry that it’s happening. His bright green eyes meet mine and I feel myself begin to melt into them. They’re amazing eyes. He’s a handsome man.

There’s something familiar about him.

Not just in the way that I know he’s there watching me, as all the leaders do, but in the sense that I know him from somewhere. He looks at me in a different way to anyone else, he looks at me as though he sees me. He looks past the rules, and the pain and the confusion, and he sees me.

Every time I look at him, little pieces of weird puzzles begin forming in my mind. It’s been like that for the past week. Sometimes I can’t sleep because all these faces of strangers are clouding my thoughts and when I do sleep, I’m dreaming of people that I have never met. There’s always a girl, a small raven-haired girl with a pretty face that is trying to speak to me, but I can never hear the words that she speaks.

And there’s a boy. A handsome brown-haired boy with sharp, grey eyes and a homely smile that I keep trying to follow to ask him who he is, but I can never catch him. I don’t want to tell anyone about these dreams because I’m not sure what they mean, but they keep re-occurring and I don’t think it’s normal.

The pen begins to tremble in my fingers as I pause it above the paper. I blink to myself harshly, reminding myself of who I am.

My name is Grace, I think to myself, even though it doesn’t sound right. I’m in a club. My name is Grace.

I drop the pen, my eyes going back up to meet the leader’s gaze. My name is Grace… my name is…

I trail off with my thoughts of my own name as the leader straightens, giving me a look of promise. And just that look, just that moment, brings something back indefinitely.

Elijah?







Chapter 55

When our work in the letter room is finished, we stand in six straight lines adjacent to each other as we wait for authorisation to leave. My teammates in group A are very weird. They don’t talk, they don’t move, I’m not even sure that they breathe. As they stand as though they’re turning into wax, I sway a little, becoming too stiff.

“Dorm one, proceed,” the supervisor shouts from behind us.

The first line leaves the room.

As each line follows, I turn my attention to the male leader; Elijah. I think. I’m not sure, I’m not sure about anything, but this is an instinct. And it’s the first real instinct I’ve had in days. I have to trust it.

When my line is called, I slowly walk out of the letter room with my head held high, raking in the fresh air from the outside world. As the lines progress towards the drinking fountain, which is our usual daily routine, an excruciating noise thumps throughout the air. I cover my ears instinctively as the noise takes me by surprise, but everyone else just halts, staring onwards.

The noise that resembles a siren is playing throughout all the speakers around the academy, all the sounds blend together to create one mighty alarm. I uncover my ears as my subconscious takes over, passing along images that make me confused.

I’m standing in a field, the harvesting field; I’m hearing the siren for the first time and I’m just as confused as I am now.

“You know what the noise means, move!”

No one just shouted that, but I can hear it, in my mind; like a memory I never made.

The siren plays for around a minute before stopping all together, but it leaves an echoing presence in my eardrums.

“Emergency assembly!” Elijah roars, as he comes out of nowhere. “No dawdling.”

All the lines continue to move, except for mine, as Elijah talks with one of our leaders at the front.

“Pastor wants a word with Eliza—” he begins. “Grace.”

His eyes meet mine and I squint back at him.

“Pastor wants a word with Elizabeth.”

What is happening to me? Why am I getting some weird sense of familiarity?

I stare at Elijah, knowing his name is Elijah, but with no clue how I know that. The leader nods and Elijah comes for me, taking me by the arm and stirring me away from my group. His strong arm guides me towards a small building in the opposite direction of the chapel where assemblies are held at and all the while, I am glaring up at the side of his face in horror.

“Do you have a weird feeling right now?” he says, not looking at me.

I don’t respond, my body stiffens into stone as I suddenly feel dizzy. Elijah lets me go, turning to observe me as we pause beside a wall.

“It’s called deja vu,” he says. “I just replayed something that actually happened.” I stare into his beautiful green eyes and I take a breath to calm myself as he continues. “Before I took you to—”

“Medical,” I whisper.

He almost smiles, he reads my eyes for a better reaction, but all I can give him is blankness. “You remember?”

“What am I supposed to remember?”

“Who you are.”

I swallow, looking down at my feet.

“You know something isn’t right,” he says. “Memory or no memory, you know.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say. “I don’t know you.”

“Yes you do, Elizabeth!”

I narrow my eyes. “My name is Grace and I am not permitted to talk to you.”

He rolls his eyes, snorting. “Your name is Elizabeth. You see this wall.” He moves over to the wall opposite us. “This is where we kissed, weeks ago.”

I stare at the wall, my eyes widening. “No, we never. Please stop talking to me, you’ll get us into trouble.”

“You came to my dorm,” he continues. “I showed you those photographs, you were onto something!”

“What photographs?” I say. “What are you talking about?”

“The photographs, with my mother and your mother. I know you didn’t mention anything to Katherine about me having them but you must had said something to her for her to erase your entire mind!”

