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      I don’t remember passing out.

      All I remember are bits and pieces of conversation. Three voices.

      “You stole Force’s limo?” Luc. He’d sounded shocked, almost approving.

      “Hacked it, yes. Daddy is furious.”

      I couldn’t consider Force then. He’s just the Vampire. He takes blood. And I’d lost too much already.

      “Guys, I think she’s slipping into unconsciousness.” Nightingale warned. “You have to keep her awake!”

      The memories are as hazy as the snowflakes crusting up the window. The first image that greets my opening eyes. I wake inside a bed. Just across from me is a window with shades drawn. Whoever put me here must have known I’d want the natural light. The view of the lake just outside is stunning.

      One of Sky’s wrist cuffs sits on the end table next to me. An interface.

      Long white bandages cover my chest. I don’t feel pain anymore, but there’s an underlying ache, a sense of gnawing. The wound on my side isn’t as deep. I peel back the smaller swatch of gauze there to see…nothing. Of course—the Immortal Treatment. My cells have already regenerated, new skin grown. My hair is damp, and I’m wearing one of the white Aviary dresses. No blood on my skin. Almost as if everything is erased but the memory.

      No, not everything.

      I remember how Sky kept me awake. For just a few precious minutes.

      “Your mother wasn’t just rescuing girls all those years in the Sanctuary. She was searching for one special girl.”

      In the limo, he’d projected a sprite light from his wrist cuff, a spright light he must have sent to me. With a deep sigh, I fasten on the wrist cuff, tap it once. Of course Sky programmed it so it would automatically conjure the same image. It’s me, but not me.

      Her eye color is all wrong. It’s too dark to be mine. Her hair is not as wild. Not as many curls. And I don’t see lightning anywhere. No intensity in her face. No feral glint in her eyes. No subtle curl in the corner of her mouth.

      I squint, remembering Sky’s last words before I passed out.

      “She’s alive, Serenity,” Sky tells me. “Your twin sister’s alive.”

      “You’ve been sleeping for most of the day,” Nightingale says from the corner of the room after I’ve turned off the sprite light.

      It’s no surprise that I hadn’t noticed her in the shadows all this time. Gale is more at home in the shadows than anywhere.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, rising but not quite ready to leave the safety of the pillows behind me just yet. “Where are we?”

      “Luc’s lakeside retreat. It’s a few hours upstate, far away from the Aviary.” Sinking onto my bed, she pats my hand. “They want to talk with you.”

      “Did you dress me?”

      “And cleaned you off, yes.”

      Relief engulfs me, and I nod right before two knocks tap on my door. I jerk my head. A need for answers bubbles inside me. Understanding, Nightingale leaves to give us some privacy as Luc and Sky walk in.

      Both men come to me, but I direct them to sit on the same side so I don’t have to look back and forth between them. Neither seems happy about that. An awkward intensity hovers between their bodies.

      Once they both establish I’m feeling better, I ask about what Sky told me in the limo. “You said the baby died.”

      “I thought it was the truth,” he says. “Anytime your mother mentioned anything about it, she only said they took your twin from her because she wasn’t breathing, and that’s the last she ever saw of her. I’ve left her chest on the table for you. Other than that spright light I found on an ancient drive, I know nothing. The chest is yours to dig through.”

      I purse my lips. “What about Force?”

      Luc straightens to answer. “He and I were the last of the bidders. So, I bid my Aviary shares. Every last one.”

      Sky crosses his ankle over the opposite knee. “Couldn’t very well turn down the whole Aviary, now could he?”

      Luc leans over the bed, and I notice Sky tense at the action. “It was worth it.”

      “What does that make me, Luc? Your property? Your slave?” I challenge.

      Luc shakes his head. “It makes you Serenity. Though you will always be my Swan.”

      “Give her some breathing room, or I’ll do it for you.” Sky threads his brows low.

      Luc turns to Sky. “Don’t forget whose roof you are under, Skylar.”

      “Oh, I think we both know I won’t forget anytime soon.”

      “What’s going on between you two? What aren’t you telling me?” I survey them both.

      They stare at each other.

      “Should we tell her?” Luc asks.

      “Obviously, we have to now.” Sky rolls his eyes. “You don’t ask something like that in front of her without telling her. Ignoramus.” Sky slides back in his chair, spreading his legs out. He mutters something under his breath. It sounds like, ‘known her for sixteen damn years.’

      “You are not helping the situation,” Luc informs him.

      Sky inspects his hand before clenching it. “Situation’s already screwed beyond repair. You won’t make it any worse by telling her that we’re brothers.”

      “Half-brothers.” Luc interjects.

      As they bicker, I suck in the air around me. It can’t be true. It just can’t.

      “What the hell?” is all I manage to get out.

      “I told you we should have told her before,” Luc says.

      “Clearly, you’re the dumb pretty boy in the family.”

      “Shut up, Sky,” I say. “Luc, you’re better at talking. So, talk.”

      “I discovered the information shortly after hiring Sky. It was one of the reasons I promoted him to head of my security, other than the fact he conquered all my other candidates.”

      “What can I say?” Sky tightens his arm, showing off his brawn.

      “I bided my time,” Luc continues, unhindered. “Observed him until I could form enough of an impression. I never had much interaction with him as I was older than both him and Larke, who were born from the same mother. At the time of his disappearance, my father was more interested in raising me, the byproduct of the only woman he ever genuinely loved. She passed away giving birth to my younger sister Lea.”

      I remember her from the Guild visit night.

      “Larke was supposed to be watching Sky the night he disappeared—though his name was Lars then.”

      Sky grunts at the name, but I point a finger at him and invite him to shut it.

      “I had my suspicions, but it wasn’t until the night you saw the volus in my room that I discovered his connection to you. When I confronted him, I learned we both held one common interest—your safety above all else. And once I learned of Sky’s association with the Sanctuary, that he was responsible for securing Blackbird and her child, I chose to inform him of my decision to auction off the Aviary.

      “However, we both knew Force would never stop hunting you. It was a grand diversion, but a diversion nonetheless. I provided it while Skylar disarmed the system and took care of you. Dove’s involvement was unexpected.”

      Once he finishes, I remain where I am for the moment, sorting through all the other questions in my head.

      “Serenity, I don’t regret a damn thing,” Sky says, interrupting my thoughts. He sits up in his chair, reaching over to hold my hand. “When I was little, I got lost and took the wrong elevator. The next thing I knew, there was your mother and this pretty little baby.”

      My concern latches onto one thing. “Where are my parents, Sky?”

      “Still in Guild custody. Luc’s father is hoping to use them as a bargaining chip, since his three-for-one Temple partnership deal didn’t work out so hot thanks to Aldaine here.”

      That’s when I launch myself at Luc. Kindled like lightning at dawn, I spin around and slap at Luc’s face over and over again. “You promised me! You said anything I wanted! Any favor!”

      Sky is the one who grips me by the waist, who pins me back onto the bed while Luc rights himself.

      “Stop,” he commands. “Your new skin is still growing. As soon as it’s finished, you can smack him around to your heart’s content. Hell, I’ll join you. You did a good number on him already. Not as deep as your wounds, but he still needed stitches.”

      “Good!”

      “If you want someone to blame, blame us both, Ser. We made the choice together.”

      “I couldn’t let you fall into the hands of the Temple,” Luc adds, approaching from the other side of the bed.

      I grimace when he approaches, but Sky pushes down on me again and scolds, “Be good. And pay attention.”

      “Force was prepared to make my father a Temple partner,” Luc says. “He put up Temple stock shares, ownership titles, everything, but even Force could not bid an entire museum.”

      “Clever party trick, Aldaine.”

      Keeping his hands placated at his sides, Luc holds his head high as he addresses Sky. “You’re an Aldaine, too.”

      Sky shakes his head. “Hell will grow icebergs before I become an Aldaine.”

      I glance back at Luc, study him, compare them for a moment. “You look nothing like each other.”

      “Pity for him, isn’t it?” Sky snickers. A joke, of course, because we both know how easy Luc is on the eyes, even if I’ve always found Sky undefeated in the handsome category.

      “Does Force have my sister, Sky?” I ask.

      He nods once. “Identical twins are exceedingly rare in this day and age. And apparently, Director Force has spent over sixteen years searching for the match to the other twin. Just like your parents have spent their lives looking for their older daughter. When they finally found her, they got captured in the process. Force hid her pretty well. Shame they never thought he’d hide her in plain sight. In the Penthouse.”

      “What does he want from me?” I bite down on my lip.

      “He’ll turn you into the Face of the Temple. That much I do know. But I can’t begin to speculate about anything else.”

      Sky backs off when I stop tensing. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      I summon my twin’s spright light once again. The Temple is full of blood. And she’s some white jewel crusted into its center, my father’s hand in danger of shattering her every day.

      I have to help my family.

      Sky and Luc rescued me. Now, it is my turn to do some rescuing.

      I’m coming, I tell them silently.
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      “Get out,” I scream at Luc. By now, the scream has built up in my system. A scream that has waited days to pounce. This time, he walked in without knocking. Bad idea.

      It’s only been a few days, but I’m already restless. And still fuming.

      “Serenity, I—”

      I hurl the glass at him from halfway across the room. It’s a shame he closes the door too soon. Cocking my head to the side, I admire the way the shattered glass catches the morning light that cascades through the large bay window behind me.

      “Told you.” It’s Sky’s muffled voice on the opposite side of the door.

      “Shut up,” Luc retorts.

      Since the walls are swan-feather thin, it’s easy to pick up on their argument. I press my ear to the crack in the door to catch tail feathers of the discussion.

      “Where you off to now?” Sky asks, casual voice curious. I can imagine him propped up against the hallway wall, cutting an apple or something. Other than brief trips to the bathroom and to get food, he’s been stationed outside my door since they brought me here.

      It was a good plan…to come here. I’ll give Luc that much. Secluded. Off the Family radar. No records. Still, I believe we’re just killing time before Force finds us. According to Sky’s contacts, my father has been on the prowl, asking questions and pouring over Aviary data to find me.

      Luc has no contacts anymore.

      “None of your business,” Luc barks.

      “Touchy, touchy,” Sky mocks, the grin in his voice more than apparent.

      On my way to the window ledge, I trip on my ruffled skirt, thudding to the floor. I don’t know why I bother with this charade of the peasant-blouse sleeves and a skirt that hides my ankles. My hope was to pick up the scraps of my old life. Somehow stitch them together.

      A tap on the door. “You okay, Ser?”

      “Fine, Sky. Just fine.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      I growl under my breath. He’s right. He’s always right. But I’m still not ready to see him yet.

      “You’re being a child,” Sky adds, familiar aggravation steeped in his voice.

      “I know,” I call before dropping onto the window ledge and surveying the snow-scribbled landscape.

      Winter writes its own autograph on my heart. Thanks to Luc’s Immortal Treatment implant, the scar on my chest healed, but I still touch the place where Mockingbird sliced me. The memory is as cold as a water snake crawling across my skin. Still aches.

      With all this glass around me and the moving-feather décor everywhere, I feel trapped in some enormous snow-stuffed glass globe. No surprise that Luc designed his winter retreat like the Aviary. Déjà vu stirs in every corner as I sit on the ledge before the window, observing the attached solar greenhouse that is filled with all sorts of exotic birds. Off to my left is a stunning view of the lake and the trees around it. But I’m not interested in the lake.

      All I can think about is one word.

      Sister.

      I sift through the objects in the treasure box passed Sky left for me. The same box that holds my mother’s old Unicorn photograph. How did my mother find the rest? Bribe a Temple artisan to steal them? Or even…a buyer? I both grit my teeth and shudder at the thought of a buyer roaming the body of my twin. Apparently, they could get close to my sister but not close enough. These must have been stolen right from Force’s penthouse. It’s like opening a broken scrapbook with missing pages and photographs; I can only see shreds of her life.

      All these years, I thought Sky was my other half. But she is instead. Every moment since Sky told me about my twin, I haven’t stopped thinking about her. I feel like an intruder. Does she know anything about me?

      Other objects whisper to me from the small chest. A paper doll. White as swan’s corpse. A frame imprisoning a pinned butterfly. From my childhood. Wings delicate as the crest of a wave. My parents kept it all this time even when I didn’t want it anymore. These belong to the stage between my childhood and womanhood. The butterfly was a hand-me-down present from my mother. She’s always liked pretty things. I wonder if my sister likes pretty things, too.

      All I know is I won’t become a pretty display again.

      I’d rather dive headfirst into a quagmire than step foot inside another exhibit. Can’t risk losing myself again.

      It’s one reason why I won’t dignify Luc. I don’t want the reminder. His broken promise is the second reason.

      I pause at the glass perfume bottle in the chest. Sky told me that my mother can’t bear to open it. Olfactory senses unleash the strongest memories. I uncork the cap. In the bottom, the small drops could be tears—except for the scent. I recognize it from stories my mother’s shared about her time in the Temple. Perfume so luxurious Glass District girls would willingly stage a riot for. He drowned her skin in it. I wouldn’t want the reminder. That’s the difference between us. I would throw it in a tub of gasoline. Sky would hand me a match.

      Now, I have my own memories and my own way of coping. Thanks to Luc. Can one grandiose act erase all the ones prior to it? No. I’m more vindictive than that; he’ll have to eat a thousand humble pies before he gets to look at me again. More forgiving to Sky, I chalk up his keeping secrets to the familiar routine we kept all our lives. And his keeping a promise to my mother.

      A new visitor.

      “I’ve got some food for you.”

      Nightingale sets the tray down on the small table in the corner of the room. She and I have a no-knock policy. Just as the door closes behind her, I get a glimpse of Sky. Doing one-armed push-ups. He has to find some way to keep busy, I guess. For one moment, I bite down on my lower lip, admiring Sky’s form a little more than I ever have. That’s one thing that’s changed.

      I turn to Nightingale. “Thank you, Gale.” I’ve taken to calling her Gale over the past week. We aren’t in the Aviary anymore, but it suits her. Besides, she’s never told any of us her real name.

      “Are you ever going to talk to Luc?” she wonders with no hint of playfulness in her tone. To her, it’s serious.

      I shake my head.

      “You should eat while it’s warm,” she suggests. By now, though, Gale knows not to pressure me. “Do you mind if I sit on your bed?”

      “Go ahead.” I give her permission while glancing at the food before facing the window again.

      “How’s your arm? And your chest?”

      Busy talk. She knows the implant has finished repairing and regenerating my cells. Sometimes, I wonder why she’s here. Maybe it’s practical. Or maybe it’s a displaced loyalty to Luc for scraping her out of some Family club and turning her into one of his Birds. While her transition from club to Museum was simple, mine was a trial by fire. Despite how well I donned the Swan skin, I feel more like a phoenix flying from the ashes of a broken Aviary. I still haven’t flown out entirely unscathed.

      “They’re getting worse,” she says while trickling her fingers across the bedspread, the one carefully selected by Luc. Swan feathers. Equipped with a sprite-light screen, the canopy above the bed shows me dancing swans at night.

      “I’m surprised they haven’t killed each other yet.” I’m referring to the boys as I nudge the neckline of my sweater up until it hugs my upper lip.

      “That’s brothers for you.”

      “Yes…brothers.” My head scrambles at the thought of Luc and Sky’s bitter biological connection.

      “Luc spends most of his time in his room doing his digital sketches.” Gale starts to arrange her hair, and I watch as it begins to take shape in the design of a wing. “This is his vacation spot where he gets inspiration.”

      She doesn’t need to remind me. Luc’s animated art moves all over the walls in digital frames.

      “Just before I came in here, I saw him leave. He took his Family vehicle and drove past the property.”

      “Was he going toward the city?” I wonder, assuming if Luc can’t busy himself with Aviary duties, maybe his baser, carnal wants require tending.

      But Nightingale shakes her head, denying my suspicion. “No, just the opposite.”

      “I don’t care,” I lie through my teeth.

      “Skylar just paces outside your door all day. He never leaves.”

      And he never will.

      After making my way to the table, I pick up a spoon to sample the stew. It’s hearty. Spiced and fleshy potatoes, soft carrots, juicy chicken—not a broth but a creamy chowder. Not my thing at all. Still, it’s all Gale ever brings me. I’ll have to leave the room and select my own order from the 3-D printer if I ever want anything besides soup.

      “Why won’t you talk to him?”

      I look up from the chowder, knowing she’s talking about Sky because Luc doesn’t want to talk; he would simply be satisfied to look at me.