“M-my mind? Is that why I can’t remember anything?”

He falls against the wall with his arms crossed, clicking his tongue at the ground. “You are the most frustrating person on the planet.”

“Well, is it?”

“No,” he says. “The reason you can’t remember anything isn’t because your mind was erased at all.”

“Sarcasm?” I say, raising an eyebrow. “Lovely. Thanks for that.”

He snaps his eyes up. “See, that’s the Elizabeth that I know.”

“Why do you keep calling me Elizabeth?” I demand.

He brings a hand up to rub his eye, groaning into it. “Because that’s your name.”

“I think you’ve got the wrong person,” I say, trying to walk around him but he blocks me.

“Look, I’m not a magician, okay? I don’t know how I can bring back over two months’ worth of memories that you’ve clearly suppressed, but I’m trying here. You’re fighting it and I think I know why.”

“Please move,” I whisper. “I need to get to assembly.”

“The reason you don’t want to remember is because you’re afraid of everything that you’re remembering,” he says, making me stare at him. “The grief of losing Mary and Salome, the realisation that you’re still stuck here and you can’t get out. If I was you, I wouldn’t want to remember either. But you have to.”

After he says that, I delve into the parts of my subconscious that is forcing me to try. The dreams, the nightmares, the faces, the random images of memories that confuse me even more. Maybe, he’s right, maybe, it’s all coming back to me, but because I’m too scared to accept it, I’m fighting it. I’m not sure how the brain works, but it’s like my subconscious is its own person. What you erase from me, you can’t take from the other me. I’ve felt it for as long as I can remember, this tingling thing, this alarm bell that never stops ringing.

I’d like nothing more than to understand a word that he’s speaking to me, but I am afraid, because no matter who I am or what I am, I’ve still lost it. I’ve still lost who I am and I don’t know how to get her back.

I know that I have to try. I know that I have to fight past the new memories to join the puzzles together. But how?

“Mary and Salome,” I say. “What do you mean I lost them?”

“Mary died last week, you were beside her,” he says. “You held her hand and she slipped away.”

“Mary,” I breathe out her name, focusing on the image of the raven-haired girl from my dreams.

“Salome was there. She stabbed a leader and then she escaped. I spoke to you after, do you remember that?”

I pinch my eyes closed for a second as I shake my head and then I feel Elijah’s hand on my face. At first, his touch startles me, but opening my eyes to see his looking back, as though he’s searching for my soul within them, calms me down.

“Elizabeth,” he says. “I know you’re in there, I know it. You’re scared. You’re petrified. I can help you, just come back to me.”

“I don’t know how,” I say against his lips, glancing away.

“Look at me,” he commands. “Your name is Elizabeth Sanchez. You were raised in California; your parents were cruel and abusive. They left you here two months ago, you helped people stay strong, you gave people hope, especially young girls. You are smart and courageous and beautiful, and you showed people like me, that were lost and broken, a better way.”

I touch his hand that lingers on my jaw and I blink to myself as I take that in. I might not remember who I am, but I believe his words. Something must have happened to me, something really bad. And I owe him everything for making things clearer.

“Who did this to me?” I say.

He stares and then removes his hand gently, pulling it back to his chin to rub his stubble. “This place will destroy you if you let it, don’t let it.”

“You didn’t answer me.”

“You knew too much, it was the only she could—”

“Katherine,” I mutter, remembering some of my encounters with her over the past few days. I wipe a fallen tear, glancing towards the quiet street. “She manipulated me into writing my own letter home. I just thought Elizabeth was another girl I was writing as.” I gasp out, choking on my own cries. “I called that detective! She gave me a script, she said that it was important that I said I was okay and living somewhere else, I lied to him.”

“You’re not the first person to have to do that,” he says. “And you won’t be the last. It means that someone out there has filed a missing report about you, someone… close to you.”

It all makes sense now. The boy, the boy in my dreams; the boy with homely grey eyes. They felt like home because he is home.

“Nathan,” I whisper, blinking at the sound of his name.

I can’t remember anything about him other than his eyes and his name, but the feeling inside of me is irreplaceable. The feeling of love, of a love so strong that it can’t be imaginary. I’m not going crazy, I’m not falling into darkness; Nathan is a real person, a real person that is searching for me in some way.

“Yeah,” Elijah says. “I guess. He’ll probably stop searching soon, they usually do after the three-month mark.”

I back away from him, still blinking at the dots around my vision. “This is too much.”

“But if you remember it all tomorrow, then it’s progress.”

“Does Pastor even want to see me?” I ask, desperately trying to focus on something else.

“No,” he says. “It was a risk I had to take. I couldn’t bear to see you like that anymore.”

I begin walking back to the street, wobbling all over the place. “I need to get to assembly, I need to—”

“Elizabeth,” he says, he reaches out and grabs my arm, halting my walk. “You don’t want to do that.”