      I raise a spoonful to my mouth, musing over why. Because I don’t want things to change. I want him to blaze through here. Yell at me for being childish without the door in the way. Just enough of a lightning spark to listen. Anger rises in me that he hasn’t. Why change our dynamic now? Because of Luc? It’s not fair. That way we avoid the awkward discomfort. Like we used to. Before Luc.

      “Serenity…I haven’t asked before because I’ve known.” Nightingale rises, in grace as she always does, and motions to the objects on the window ledge. “Would you like to tell me about them?”

      “What’s there to tell? They belong to my mother and sister.” I eye the paper doll and finish, “And I don’t even know her name.”

      “Sky shouldn’t have given them to you.”

      I frown. Try not to seethe. “He knows what he’s doing,” I snap, dropping the spoon. “He gave me the truth I’ve been denied all this time. He knows me.”

      “He knows you’ve changed.”

      I glare. “I. Have. Not. Changed.”

      “Not in some regards, perhaps. But you’ve spent every day with those things, working from the top to the bottom. What do you think you’ll find?”

      “I won’t find anything.” I scoot my chair back, then approach the items. “I won’t be happy until I see her.” I’m just pretending. Making up stories in my head about her.

      Silence eats away at us for a minute or two. I take the time to return to the ledge, curling up and bringing my knees to my chest. Nightingale assumes a position on the opposite side so her slippered feet almost touch mine.

      “Serenity…” Nightingale cups my knee, looking me in the eye to conclude. “You know how impossible that would be.”

      I roll my eyes and press my back against the ledge wall, feeling my anger catapult inside me. “You sound like Sky.”

      “I probably do. He talks about you. He talks about taking you to the Sanctuary. Even talks about drugging you so you’ll fall asleep and wake up there.”

      I brace my hands into fists. “He wouldn’t dare.”

      She shakes her head with a soft smile. “No, he wouldn’t. You know why? Because he respects you. I’ve never seen that level of respect.”

      Right because Luc doesn’t respect me. He just wants to possess me.

      Another voice in my head, smaller but still able to cut through my anger like a bird breaking through thunderclouds, reminds me that Luc gave up his Aviary. Gave up all his Birds, the wealth he’d accumulated, his reputation, his status, his standing in his Family, all of it—for me. Yet, all I can marvel at is how he still holds me like a puppet. If he ever mentions his lost Aviary, he will tug at the strings connecting us. But mine and Sky’s are stronger. Solid gold strings that always stay the same. Never changing. Except for once, Sky is waiting this time. Why?

      “You don’t understand how it is between us.” I refer to Sky.

      “Maybe not,” she relents. “And what about Luc?”

      I grin. “He’d have to kiss my feet long before I’d give him the chance to look me in the eye.”

      “Sometimes, I see him sneak into your room to stare at you.”

      I turn up my nose. “Who’s lying now?” I would’ve felt him. Then again, Luc’s always been stealthy. Feet of a killer and all that.

      Nightingale sighs but doesn’t address the offense. She doesn’t fight the same way I do. “Do you want me to pass any messages?”

      “No.” I peer up at her. “Why are you still here? Why don’t you go to the Sanctuary?”

      Nightingale stands and surveys me, eyes pinched. “Perhaps I am more useful here.”

      I don’t respond for a few moments, just study the landscape past the window, at the trees crowned in mounds of snow like ethereal angel heads. And then… “At least you’ve kept them from killing each other.”

      “Yes, I’ve done that. But I won’t manage it much longer. It will be your turn soon.”

      “Mmm…” I sigh. “My turn.”
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      About an hour after Sky departs, there’s another knock on my door. At first, I think it’s Nightingale, but she normally announces herself and then opens the door. Sky just bangs and yells. So, I know it’s Luc.

      I stand in the middle of my room and command, “Go away, Luc! I’m not ready to see you.”

      His muffled voice replies, “Seeing me is unnecessary. I’ve brought someone else who wants to see you. But opening the door is required.”

      Luc knows my curiosity will ultimately conquer my stubbornness. After a few seconds, I finally open the door. Barely registering his presence, my eyes shift to the small figure standing next to him, clutching his hand.

      She hasn’t changed much since I last saw her. Same snowy-white hair with berry-red highlights, but some of the red has faded.

      “Fawn,” I murmur, observing her brown eyes that seem out of place against her hair and skin tone.

      “It’s what he calls me.” The little girl points to Luc.

      So different from Finch. Not an iota of the fierce innocence that drew me to the hatchling at the Aviary. No, Fawn draws me in much like a lullaby would. Even her voice is a soft lilt. Sometimes, I imagine she’s the ghost of my mother’s childhood. A miniature unicorn I must protect at all costs.

      “He told me that you chose me.” She shifts her weight a little, swinging one of her arms.

      I glance up at Luc, and he eyes me. Nodding, I kneel before Fawn. “I did.”

      “I wanted to thank you. I’ve seen your exhibit sprite lights. You look so beautiful. I hope I can swim like you someday.”

      I smile at her, but I don’t quite reach out yet. “Maybe I can teach you?”

      She nods, chin tucked close to her neck.

      “Do you remember your name?” I ask, my fingers fidgety, unsure of what to do with them.

      Fawn gazes up at me. “She lost my name. She didn’t care when they lost me.”

      I can only imagine Fawn is referring to her mother. With much of the population of children in single-parent homes or in foster care or orphanages, it’s not a surprise. Some are even born in Glass Districts, and it’s no secret children are used to pay off Family debt.

      This world grooms children. Boys as both as buyers and as sellers. Boys from elite families, some with a Family branch, managing Museums, international graphicker houses and companies, or working for the Temple. Boys from middle-class families tend to get security jobs for Glass Districts or Carousels or median graphicker studios. Boys from lower-class families with mounting debt are forced into child labor in factories to supply the demand for new tech. The ones with more feminine physical qualities can end up in the Glass Districts, too.

      But girls are the most common.

      Unless they are Family affiliated, most girls don’t have much of a chance for anything other than serving clients or breeding. Even then, Family ones often end up as madams. There was a time in our history when females were more than their bodies, but between the media and most businesses using sex for profit and technology making common female jobs like teaching and nursing obsolete, our culture became desensitized. Sex became a commodity. Far more lucrative than drugs, bodies reap a higher price because they can be used again and again.

      And since the legal age of consent was already so low, laws were passed to lower it for the Glass District, too.

      “He named me the Swan.” I motion to Luc before inching toward Fawn a little, hoping the girl will open up more. She’s just a flower bud right now.

      “Did your parents lose you, too?” she wants to know.

      Sighing, I shake my head. “No, I’m afraid I’m the one who lost them.”

      “She’s kept to herself since she’s been in the Hatchery,” Luc informs me. “My flight school as it were. But she often asks to see your Swan feeds, and I thought you would appreciate a visitor.”

      Luc’s method is even more expert than Sky’s. He knows this move has granted him the first step to forgiveness. But Luc will have to try a lot harder to pick at my mountainous grudge.

      “I’ve tried to track her family down, but—”

      Interrupting Luc because I know she wouldn’t want to hear, I ask Fawn, “Do you like your name?”

      “I don’t know. Do you like Swan?” Fawn tilts her head to me much the same way a bird would when surveying someone.

      Smiling, I remember my days in the Aviary and how it seemed easier with each exhibit to become the Swan. No matter how much I fought, the Swan became a part of me, growing her wings right out of my shoulders. Soon, I couldn’t tell if there were more feathers or more skin. Every time I dove, I swam deeper into the heart of the Swan. The Aviary broke me down over time. Now, the Swan is part of me. Just like my mother couldn’t escape the Unicorn’s identity.

      But it still didn’t define her.

      Hugging myself, I respond, “I am Serenity, but I have some of the Swan inside me. You have a choice who you want to be.”

      Fawn’s eyes depart from me, drawn to the moving bird pictures on the walls. “I like that name. Serenity.”

      “Your eyes are beautiful,” I comment. “That’s why he called you Fawn.”

      I consider how their shape also reminds me of a fawn or rather a doe. Soon, she will grow, but I can imagine her eyes will always stay the same. Much like a deer, she watches everything carefully and cautiously, quick if threatened. So, I nod and tell the truth.

      “Yes…I like Fawn.”