“Why?” I demand. “Why don’t you want me to go to this assembly?”

He’s reluctant to tell me, the words try to come up, but he just bites on them. I struggle myself out of his hold and I continue towards the street. And then, his voice calls behind me.

“Because it’s Salome’s execution.”

Salome. Her face. Her voice. Her wisdom. Her light. It swallows me, takes me, it’s all I can see through the blank spots. She is the only thing I can focus on. In my head, I’m watching her stab someone, punch someone and then, she tells me she hopes I find my freedom. I don’t know what any of that means, I just know that the word execution is enough for parts of those memories to come back.

I turn around slowly; meeting his serious, calm gaze. “What?”

“I’m sorry,” he says. “She was caught, she didn’t make it. She stabbed a leader. There’s no coming back from that. Pastor is holding a public execution—”

I don’t know what he says after that because I’m running. I run with every bit of strength I have left, I run for all the times I should have.

I run for Salome’s life.





Chapter 56

I have never run so fast. I didn’t think a person could run this fast. The assembly must have already begun because every street of the compound is quiet and empty. If I had the motivation to escape and it was great enough, now would be my chance. I look at the main entrance gate as I bolt past it, it isn’t guarded; Pastor must want everyone there.

I pause for a moment, just one tiny moment, to stare at that gate. I could run for it, I could climb it, I could be out of here in a few minutes. It is the most frustrating dilemma ever, I even begin to take a few steps towards it, but then I hear Elijah’s footsteps behind me and I snap back to reality, taking off again.

“Stop!” he shouts. “Wait!”

I can’t remember where the chapel is. Dammit!

I frantically turn in all directions, trying to locate the ancient marble house of torture. I place a hand to my forehead, wiping the sweat as I pant. I’m not going to make it, I’m not going to save her.

Salome was the strongest of all of us. She encouraged me to be there for Mary when I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. She watched a girl she had grown to love, die right in front of her eyes after months of watching her in pain while dealing with her own pain. She sacrificed everything to avenge that little girl’s death, to bring the coward that hurt her to justice. I might not know a lot right now, but I know that.

I know that Salome would fight until her very last breath for someone she loved. As would I. A light like that doesn’t just burn out, it shines brighter than anything.

I pick a direction and I continue running, finally seeing the chapel appear about halfway down the path. I can feel Elijah running closely behind me, he’s catching up and if I pause for anything, to even breathe, he’ll stop me.

I reach the steps of the chapel and I don’t know what I’m doing, I don’t know what I’m going to say, I don’t know…

Cheers. Cheers so loud and revolting clarify my darkest fear. I stop at the steps as the cheers grow so callous and defining that I freeze.

“Justice is done!” a voice roars from inside the chapel.

Suddenly, strong arms grip around my waist and I’m picked up and pulled along the side of the chapel. My limbs falter as I break, falling downwards in a heap of tears.

“It’s too late,” Elijah whispers. “She’s gone.”

“No!” I cry, thumping against his chest as he holds me tighter.

“She’s gone,” he repeats.

I keep on punching his chest, letting out the frustration onto him and he lets me. He just stands still as I keep on hitting at him, my screams echo the cheers from inside the chapel and I hope that, somehow, Salome could know that someone was crying for her. That someone tried for her.

I rest my face onto Elijah’s shoulder, my body trembling against his, and as the cheers from the groups keep on roaring, I glance up to the darkening sky and I watch as a flock of birds takes off across the air.

And Salome’s last words to me bounce around my mind.

“I hope you find your freedom.”





Chapter 57

I sit against a wall of the chapel, around the corner from the entrance with my knees against my chest. “Is that why you took me away from the line?” I whisper. “To distract me because you thought I’d do something?”

“I’m not going to stand by and watch you die too,” he says.

“Fuck you!” I shout, not caring who hears me. “Fuck this place. Fuck everything!”

“Everything I said to you is true,” he says. “And you know it is. You remember. You wouldn’t be breaking down over her death if you didn’t. Even if I hadn’t told you all those things, seeing Salome like that would have triggered something. And it was too risky for Pastor—”

He cuts himself off, biting down the end of it and my eyes widen at him as I realise what he means. “He did tell you to get me.”

Elijah remains silent, refusing to meet my eyes.

“He told you to take me out of the line, didn’t he?” I demand. “He told you to make sure I’d miss the assembly because he feared it’d trigger something.”

“Why do you think you’re in group A?” he shoots back at me. “He’s going to try everything to stop you from remembering who you are, but I’m fighting for the opposite!”

“Why?” I ask. “Why do you care?”

“Because you didn’t give up on me,” he says. “You saw something in me the day that we first met, you saw a human being, not just a creation of brain wash.”

“I can’t remember when we first met!” I say, flinging my hands up in frustration.

“What do you remember?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper. “Sometimes it comes, then it goes, then it comes again.”

“Short term memory loss.” He nods his head as though it’s the statement of the century.

“And long term,” I point out.

“Yeah, there’s that too.”

“So, what am I supposed to do?” I cry out. “I’m scared, Elijah. I’m really scared.”

“Well, no one ever found courage by being brave.”

I scrunch my face up at his words. “That’s a stupid thing to say. Why would you say that?”

“I just mean that… being scared is a good thing. Don’t you think I’ve been scared once or twice or a thousand times while being here?”

I shrug.

“I have,” he says. “And I wish I had someone looking out for me, but I didn’t. Not for a long time anyway. This place… it wants us to think that we’re nothing. But we’re not nothing. We’re something. And you made me see that.”

I roll my eyes, wiping my grey sweatpants as I rise from the ground. “You certainly like putting emphasis on words.” I turn my back to him, wiping away the last of the tears with my sleeve.

“Where are you going?”

“Inside, you’re giving me a headache.”

“Elizabeth, that’s not a good idea.”

I turn around. “Stop calling me that.”

“But that’s—”

“I know it’s my name,” I say. “I mean, call me Beth. Elizabeth doesn’t exist anymore.”

“Beth,” he says. “It’s not a good idea.”

I find myself smiling at him as I shove my sleeve at my nose to disguise the sniffles. “I think it’s a great idea. I think it’s the best idea.” I spin on my axis, continuing towards the entrance of the chapel. “I kissed him?” I whisper to myself.

I enter the chapel, which is filled with body after grey body. I walk down the crusty, steep steps towards the groups, while aware that many leaders are staring at me as I sink below them.

“We must pull together to vanquish the devil!” Pastor shouts from the stage. “We must retaliate and fight him.”

I catch a glimpse of Salome’s body sprawled across the stage, with blood leaking out from underneath her.

“And let this be a warning, to anyone that also follows the devil’s plan, that they will receive the same fate!”

The groups at the front are roaring in agreement, their cheers still ringing through the walls. But the group at the back is still, lifeless, hopeless. I merge myself into the presence of group C and their eyes turn to stare at me in awe as I pass them.

“Elizabeth?” a blonde girl whispers through her cries.

“Carol?” I say.

“Oh my god, Elizabeth!” She pulls me into her embrace and she shakes against me. “I knew it was you in group A, I thought I was going mad. Mary said you’d come back, no one believed her. After they took you to medical, I thought I’d never see you again.”

I pull away from her, staring down at her hands that won’t stop shaking. “What did they do?”

“It was bad,” she whispers. “He slit… her…”

I just nod, frowning.

“I mean, Salome and I had some bad history, everyone knew that. And after all that happened in the steam room… but we really got on over the last few weeks, we bonded. And Mary… Madam Katelyn said she had some kind of organ failure and died. I’m just so glad you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” I say, my eyes rise up over the faces that are turning to look at me and I narrow them at the man that is still preaching to his flock.

I flick across to Katherine, who stands at the side of the stage, nodding and grinning along with everything her husband is preaching. And then, I look across the walkway, towards the group B men who have guns tucked inside their sweatpants.

“Carol,” I say.

She doesn’t answer me, she just glares at me.

“Tell Elijah I’m sorry.”

“What are you talking about?”

“And if you ever get out of here, tell Nathan I’m sorry too,” I whisper. “Whoever he is. Tell him that I love him, because I think I do.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“I can’t watch anyone else die.”

As Pastor delivers another award-winning performance and the chapel once again reigns with glee, I move across the walkway slowly—one of the group B men doesn’t even notice me creeping towards him, he thumps his hand into the air like the rest. My heart is beating uncontrollably and I know it may be for the last time.

In a split-second notion, one I can never take back, I grab the gun from the man’s pants and I aim it through the air.

The man widens his eyes at me, clutching at his pants in disbelief, while the rest of group B are reacting by pointing their guns at me also. My hand shakes as I walk closer to the stage and the cheers drown out as Pastor finally notices me.

“No!” he shouts to the group B men who are about to fire. “Don’t shoot!”

Katherine’s grin fades as she realises how serious I am and she runs onto the stage to stand beside her husband. “Grace,” she says. “You don’t know what you’re doing, okay? Put the gun down and we can talk about this.”

“Talk about what?” I say. “About how you put me in a coma for three weeks and erased my memories? Or about how you just took an innocent life?”

“Now is not the place,” Pastor says. “This is a house of God.”

“House of…” I laugh, not being able to finish that. “Thou shalt not kill!” I scream to the entire chapel. “You all grew up hearing those words and that commandment has been broken.”

“She was possessed!” a group A fanatic shouts. “He rid the world of evil.”

“No,” I say. “Salome rid the world of evil when she stabbed that bitch in the stomach. Evil is not born, it is not possession. It is created!” I point the gun through the air. “By him.”