      My patience pays off because Fawn inches toward me. She finally embraces me. Her arms, however fragile, seem far stronger than mine. Like the horrors she’s already witnessed or felt in the Glass District put mine to shame. It twists my stomach how that notion is true for countless others.

      “Fawn, why don’t you go into the kitchen and get something to eat?” Luc suggests while cupping the child’s head. “Chef-bot will make you whatever you desire.”

      Fawn doesn’t delay. The food here is surprisingly good. Wouldn’t have known it was made by a bot. I wrinkle my nose. More jobs taken from women by technology. Employers favor a working bot that is a one-time cost and can work longer hours without breaks.

      For a moment, there is silence. Luc hasn’t changed much in the past couple of weeks. Some stubble on his chin but other than that, he remains the perfect definition of order with his fashionable wardrobe. Still playing the director. Despite losing his Aviary, his lifeblood, Luc’s eyes seem even more alert, more focused. I know why—I’ve become his sole purpose.

      Luc’s blue gully eyes seem to regard me with a blank expression. As if he doesn’t know what to make of me here. Unfamiliar territory unlike the Aviary. I keep trying to bury who I was there by injecting parts of my past into my present. But the past doesn’t quite fit anymore.

      I can tell this is not a time for emotions or recollection. Unlike me, Luc is fragile. He’s lost everything. His heart is cracking while mine cannot break.

      “Please…” I indicate to the window ledge. “Sit. It’ll be like old times.”

      Luc is unused to the invitation because he hesitates. I’m not his Bird anymore. He’s set me free, but he’s also caged my debt to him at the same time. Will he use that against me? I wouldn’t put it past him, considering all his manipulation and mind games in the Aviary. I’d like to believe those are over, but Luc has spent the better part of his life mastering that innate talent. It’s his second skin. Suddenly, I wish Sky were here. He’s better at reading between the lines than I am.

      Descending onto the ledge first, I draw my legs upward, exposing my bare feet. At least it reposes him enough to position himself on the seat opposite me with his back against the wall. Luc’s shoulders sag low.

      I free myself of a sigh and ask, “Was it worth it?”

      Finally, I’ve drawn a smile from him, and he angles his head to me. “You’re speaking to me, aren’t you?”

      Now, I curse because, as always, Luc still recognizes my transparency. Was Fawn just another mind game? He knows every thought and every move, every motivation while Sky knows—every emotion, which simply helps him predict the rest.

      I argue with myself. What does it matter whether I opened the door? It was still my choice. It’s my choice whether I continue speaking to him.

      So, I rephrase my question. “Was I worth it, Luc?”

      His expression is unreadable―a glass half-buried in frost. Reaching up, he sweeps his fingers across my cheek. Just one hand. I let him carry it farther when he stands and lowers his hand to my scarf. Shivering, shattering just a little, I hold my breath and close my eyes when he slowly skims the fabric around my head. Once, twice, three times, but he doesn’t remove it. No, he lets it dangle down the sides of my chest while his fingers remain on the back of my neck, drawing me toward him. His breath is familiar. Not as familiar as Sky’s, but it’s fresher. Water-dipped.

      Instead of kissing me, Luc presses his forehead to mine without shutting his eyes. “I wanted you to be my Swan.”

      “And that’s how you’ll always see me…” I let my words trail off—a half-question.

      He shakes his head. “I see Serenity and Swan. Swan in what you created, Serenity in who you are.”

      Luc tugs lightly on the scarf. “And this is…” He motions to the rest of me now. “Is the Swan still there or have you banished her?”

      I glance outside the window, trying to conjure up the best response. “I love the Swan. And I hate the Swan. She wants to come back, but I’m lightning in a bottle. I’m erratic, and those who try to control me end up burned.”

      “I’ve taken that risk. I’m willing to continue.”

      “I’ve seen fire in you, Luc.” I remember the day he’d slaughtered the graphickers. “Won’t we just…burn each other?” I whisper the last three words as I stare out the window at the abandoned trees, vacant of their moss and leaves and nothing but cold snow to clothe them.

      “I want to show you something.”

      Luc leads me to the room down the hall from mine. As soon as I step inside, I’m reminded of the night in the Aviary when I discovered all his digital sketches, floating as sprite lights around his bedroom. Except this time, it’s not just me. There are hundreds of laser images. All his Birds. They are a collage, dancing like a slow-moving hurricane, but one sprite light is larger than the others.

      Luc reaches up. The sprite light responds to his motion, and I notice the familiar swan wings.

      I murmur, “Me?”

      He nods and concludes, “You. Too many sketches to fit, so I kept them on the volu-drive instead.”

      I turn to face Luc. The Museum was just the vessel; Luc sucked me into his world, using his art and everything he is. Every single time, I fulfilled his dream, exceeded his expectations. At the end, he shocked me by opening the cage door. Less surprising is how he chose to follow me, to fly away with me. I owe him so much more than my life. Between the time with the graphickers and the Aviary auction—even the Glass District auction itself—I owe Luc a few life debts.

      So, it doesn’t feel much like freedom.

      “Is this what you’ve been doing?”

      He nods. “Can you count the others?”

      I shake my head. There are too many.

      “Some of these were brought to the Aviary before my time, but I invested in them all. Four hundred and sixteen. Do you see the smaller ones?” With a nod, I wait for him to explain. “Those are my hatchlings. And the Temple knows nothing of my Hatchery. No records. I could never take the chance. Now that you’ve seen…please, you tell me if it was worth it.”

      Because of me, Luc will never have another opportunity to rescue girls like Fawn. But can it really be rescuing if they still end up in the Aviary? Maybe if he used his power to send them to the Sanctuary instead of usurping them for profit…if he were more like Sky.

      I sigh.

      If they are willing to work together, I know we could get my parents and my sister to freedom. And others. But the chance of them working together is slimmer than a toothpick.

      “Anyone ever tell you to find a new hobby?”

      I spin around to see Sky advancing toward us. This is the second time he’s interrupted me while I’m studying Luc’s life work.

      “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” Sky stuffs his hands into the pockets of his brown leather jacket. “Got a touch of the eccentric in you, brother.” He practically hurls the word at Luc before reaching up to touch one of the sprite lights. A scene of Blackbird. My first real friend in the Aviary. First real friend anywhere. The one Sky helped get to the Sanctuary when her pregnancy was discovered.

      “I’ll give you one thing…” He addresses Luc, sending the laser projection away. “Got a fine artist’s hand.”

      “Yes,” Luc agrees, enacting his own method of subjugation on Sky by thumbing my wrist. “But no canvas greater than this one.” He raises the back of my hand to his mouth.

      I’m ready to pounce on them. Knock their two block-heads together. We should be figuring out where my parents are, where my sister is. I’ve only delayed this long because I needed to heal from…everything. Both Sky and Luc agreed to lock me in my room for those first few days, leaving me with no breakables or sharp instruments. My mother’s chest placated me.

      “Hmm…” Sky grunts before jerking his chin to the sprite lite of me. “Surprised you don’t have her in a separate category.”

      Are they seriously still talking about me?

      My skin burns like blown glass in a kiln. Then…there is Luc, calming it with his chilling words but cracking it, too.

      “All my Birds matter to me. But if you must know, I have more imprints of Serenity than any other.”

      “I seriously cannot believe we’re related,” Sky groans, rubbing a hand down his face.

      Neither can I, and they’re getting on my nerves.

      “Fate is a cruel mistress indeed,” Luc expresses.

      “You mean bitch, right?”

      My eyes sail across each man, discovering their similarities and differences. Sky—taller, meatier, with his dark waves and deep eyes like the inside of an unbreakable nut. Luc—taller and leaner with a body like a water dancer, hair cropped to a generous tuft. A soft handsome face but one that can turn violent when pushed to such a state. Through and through, Sky is a brute, but he is smart enough to keep himself at bay. Not by control like Luc, but by reason. Reason and sense and saneness.

      Not me. I’m their opposite. Fresh out of control and reason. I ball my hands into fists and flick my head back and forth between the two of them. “What are we going to do about my parents? What have you heard?” My last question is for Luc.

      “My father refuses to speak to me ever since the Auction, but I’ve managed to learn from other Family sources that he hasn’t stopped negotiations with Force. But he’s lost his biggest bargaining chip.”

      “How can I be bigger than my mother?” I mumble.

      Sky hears it all the same, and the muscles in his neck tense as he approaches. “You said it yourself, Ser. When you met Force. He has big plans for you in the Temple. Big plans for you and your whole family.”