“This is madness,” Pastor says, laughing through his teeth. “I am not evil. You’ve been misled.” He points a finger towards Salome’s body. “She was evil. She made it abundantly clear that abiding by the word of God wasn’t enough to keep her place amongst us.”

“You’re a psychopath,” I say. “There’s only so many times you can justify what you do by bringing God’s name into it. After that, you just become your own God, making up your own rules and forcing innocent people to act along with it.”

“Now, you really don’t know what you’re talking about,” he laughs. “Put down the gun. There’s a good girl.”

I aim it higher, my finger curling around the trigger.

“Okay, I’ll tell you everything,” he says quickly and my finger pauses. “Everyone, get out, now! I’ll deal with this on my own!”

I keep my eyes on him, determined and brave, as the bodies around me begin to abscond. It takes a couple of minutes, but the chapel falls silent and I daren’t turn around to watch it happen.

“Everything,” I demand. “Or so help me God, I will put a bullet in you.”
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I use my free hand to quickly wipe my forehead as I begin to perspire. My hand still holds the gun, calmly and irrationally; both at once. I’m beginning to believe that one of my lost traits is acting without thinking first and it’s speeding its way back to me.

Only Pastor and Katherine remain, as Katherine refuses to leave his side. They must really think they can talk me down to send the men with guns away. An even bigger worry is why Pastor stopped them from shooting me on sight.

Do I mean something to him? Is my life that important to him?

I’m not confused anymore. Elijah made me see the truth, I believed every word he spoke to me and since then, I remember more than I ever did.

“Do you even know how to use that?” Katherine says, smirking at me.

I flick the safety off and I point the gun upwards towards the ceiling, my finger presses against the trigger and a mighty smash occurs as the bullet crashes into the wall above us, dropping piles of dusty rubble at the ground around me. Even though the adrenaline in my blood is strong, I still feel the sudden ache in my hand from the impact of the release. My hand trembles even more from the pain, uncontrollably even.

I bring it back down, pointing it at their bodies as they widen their eyes and take a few steps backwards as pieces of the ceiling keep on falling down.

“I’m a quick learner,” I say. “You said you were going to tell me everything.”

“Yes,” Pastor says quietly, eyeing Katherine in fear.

“Why don’t we start with group D,” I offer.

“Look who’s got her memories back,” Katherine praises.

“I told you she was strong,” Pastor hisses.

“Yes, indeed,” Katherine says. “But not that strong. You don’t remember everything, do you? You don’t remember the outside world, or the abuse from your parents. You don’t remember the release you felt at being departed from them.”

“We are not the bad guys,” Pastor says. “I can see why you might believe that. But we’re good. We saved you all.”

“What are you talking about?” I demand.

Katherine places a hand onto his shoulder, gently squeezing it. “Perhaps, it’s time she knew the truth.” Pastor nods in agreement and Katherine turns back to me. “You see, Elizabeth, there is a reason for everything. There is a reason that you were sent here, that you were created like you are. No one is here by coincidence.”

“What is it with you people and talking in riddles!” I fire out. “Tell me the truth!”

Katherine takes a breath. “My name is not Katherine. My real name is Amelia Sanchez. I was born into this academy, just like you. When I was fourteen-years-old, the previous Pastor, my husband’s father, matched me with another member to procreate. That member was Jonas, your father on the outside. We had a daughter, a girl named Katherine.” She takes another breath and then lets out the words simply. “Your mother on the outside.”

I blink once. Then again. Then again. I try to focus on the image of my mother and father’s faces from the outside, from my childhood, but I just keep hitting a blank space.

“The mother that you grew up despising is my daughter and the father you grew up despising is her father,” she says. “Shocking, isn’t it? I’ll wait a moment to let that sink in.”

I just stare at her; not sure if it’s true or not, not sure if it’s not true or not. It would help if I could remember the full story, but because I can’t, I just have to let it shock me anyway.

“Okay, over it now?” she continues. “Good. When your ‘mother’ was a baby, I made the decision to allow a fellow leader to raise her. Well, I didn’t have a choice. I just made the decision anyway because I didn’t want it anywhere near me. When your ‘mother’ reached thirteen, she was entirely susceptible to the academy and by then, I was married to Duncan.”

“The happiest day of your life,” Duncan responds.

“Sure,” Katherine says as she paces back and forth. “You see, new babies that were born in the nineties were a little harder to sustain. And the former Pastor then made the decision to send new babies outside the academy to be raised by leaders. I was also pregnant again in the nineties, the same year that I discovered my loving husband here was unfaithful.”

“All in the past now,” Duncan says.

“When you assumed I was your mother, that was funny,” Katherine continues. “No doubt, Edward might have been to blame. He’s the same age as you, born in the same year, he’s just a little small and not quite developed yet.”

“He does look like you though,” Duncan says. “And there’s a reason for that.”

“I’m getting to that part,” Katherine hisses at him.

I flick my eyes between them, feeling my body paralyse as they play out some freak-show entertainment for my benefit. I should be the one in control, I’m the one holding the gun at them, but I’m not.

They’re the ones in control.

“As I was saying, my darling husband here had a wandering eye for a certain member. Her name was Ruth.”

“Ruth,” I whisper.

“I heard she saved you a while back,” Katherine says. “She never even knew that she saved her own daughter.”

Those words pierce my ears like the sharpest shards of glass. Not only am I bleeding from my ears, but I’m bleeding from my soul. From everything.

I lower the gun, struggling to get the words out as I glare into Duncan’s frowning eyes. “B-but that would mean t-that…”

Duncan holds my gaze, his posture changing as he analyses the fear on my face. “I’m your father, Elizabeth.”





Chapter 59

“Is this some sick place for breeding?” I scream. “I don’t believe anything you say.”

“You don’t have to believe it,” Duncan says as he stares down at Salome’s body. “We are all the product of one man’s vision to make us morally correct.”

“You are not my father,” I cry, bringing the gun back up. “I am nothing like you.”

“You should have been,” he says. “Amelia and Jonas did everything right. They isolated you, tortured you, you should have been ready to come back as one of us.”

At his remark, Katherine glares at him.

“I wanted you here with me,” he continues. “But Katherine—”

“You were an abomination,” she shouts. “A product of sin. Born out of wedlock and born out of adultery. Two of the biggest sins. So, yes, I sent you away with that leach of a daughter of mine, who was also an abomination.”

“You’re the one that had her out of wedlock,” I say through clenched teeth.

“I’ve paid for my sins,” she says, straightening her body. “As has Duncan. We were shown the light.”

“You’re delusional, both of you,” I say. “Why did you swap names?”

“Because I wanted a piece of her with me,” Katherine says, the anger flashes out of her rounded eyes like bolts of lightning. “I wanted to take her name because I missed her. How messed up is that?”

“Not very.”

Katherine snorts, rolling her eyes. “Well, you wanted to know the truth. And there it is.”

“You’re holding people prisoner here,” I say. “You bend their free will and you make them lose who they are, me included. You just killed someone because she avenged someone she cared about. Someone… I cared about. In what universe is that seeing the light?”

I think of Mary’s little face—and her frozen, terrified eyes. She shouldn’t have died that way, she deserved better than to be whipped to her death. Salome deserved better than to be publicly executed. All these lives, all these people, they deserve better than to be trapped in this hell. I take a step closer, the gun firmly in my palm.

“I don’t care about anything you say anymore,” I continue. “Have a nice trip to hell.”

“Wait!” Duncan calls. “Don’t you want to see Ruth again? Don’t you want to see your mother again? Your real mother.”

I hesitate, narrowing my eyes at him.

“She’s still alive,” he says. “She’s been waiting for you.”

This feels like a trick. I know in my head it must be a trick. I can’t remember anything about Ruth other than that she once saved me, but the more I allow myself to become less afraid of remembering, the more I succumb to the images that are coming slowly together.

“Where is she?” I demand.

“She’s safe,” he says. “She’s in group D.”

“Where is group D?”

“There’s so much she has to learn,” Katherine whispers. “She’s not ready to—”

“She is,” Duncan snaps. “She’s ready.”

I lower the gun again, frozen to the spot as they both just stare at me.

“I told you, we’re not the bad guys,” Duncan assures me. “I would never do anything to hurt you. You have to believe that. Why else would I stop the guards from shooting you?”

“Because you’re psychotic.”

“Because I want you to see what we do here. And what we achieve. I want you to be a part of it. Killing us won’t change a thing. The things that are happening will still continue to happen. You’ll still be a member here.”

My eyes widen just slightly. “This was your plan from the beginning. You wanted me like this. You didn’t drug me so I’d forget, it was a test.”

“Yes,” Katherine says, clapping her hands. “Well done. Your intelligence succeeds you.”

“What drug did you use on me?” I demand. “Was it experimental?”

“I have someone that can answer that better than we can,” Duncan says, before he calls, “Elijah!” and grins to himself.

I hear footsteps coming from the side of the chapel and I turn the gun in surprise as Elijah walks along the edge of the far wall. He doesn’t even look at me as he climbs the steps onto the stage and places himself beside Duncan. Elijah then turns his attention to me, his eyes are no longer bright and caring, they’re dark and twisted, plagued with a possession so deep that it fills the entire room with blackness.

“No,” I whisper.

“Elijah is one of our leading scientists in a classified program,” Duncan reveals, tapping Elijah on the shoulder. Elijah flinches for a moment and then stares at the hand on his shoulder. “And the creator of the X-Drone, a new kind of chemical designed to moderate a person’s personality and memories. Tell us, Elijah, was Elizabeth a worthy test subject?”