      “Does the Guild still have them?” I ask Luc.

      “Yes, but my access to holding facilities has been stripped. And the codes will have changed by now. I am a red flag for any Guild security system. It’s a miracle my father hasn’t sent bounty hunters to bring me in.”

      Sky rolls his eyes, then leans against a nearby wall. “Bet he’s waiting for you to come crawling back to him instead. Hoping you’ll lick his boots like you’ve always done.”

      Smirking, Luc taps his side a couple of times. “Or he’s afraid I would send those hunters back to him in pieces. Which I would.”

      I don’t wince at the thought, believing every cold, calculated word.

      “Sky, can’t the Sanctuary—”

      “The Sanctuary’s not infallible.” Sky heaves a breath. He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a cigarette, an electronic one. Blows smoke through his nostrils, though I can’t tell what’s inside it. Pausing, he rubs his eyes. “I should’ve taken you right to the Sanctuary. I would have if you hadn’t thrown such a fit about your precious Owl.”

      “This Owl has been more than generous, allowing you to stay on his premises after you tried to nullify our agreement.” Luc’s brows furrow when countering. “Not to mention smoking in my house.”

      I take a step to the side, careless of the sprite lights gliding across the sides of my face, and turn back to Luc, returning to the subject. “Are my parents all right?”

      “Last I was able to ascertain, they are alive. And well-treated. My father wouldn’t risk harming Force’s prized possession. I’ll do my best to find out more, but my father, our father…” It’s a barb at Sky. “He has always kept secrets well.”

      “What do you think he’ll do?”

      Sky pauses, raises the cigarette to his mouth, and guzzles a deep draught before answering, “What do you think? The Guild lost their biggest advantage with you. To prevent a turf war, it won’t be long before Daddy offers them to the Syndicate. Unless he has already…”

      I shudder at the thought. It’s been a week. The potentiality looms before me.

      I don’t want to picture my parents as victims of Force’s torture. Don’t want to imagine what he’d do to my mother. All the things I’ve read in her journal continue to haunt me. Ghost words. If the strongest people I know can break—no. According to Sky, the Sanctuary trained them never to talk. My mother, Serafina, has always known her share of pain. As a former Temple guard, Kerrick knows every manipulation tactic. Neither will ever give up the Sanctuary. Not even to save each other. But to save me… It’s why I can never fall into Force’s hands. Where does that leave my sister?

      “I was close,” Sky interrupts my thoughts, taking a step toward me. “Didn’t expect to have an advocate in Luc.”

      I lower my head. “No one could have predicted that.”

      “Pity I didn’t discover our shared DNA until shortly before the Auction,” Luc states as he joins our circle. “Things may have turned out differently.” My parents would be free now. There would’ve been enough time to rescue them.

      Luc remarks to Sky, “You took a gamble telling me about your connection to her that night.”

      The night after Luc discovered me in his room.

      “Not much of one,” Sky grunts. “By that time, I knew how far you’d go for her. Knew you’d do just about anything to keep her out of Temple hands.” Sky winks at me. “I’m sure if he could’ve arranged it, pretty boy here would’ve been perfectly happy to keep you locked up in his glass cage swimming water duets for the rest of your life.”

      Luc continues, ignoring Sky’s chagrin. “With the arrival of Temple security, we needed a diversion. I knew full and well that Director Force would be the winning bidder, but the last thing they expected was another director to offer up a rival Museum. My father’s mistake was keeping the Auction public. Enough witnesses. As expected, cooler heads did not prevail.”

      “Especially when all your precious Birds crashed the party,” Sky added.

      “Yes.” Luc nods. “Ironically, Dove’s deliberate method of creating more chaos resulted in our favor.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I mutter, remembering the pain from Mockingbird. See a Swan bleed, see a Swan bleed. I can still hear her crazed cackle. Vengeance in her eyes from her mother’s death.

      Luc twists his gaze to Sky, who takes a few steps closer to me and swings an arm around my shoulder.

      “So, how does it feel, Ser? To be Luc’s property? His winning bid? His prized pearl, so to speak?” Sky fans out his palm.

      I elbow him hard, and he feigns being wounded while I point a finger at both. “I’m no one’s property. Or prize. I’m nobody’s whatever until my family is safe and out of Force’s hands forever.”

      Luc’s lips press together, corners curling, smug as if my argument is flimsy cheesecloth. Like he can rip through it at any time. With the number of life debts he holds over me, it’s not entirely false.

      “No point in looking back.” Sky lets one hand drop to his side, the one holding the cigarette, and the smoke curls around his pants. “Can only move forward.”

      “For you, forward is only one direction. The Sanctuary,” I seethe just before I feel Luc’s hands on my shoulders. I shrug him off. He’s too unfamiliar with the common pattern that is Sky and me. We feed on each other this way. It works. I don’t like the idea of someone else intruding.

      “You shouldn’t blame him for wanting your best interests at heart.” Luc plays the noble card, trying to advocate for him.

      Sky narrows his eyes. “I can defend myself, thank you.”

      Sighing, Luc takes a step away and turns to the side, allowing us to continue unhindered. Though he grumbles like an annoyed parent watching his children squabble.

      “After everything she’s done for you, you can’t abandon her now,” I plead to Sky.

      Sky shoves the cigarette in his pocket before positioning his body so his side faces me more. “Is that what you think of me, Ser?”

      I drop my arms to my sides. “I don’t know what to think.”

      “I’ll always have to show you, won’t I?”

      Another way he and Luc are similar. Words don’t do much for me. But it’s not enough because time is one thing we don’t have now.

      At least Force doesn’t know my real name yet.

      Just then, I notice Fawn, huddled into a white wool coat, outside the window. The air in here is cloying. Time for a fresh breeze.

      “Figure it out,” I order both men. “I’m going outside. Try not to eat each other while I’m gone.”

      “Hmm…barbecued Luc,” Sky muses.

      “I’d prefer a Skylar Cassoulet paired with a smoky rouge wine. A hearty dish. Slow-cooked,” Luc doesn’t hesitate to add.

      “Behave,” I warn them, jerking my finger before disappearing outside.

      Fawn’s footsteps are light hushes on the snow, barely forming an imprint. When she sees me approach, she doesn’t scramble toward me like Finch used to, but she does take my hand and smile at me. Together, we walk toward the lake.

      Only a thin film of ice coats the water’s surface. Thin enough for us to collect rocks on the shore and toss them. Fawn loves the sound of the ice shattering and the rock sinking after a hardy plop in the water.

      Fawn speaks after a minute or two. “He loves you.” She must be talking about Luc. “But it’s…different. It doesn’t look as natural.”

      “Fawn, how do you know—”

      “What love looks like?” She pinches her small, heart-shaped mouth, eyes defiant. “I’ve never seen much love through those glass windows, but I saw it once. A couple who bid on me. They didn’t have enough, but they tried. When they lost, she cried. She wouldn’t stop crying when they took me away, and he held her. Just put his arms around her and held her.”

      My breath catches in my throat, and I touch her shoulder. “What did they look like?”

      Sighing, Fawn purses her lips. “She looked like you. And he was very tall. She only came to his chest.”

      I manage to swallow, but my saliva has turned to grit that sticks in my throat. My words crack when they come out. “My parents.” I cover my mouth, eyes burning with hot tears. If they’d won Fawn that day, she’d be safe in the Sanctuary now. Finch was like me. Untouched. Innocent. Too easy for me to connect with her. I don’t know how to reach Fawn. She’s seen too much.

      “That was the first night I was sold, so I never forgot them. I hoped the man I went to would be nice, but he wasn’t.” She shakes her head, almost violently.

      That night must have squeezed all the hope from her heart, yanked it right out of her pores. If I could, I’d go back and castrate that man.

      “Thank you for telling me.” Our lives touched each other before that night in the Glass District, and that’s worth more than anything.

      Fawn picks up another rock, then flings it at the lake. “Do you love him, Swan?”

      “Who?”

      “Luc?”

      It’s a tricky question to answer. I’ll always love Sky. Maybe that’s a sign I don’t really love Luc when I automatically consider Sky. But now, my heart’s bursting at the seams because Luc squeezed his way inside. There’s not enough room for both. Sooner or later, I’ll have to force one out. Or the seams will break. I’m the joker holding all the cards, playing with two decks, two lives. Whatever happens, I know neither will let me out of their sight, and they will follow me to death’s gate if I call. I can imagine Sky following me to the beyond. Luc is still a mystery.