“Yes,” Elijah responds, mechanically glaring at me as a tear rolls down my cheek. “She portrayed signs of short term memory loss along with long term that can be altered depending on circumstantial findings.”

“Triggers,” Duncan translates, swaying gently. “The other subjects didn’t have the same reaction. They completely lost their minds. Fascinating.”

“Taking into account, they haven’t been granted the same treatment,” Katherine reminds him and then she looks at Elijah. “Given by Elizabeth’s results, if they were returned into modern society, then they too would begin to remember again, no?”

“I’m working on that,” Elijah says.

“Work harder,” Katherine mutters.

“What the hell is this place?” I whisper, trembling backwards.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Katherine answers, walking closer to her husband after becoming bored with pacing. “You said it yourself once, to Ruth, all those months ago.”

“Cult,” Duncan says, the word rolls off his tongue as though it’s just a feeble name. “I’m afraid you were just a test to us, Elizabeth. We needed to see how a subject would respond when put back into general population and when—” He glances at Elijah. “The subject is reminded of the truth by someone they trust and how they’d react. The experiment was not due to finish yet, but you began healing quicker than we anticipated. And damage control must be carried out effectively to prevent exposure.”

“You proved something useful though,” Katherine says. “That the subjects should never be returned into groups. Our goal is to erase their free will, not suppress it. We will continue to perfect the experiment until our goal is reached.”

“What does that mean?” I say. “For me?”

“As my daughter, you can be exempt from group D and can rise through the rankings until you, one day, inherit the academy for yourself,” Duncan says. “After completing your assessment, of course.”

“You want me to take over you?” I demand.

“He wants you to understand,” Katherine answers for him, her face falling angry at his proposal. “The ones that we take, that we remove from the groups, they are not innocent. They weren’t placed at Cross Academy because they kissed a boy or smoked a few cigarettes. They committed crimes. Evil crimes. They were sent to us for punishment, for justice. Are we evil for eradicating a greater evil?”

“So, you use these people for your experiments?” I say. “What about the ones that are suffering every day and haven’t done a damn thing wrong? What about the children that are being forced to work in forty-degree heat without water? What about the lives you’ve ruined and the beautiful souls you’ve brainwashed by offering them nothing!”

“Occupational hazard,” Duncan responds, grinning. “Most of the members were born in the academy and were merely returned home. Like you. We give them the chance to know where they came from and who they are. Why would you want to go against that?”

“I thought you were a good person, Elizabeth?” Katherine says. “Preventing others the chance from discovering their true DNA is cruel. We all deserve to know where we come from. It’s selfish of you to try and refute that right.”

I shake my head, attempting to drop the words out of my ears. I don’t know what to believe. I don’t know what to do. The only thing I know is that holding this gun feels right and I use that feeling of power to guide me.

“I will never be a part of what you do here,” I say, staring at the gun that I hold against my thigh. “You can change a thousand minds, but you can’t change mine.”

“You’re never getting out of here, Elizabeth,” Katherine says. “Your life is already written, it belongs to us. So, you might as well just drop the gun and accept it.”

My fingers tap against the gun. There’s so much going on inside my head, there’s so much information that I’m fighting to stop from breaking me. The truth about my parents, Ruth, Elijah, the truth about this place—that something strange and mysterious was going on behind the scenes. That they’re performing experiments on people they believe to be evil, that they are fighting to erase free will that they deem to be the cause of it.

There’s so much. Too much. It’s tearing me apart.

But then, I remember Nathan. This boy, this person that I hardly know and yet, I love completely. I don’t know where he is in the world, I don’t know if he still remembers me, or if he’s given up on me. I’m not sure what it even means to give up, except that I can’t.

My eyes fall onto Salome one last time and her last words to me come crashing back again, reminding me of the one thing that matters, the one thing that keeps the presence of hope fluttering in my chest like a bird; freedom.

Just like Mary said to me in her final moments on this Earth that I have dreamed about, I am strong. I believe it, I have to, I have to keep believing it to give me the courage to do what I’m going to do next. This place has taken everything from me and it’s time to fight to get it back.

I don’t know what fate awaits me for the consequences of what I am about to do. I may die. I may go to hell. I may never see the light of day again. I may never fully regain my memories—or myself—again, but I choose to allow that to be my reality.

I don’t need to remember to know that I’ve been hurt. That I’ve been burned. Tortured. Scarred. Left behind again and again for someone else’s rise. Perhaps, the universe merely viewed me as a stepping stone, never truly stable enough to adapt to my own will.

There is no cure to being a stepping stone. There is no adaption, nor evolution. I will always be their toy, their piece of forgotten rubble. I am a shade, I am grey.

I will be grey no more.

“This is silly now,” Katherine shouts. “We all know you’re not going to use it, so just drop it, and we can take you to Ruth and everything will make sense.”