      So is Nightingale, I consider as she approaches us.

      She reminds me of a spinning clock. Stuck in limbo just like I was in the Aviary. Time for her is on a loop, but I’m afraid she won’t know what to do with limbo. With the quiet moments and the thought of the unknown. How is she coping?

      “Come with me, Fawn,” Nightingale instructs, nodding to the house. “You didn’t even stay for dessert.”

      “I like being outside,” Fawn says. After her time in the Glass District, I understand.

      “We’ll eat on the front porch.”

      I mouth a “thank you” to Nightingale. I could use some alone time.

      I wander toward the little gazebo on the edge of the lake. Wrap one arm around one stone pillar. Less than a minute later, Sky’s body nears mine, his chest daring to warm my back. Well…almost alone time. Despite his size, I didn’t even hear him approach. Dad…Kerrick trained him well. Smiling and tilting my head to the side so my cheek finds his shoulder, I sigh. Outside, it’s still cold. Spring is like a weed, shooting through the frost-tipped cracks from winter. My warm breath vanishes in the chilled air in no time as I shiver in my sweater, but Sky’s body heat helps. A warm cocoon spreads to the rest of me. The same warmth that was there in every hotel room as we shared secrets.

      “I can see the wheels turning here,” Sky mumbles, his finger wandering up to my forehead. “What’s going on in that crazy mind?”

      Sometimes, Sky can be so dense even when I’m eyeballing him. He’s just too focused, too caught up in the moment.

      “The hatchery girls. Could you get them to the Sanctuary?”

      “Maybe. If I need to.”

      He says nothing else, just fuses his fingers into my hair like he used to when we were growing up, but his touch is different. Plus, there’s a glint in his eye that wasn’t there when we were little.

      “How long have you been doing this, Sky?”

      “Your parents aren’t stupid. They had a backup plan if things ever went wrong. They gave me a few Sanctuary contacts for protection, but they didn’t know I’d be doing work on the side. You should know by now I don’t need much sleep. You slept a lot.” He chuckles.

      So, that’s when he went to work.

      “Found a lot of girls on the net. Sometimes Glass Districts, but most of the time, it was easier to get them from graphickers or Aphrodisiac houses. The Sanctuary has its own system. Sort of like a network of safe houses. If your parents knew you weren’t in the Sanctuary right now, they’d have my hide.”

      I press my fingers harder into the pillar, but Sky picks up on my tension and lowers his head to coax his chin onto my shoulder. I don’t flinch when he puts his hands around my waist because it feels natural. So does his chuckle vibrating into my skin like thunder. “Things change. But we’re still part of the same coin. Break one, you’ll break the other.”

      “Sky…” Against him, I hesitate, trying to pull away. “What about my sister?

      Sky’s hands tighten, twisting me to face him. “I know. She’s all that matters to you, isn’t she?” Sky appraises my inner thoughts. “Your parents have spent your entire life trying to get her out of the Temple. What makes you think you’ll do any better?”

      All I can manage is a little shrug before I peer up at him, kiss his cheek, and whisper in his ear, “Because I have you.”

      This time, Sky does let go, confounding me. I sense the sudden stab of chilly air as he trudges away from me and braces his hand against one of the pillars close by, leaning over.

      “I’m not going to turn my back now,” I say, driving my point home. “I’m in this world. I can’t hide behind hotel drapes anymore. And I won’t hide in the Sanctuary.”

      Sky’s eyes narrow, sharpening against mine like flints. For the first time when he marches right up to me and pushes his hands into the pillar above my head so he can pen me, I scoot against the stone, terrified by the dust storms in his eyes. His shadow cages me. The heat from his body becomes the bars of the cage, shoving until the stone digs into my skin beneath the wool I wear.

      His mouth thins once before he lashes out, “Damn it, Serenity, do I have to spell everything out for you?”

      “I know, Sky,” I interrupt. “I know what you’re thinking, what you’re feeling—”

      Sky’s lips come within a fraction of mine. “It’s more than that.” He slaps the pillar two inches from my cheek. “I can’t lose you again. I was there, Serenity.” Sky lowers his head, eyes wrenching tight, pained.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw them take you. The Glass District smugglers. And I couldn’t do anything no matter how much I wanted to. I knew if I acted then, I would’ve been shot. But to see them steal you from the pool, seeing their hands on you…” He takes the side of my neck captive. “Only thing that helped was seeing how much you fought. Damn, you were something.”

      “Didn’t help, did it? They drugged me.”

      “It helps, Ser. Don’t ever think it doesn’t.” His other hand joins the first, thumbs rubbing my collarbone. “But you think you can make it there in the Temple. I don’t want to take that risk. I promised your mother…”

      I tiptoe forward until I stand on his shoes just like I always used to do when I wanted to be eye level with him. “If you take me to the Sanctuary now, they will disappear forever. All of them. I’ll never get another chance.”

      Sky bends his head, then nudges my nose with his. “I’ll find a way.”

      I shake my head, suppressing a giggle. “Sky, you always say that before you get yourself in trouble. You need me. We need to do this together. And like it or not, we need Luc.”

      “I really did underestimate your effect on him. I won’t do it again.”

      My fingers hesitate for a moment, but I start to toy with the fabric of his shirt, easing them into the wrinkles. “He’s…” A good man, I consider saying, but he really isn’t. Whatever good parts he has, they can’t nullify all the bad, too. Luc is a virus. A virus in my head. And Sky is the virus in my heart.

      I continue. “Force won’t give up looking, will he?”

      “Officially, the Syndicate will. Luc’s winning bid is legal and binding. The board of directors won’t risk a turf war with the Guild.” Sky picks me up by the waist and sets me down, so I no longer stand on his shoes. “But you’re right. Force won’t stop searching. He’ll go through less official channels.”

      “Can we use that? Will he let his guard down? Could we get him alone?”

      “Doubtful.” Sky shakes his head, playing with my hair again. “That man has the security of a god. And he doesn’t leave the Temple that much. Unless it’s to go overseas.”

      “There are certain things not even Force can control.”

      Both Sky and I flick our heads in the direction of Luc’s voice as he invades our circle.

      With his hands behind his back, casual, Luc approaches us, and I step away from Sky as Luc explains, “There is one other place Force travels to on a routine basis.”

      “Please…” Sky makes a show of settling a hand on my lower back before urging Luc. “Share with us.”

      Luc places his hands in his pockets. He fixes his gaze on Sky as if ascertaining what will result. “The Garden.”

      Sky digs his fingers into my skin. “Out of the question. The madam there is a succubus.” He spits out the word.

      “Yes, and I hear she has a taste for certain type of men.” He eyes Sky as if hinting at something.

      Sky shakes his head adamantly. “The causeways have patrols and checkpoints, and she has a fleet of patrol boats, so there’s no access by water either. No chance of winning any allies on the inside. Every guard there is worse than a lap dog.”

      “Jade happens to be…an acquaintance of mine,” Luc says.

      “Oh? Has she sucked your blood, too?”

      “What are you two talking about?” I interrupt. “How does this Jade Madam connect to Force?”

      Luc responds, “Force and Jade are casual lovers. He goes to the Garden once a month for a retreat from the Temple.”

      “And his security is less than normal there?” I ask, my hopes rising.

      As usual, Sky dashes them. “He doesn’t need security with how much Jade has. Do you remember anything about the Garden, Ser?”

      I reflect on a few of the images from my past. The Garden is always advertised as a tourist destination. Peak season is late winter/early spring, which is now. It never interested me as much as the Aviary, so I must dig through my memory channels to remember the one magazine article on the most popular Museums in the country. The Garden is a tropical oasis. Everything centered around exotic flowers, and where do exotic flowers bloom best?

      On islands surrounded by water.

      My hopes don’t just crumple like old newspapers. They sink into a street puddle, ink running into dank water.

      “It’s an island.”

      “Ding, ding, ding,” Sky congratulates me with a sweep of his hand. “There’s no way in hell we can even hope to make it onto the island.”

      “Key actually,” Luc corrects. “And there may be just a way,” he says as we approach the pavilion table. “There are a number of small islands in the surrounding area. Wealthier clients will occasionally rent one as well as whatever Flower they desire. My father owns an island for such a purpose, but due to the past few days’ events, he will not be vacationing there any time soon. It’s not likely the system has been changed either.”

      “Even if you can go to your island for a vacation, how do you intend on getting to the main key?” Sky argues. “The waters are restricted. Jade’s got tech, water bots, and invisible electric fences. She’ll see you coming a mile away.”

      “Not if we have a scrambler.” Luc grins when Sky pauses in the middle of his angry pace.

      “And what?” Sky continues to test him, searching for holes in Luc’s plot like he always does with anything. Sky is thorough. “Think we can just hide out and grab Force when he comes for his monthly visit?”

      “His monthly visits don’t always occur inside if you understand my meaning. Jade has a cottage with a private beach on the southern end of the key quite near my father’s island, which she sets aside for Force’s visits.”

      I rub my eyes hard, trying to sponge out the images running through my brain. It isn’t their father they are discussing. The feeling of my first meeting with Force crawls into my skin like a venomous serpent. Everything I read about him in my mother’s journal plays in my head. Considering a midnight rendezvous with a mysterious madam on a paradisiacal island is too much for me right now.

      So, while the two of them argue back and forth—nothing new there—I escape, retreating from the pavilion and wandering down a little hiking path in the woods behind the lake.

      I follow it for about a mile as it slopes upward. My thoughts are good company. Not my memories. Even now, my memories draw me back to the wrong place. To swan feathers floating all around me in warm water. To Luc swimming up against me, leg tying down one of mine, mouth becoming a chain around mine. It’s the closest he came. But a part of me will always stay a child with my Wonderland thoughts and fairy-island dreams. Sky knows that side of me, loves it, and he doesn’t try to change it. But despite Sky’s inner voice telling me that life isn’t fair, I know they both deserve a chance even if my heart’s victor really matters most.

      And damn it all if Luc does confound my feelings. I curse my hormones.

      Luc’s plan is a good one. If nothing else, we owe it to my family to try.

      I kick a stray pebble, and it knocks into another one like a game of marbles. Just like those pebbles, Sky and Luc can duke it out on their own for all I care.

      Turning, I realize I’ve walked farther than I should have. From where I stand, the trees have ebbed a little, and the trail has coiled to the east with a grassy slope on my right-hand side and a rocky outcropping to my left. Up here, I can see the valley below me with the glass retreat and pavilion. Beyond the expanse of trees is where the sun has embarked on its descent. Probably another hour or so before it will set, but my eyes catch movement near the horizon some miles beyond the retreat. Panic prickles my skin when I narrow my eyes to make out the dark blurs. Transport vehicles. All black. A convoy. In the center is one black smear, and I realize what it is.

      A limousine. Family black.

      My worst fears have come true. Force is coming.
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        P l A n s  C h a N g e

      

      

      Scrambling down the tree-flanked slope as fast as my legs can go is no easy feat, especially with a skirt this long. It keeps snagging on branches, brush, and thorns like its life purpose is to get snared and tear. There is no way Force is going to get me this time.

      By the time I reach the pavilion, my skirt has plenty of rips and holes to go around. Why am I surprised to find them still arguing? Sky is the first to notice me hurrying toward them, and I don’t hesitate to crash into his arms, panicked eyes wide open, and shout three simple words.

      “Force is coming!”

      Immediately, Sky turns grim, eyes wolfish. Raising his finger, he addresses Luc, “I’ll find Fawn and Nightingale. Get the GHOST car. We’ll take the old access pass around the mountain.”

      I’m not surprised when Luc grabs my wrist, but I shirk out of his grip and catch up with Sky, leaving Luc behind. This time, he doesn’t pursue me because there’s no time to delay. What I don’t understand is why Sky doesn’t bother to stop me or force me to go with Luc to the GHOST.

      “I know you won’t leave without them,” he explains when I ask. “‘Sides, you’re safer with me, anyway.”

      Sky knows me very well.

      We check the house, but there’s only the Chef-bot. When I look out the window and see the convoy approaching, I feel an earthquake shudder inside my chest. Any moment now, I’m certain the seismic waves will rock my heart out of position and play ping-pong with it. It’ll bounce against my rib cage or lungs or skedaddle up my throat. Gale and Fawn are in the front yard.

      “Serenity,” Sky warns me in a furious whisper. “Now!”

      I don’t hesitate even before I hear the noise of the advancing cars. By now, Nightingale has grabbed Fawn by the hand and they’re running around the house. Sky reaches for the door closest to us, but when he tugs, nothing happens.

      Cursing, he slams his hand against the metal.

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper even though the retreat is soundproof.

      “They messed with the security system. We’re locked in.”

      It’s pointless to ask if we can break out. If this place is anything like the Aviary, then it means the windows are unbreakable glass. Nothing short of a grenade launcher will do.

      Outside, a Family security escort opens the door to the limousine for his prominent figure to step out. A security guard murmurs something low in Force’s ear, and he nods. By the way his full lips spread into a smile, I can tell he is pleased. Smug, he eyes the house. Just as before, there is no trace of order in my father. He sports his usual topknot, but his clothes remind me of a mad hatter’s. Bright fabrics—embellished and chaotic. With no rules to carry, he flings back his mad-patterned scarf and strolls up to the house with no sense of care—like he’s toppling an invisible house of cards.

      I bristle and gnash my teeth even as Sky drags me into the nearest closet. Bone-crunching panic infects my skin, raising the hairs when I hear the door open. From beyond, a familiar voice screams my name.

      “Serenity.” Sky cups my shoulder, grabbing my attention. “Don’t move!”

      Sky’s words might as well be chalk dust. My father’s voice interrupts us when he opens the front door accompanied by several guards. In the background, I can still hear Fawn’s screams, imagine black-gloved hands pinning her small body. No doubt Force will take Fawn to the Temple penthouse. Will he turn her into his mini Unicorn? How did she get caught? Where is Gale?

      I don’t cry out. Don’t reveal our hiding place deeper in the house. I’m not that ignorant, and I know my hopes of getting Fawn back are thinner than not getting cut when running barefoot across broken glass. Each broken hope slices into me, stinging me with the reminder there’s little I can do. From this distance, I can see them loading her small body into a car, but her screams have dulled—her body limp either from fainting or they knocked her out.

      “Search the house,” Force orders.

      They’re getting closer.

      Sky curses under his breath, and I watch as he withdraws a gun from his belt. The way his eyes harden almost startle me. Like the amber warmth has turned cold and solid. Sky is going to pull the trigger, and he won’t get off enough shots before they open fire. So, I observe his eyes, wait for his muscles to tense because I memorized Sky’s body language long ago. A shadow appears under the door. As soon as the muscles in his jaw tighten, I swing the door open wide and bring my hand down on his arm to prevent him from firing while using my body to shield his.

      They will never fire on me.

      Their fingers hesitate even before Force’s voice carves the air:

      “Don’t shoot,” he shouts, confirming my suspicions, and the six men lower their weapons. “Don’t you dare shoot.”

      He softens his voice and meanders down the long hallway toward us, guards parting before him.

      Sky doesn’t lower his gun. With his hand anchored around my waist, he begins to move out of the line of fire. Fortunately, the guards remain where they are even if Force pursues us.

      He directs all his attention on me. “You come with me now, daughter, and I’ll spare your friend.”

      Each one of his words is a gust of frigid wind hissing in my ears. All bitter lies and flicks of a whip. I narrow my eyes when Force steps forward again and tugs on the fingers of one black leather glove, removing it to extend a bare hand to me. I back up against Sky.

      “Serenity.”

      Inside my chest, the seismic waves cease fire, lodging my heart into place, but my heart feels smaller and weaker after that word.

      Force didn’t say Trinity.

      There is only one way he could’ve known my real name. Luc would not have told him. Only one other person could have. Horror cavorts around the edges of my heart like a dancing needle just waiting to draw blood.

      Force has my mother!

      Force has my parents.

      I open my mouth, wishing my teeth would boomerang out and snap on Force’s jugular before returning. With just one mention of my name, I want to taste his blood. I want to dangle his heart right in front of his eyes so he can watch his own blood drip for once instead of others. Reality hits instead, but it doesn’t hit me. In the form of exploding bullets, it shoots right out of Luc’s gun and targets the security guards on either side of Force. Flawless bull’s-eyes in their temples. The sound ricochets off the walls around us, alerting more guards, but it provides enough of a distraction for Luc and Sky to drag me through the back door and into the GHOST car. Not bothering to ask how Luc got into his own house, I smirk, glancing over my shoulder to see my father’s crazed eyes as the door closes behind us.