With Mary and Salome’s faces inspiring me to push forwards, I raise the gun back up to my eye level.

And I shoot.









Epilogue


Nathan


Two Months Later

I throw the remainder of my belongings into my suitcase, zipping it closed with one quick flick of the wrist. Today is the day, the next chapter of my life, the first day of a new beginning.

College.

After celebrating my birthday yesterday, surrounded by my friends and family, being forced to smile and laugh, I’m ready to get away from this town. It isn’t without difficulty; there are many things I’ll miss, many memories I’m finding hard to let go.

Alcohol can only help for so long until you have to realise you sober up at the end of it and then all you’re left with is a hole of misery.

I put on my jacket and I grab my suitcase, moving towards the doorway. I turn, glancing around my room for one final time while unleashing a giant breath of something euphoric. First to the window ledge where we sat on, listening to music between us while glancing up at the stars, the one of many occasions when she would sneak out of her house to be with me.

Then to the black, wool carpet; where we would sit with hot mugs of hot chocolate and she’d read me pages from her favourite books, while I held in a laugh at the voices she’d make. She’d look so beautiful—this girl with dark, wavy curls and sharp, bright brown eyes. Wearing her shorts and her plain black shirt, that showed off her long, shiny legs; that would occasionally reach out and kick me. She would be any guy’s dream to have, and whoever he is, should count himself lucky each and every day.

I did.

I close the door and I pull up the suitcase as I tread carefully down the staircase. My family are waiting for me, standing in the archway to the lounge like goons with big grins on their faces.

“My boy, off to college,” my mother despairs, blowing her nose. “Just give me a moment to look at you.”

I raise an eyebrow as she cocks her head sideways at me and I turn my attention to my father. “Please don’t be as awkward as her.”

My father laughs, crossing his thick, muscular arms. “You’re her baby, she’s gonna want to look at you.”

“Yeah, but it’s freaking me out.”

“Oh, come here!” my mother exclaims, opening her arms to jump me. I freeze as she wraps herself around me, squeezing the life out of me. “I don’t care if you don’t like hugs, I’m giving you a hug.”

She, eventually, lets me go and I mould back together; then I begin looking for my brother, who I thought would be here.

“He’s still asleep,” Mum says. “Night shift, but he told me to tell you goodbye and that he’ll be up sometime in the next couple of weeks to kick your… bottom.”

Dad laughs. “Ass,” he says. “She means ass.”

“Yeah,” I laugh. “Okay. Well, I better get going, I need to be there for the enrolment.”

“I’m so proud of you,” Mum whispers, almost on the edge of tears.

“It’s college,” I say. “I haven’t won an Emmy. If I graduate, then you can say you’re proud.”

“Deal!” she shrieks, clasping her hands together.

I lift my suitcase as I walk towards the door, I step out into the cool air of autumn and I take out my car keys, unlocking the trunk. I got a reprieve on my driving ban; I attended an alcohol awareness course and got four months taken off it, meaning that I can officially drive again, not that it stopped me before.

I throw the suitcase into the trunk and I slam it closed, clicking my tongue across my mouth as I walk to the driver’s side.

“Call us when you get there!” my mother shouts from the doorway. “Be careful! No drinking!”

“She means no drinking and driving, son!” my dad shouts. “Drink all you want.”

I laugh as my mother gives him a death glare and playfully slaps his shoulder. I fall into the driver’s seat and I close the door, turning the key in the ignition. As the car roars to life, I adjust my rear-view mirror to glimpse my parents one last time. They’re stood in the doorway, waving, with sad looks on their faces.

Going to college has been their dream for me since I was a child. They never pressured me, but they’ve waited many years to be standing in that position. Proud.

But, I’m not going to college.

I lift the clutch, turning the car off the driveway as the sun shines directly into my eyes. I squint as I merge with the traffic along the street and my hand eagerly searches the glove compartment. I feel it, pulling it out with a twisted smile on my face.

I retrieved the address from the cop last week, after finally making up my mind. I couldn’t lose her, I can’t lose her.

I don’t know what this place is, or how it’s run, or how I’m going to get into it, but sitting around at home and wondering isn’t going to get me anywhere.

Beth is at this place because of me, because of a reckless choice that I made at that stupid party. Because I was stupid enough to trust someone that I shouldn’t have. It’s almost as if the entire thing was staged. The car, the party, the police turning up. I’ve been doing some of my own digging and the more I learned, the more the truth scared me to death. It was still my fault, but the events that occurred that night were all about her.

Nothing happened that night by coincidence. Someone wanted her there, someone wanted me to get arrested, to get me out of the way. I was set up, she was set up. There’s something big going on and I won’t rest until I figure out what it is.

I’m going to find Beth and I’m going to bring her home.




TO BE CONTINUED…
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