      Within moments, I understand why it’s called the GHOST car. I’d heard of the technology that could render cars invisible, but most was superior augmented reality. Nothing like this beauty straight out of a science fiction film. A plus that it hovers! They won’t know where we’re going. No tracks or signs to follow.

      Somewhat satisfied, I glimpse out the back window to see Force’s head whipping around in every direction as he rages like a runaway horse. The last expression on his face looked like he’d just swallowed a bottle of arsenic.

      “Guess we know where she gets her temper,” Sky comments with a jerk of his head. “Was just waiting for that bastard to try something.”

      As soon as the adrenaline settles, I remember Fawn and consider how selfish I am to enjoy this moment. Nightingale is with us in the seat behind mine. At least she’s safe. Leaning into Sky, who folds his arm around me like a book spine coddling pages, I summon up the courage to ask Luc.

      “Fawn…”

      “I’m sorry, Serenity.” He drops his head.

      “It’s my fault.” Gale takes responsibility. “Not Luc’s. She was worried about you. She tried to go back to the house to find you. I shouldn’t have let go of her hand.”

      The world around me is like two drama masks. I must take the good with the bad. Except the bad is much more twisted. Life isn’t fair. Girls are yanked or sold from their homes and dumped in the Glass District. Whether dressed in feathers or flowers, the world never stops searching for a new way to exhibit and torture them. Too many black gloves on the streets. Not enough strong, calloused hands like Sky’s to help. I accept his, his fingers curling against the back of mine. Judging from the way Luc narrows his brows, his forehead lines creasing, I assume Sky is boasting. Probably crooking one side of his mouth into that familiar, impish grin I’ve grown to adore over the years. I have my own wiles, too. Sky and I are the hands of a clock, both with our own types of power, but we always tick against each other at some point.

      Somewhere along the line, I fall asleep because the next thing I know, Sky is tucking me into a bed. Instead of stirring and opening my eyes, I play I’m still asleep and listen to the three voices around me.

      “So, you finally saw her father?” Nightingale remarks in a pondering voice.

      “Closer up. Saw him from a distance in the Aviary. Let’s just say the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” That’s my Sky.

      “You’re still safe, but my position is jeopardized now. Force knows how involved I am. This cabin may not be safe for us much longer.”

      “We’ll stay the night,” Sky replies, and I feel his thumb wipe my forehead, probably removing some dirt from one of the branches. “Leave at dawn for the Sanctuary.”

      Nightingale is the one to point out, “Serenity doesn’t want to go to the Sanctuary. She wants to find her twin.”

      Sky sighs. “She might as well ask for the moon.”

      “And what about her parents?” Nightingale asks.

      “I have my resources. As soon as I get her safe, I’ll do what I can.”

      “Which is very little if Force has them in Temple custody already,” Luc says, and I recognize his hand shifting the covers so they are closer around my neck.

      “Don’t do that,” Sky warns. He tugs at the corners, lowering them to my chest. “She doesn’t like them so close to her body. Likes to be free. Helps her sleep at night.”

      “I’ve watched her sleep, Skylar,” he says. “And I’ve noticed that while she slept inside the Aviary, she kept the sheets so tight around her the bed smelled like nothing but sweat in the morning.”

      They are both right. And since I’ve left the Aviary, I still haven’t found a balance. Sleep doesn’t come so easily anymore. Seems like I’m always dreaming of falling and white feathers and naked skin.

      “You two are insufferable,” an annoyed Nightingale huffs before ordering, “Time to get out. I’ll stay with her tonight.”

      After I hear their footsteps leaving and the door closing, I can imagine Nightingale rolling her eyes when she mumbles, “Okay, Serenity. You don’t have to pretend anymore.”

      Opening my eyes, I blow out a breath, noticing how one of my silvery tendrils punches the air before falling onto my cheek. “Thanks, Gale.”

      “Men.” She does roll her eyes this time, sprawling on the end of the bed across from me. “They’re clueless.”

      “Luc’s pretty perceptive.”

      “But even he has his weaknesses. What about Skylar?”

      “He just knows me too well.”

      “You want to talk about your father?” she asks.

      “He’s like King Midas, but instead of gold, everything he touches burns.”

      My mother’s vampire theory doesn’t do him justice. For her, it’s only at night, but as far as I’m concerned, his hands are made of fire and his tongue of poison.

      “He has my parents, Gale. He’s going to hurt my mother again. I can’t even imagine what he’s done to my twin.”

      “And what are you going to do about it?”

      I shift until I draw my knees up to my chest, threading my hands around them. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Serenity,” Nightingale scolds. For the first time, I watch her plump lips pinch tightly together. “You spat in Peacock’s face when she covered you in oil and lit a match, you threw yourself down the lobby stairs to protect Finch, you survived Mockingbird cutting you, you escaped the Aviary, and you have two men wrapped so tightly around your finger, either one would eat a bullet for you. Don’t tell me there’s nothing you can do.”
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      At one point, Sky enters my room again, but I pretend to be asleep. He mumbles a few low words about how I look when I’m asleep before kissing the side of my head.

      “I have a plan, Ser. I’m going to keep you safe. Trust me,” he whispers.

      I know what his plans are. And they don’t line up with mine. That’s why I must do this. He won’t understand, and I can just imagine his fist covered in drywall in the aftermath of my departure.

      After remaining in my room for another hour until dusk gropes with the sunset, wrestling it below the horizon, I change into an ankle-length black skirt and a long-sleeved black shirt and slip across the hall, gratified Sky isn’t outside to monitor my room. He’s probably off arranging to transport me to the Sanctuary. We don’t have much time.

      “Serenity…” Luc questions after opening his door. My suspicions are justified. Like the Aviary, Luc’s room is just across the hall from mine. He eyes my ensemble from the black clothes I wear to the way I’ve twisted my hair into a long braid.

      “Can you still get us to the Garden?”

      Luc nods once with purpose. “What about Skylar?”

      “It’s my choice. Not his. I won’t go to the Sanctuary. Can you get Force alone?”

      For a moment, Luc debates, thumb curved on the underside of his chin with his fist pressed against the indent of his mouth. He lowers his hand to respond, “I am not trained in the art of capture. Killing is where my skill lies, but I have weapons that can incapacitate.”

      “And I can be the bait. Pretend like he’s a Bird you don’t want to escape. I need him alive. I need to know where my parents and my twin are.”

      “And what do you propose we do once he’s in our custody?”

      “You are also very well-versed in other areas,” I remind Luc without taking my eyes from his.

      “If I do this, you can’t pretend anymore. You’ve seen what I’m capable of, but this time, you will be pulling the trigger,” he warns, powerful brow muscles screwed low. “I will follow your wishes, but are you willing to cross that line?”

      “My imagination’s never been innocent, Luc. You still haven’t grasped that.”

      “Serenity…fantasy exists on a different plane than reality. Action tastes different than imagination. For some, it is much harder to swallow. And your gag reflex is the opposite of gladiatorial.”

      I want to giggle at the comment, but I rein it in, smiling instead. “I’ll take that as a compliment. I’ll never swallow anything, Luc. When it comes to my mother, let’s just say nothing much will keep my conscience up at night. If I knew what’s most effective when it comes to Force, I’d do it myself. But I still want to be there to see it.”

      “As you wish. We will leave immediately. After today’s events, Force will undoubtedly visit the Garden. But he usually only stays one night. Follow me.”
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        L u c  a n d  h i s  I s l A n d

      

      

      I smell the moisture as soon as I step off Luc’s seaplane.

      Thanks to my Aviary tattoo aka barcode, it didn’t take us much time to get on one of the mega-rails. The private car made it easier to sleep. Luc assured me Sky would find us eventually since he was familiar with Luc’s chosen aliases for me.

      I don’t want to think about Sky or the meager note I left him.

      
        
        I know you’ll try to come after me, and I’m not going to tell you to stop. But we’ll have a decent head start. If everything goes as planned, we’ll have Force by the time you catch up to us. Don’t be mad.

        ~Ser

      

      

      Pushing Sky out of my thoughts, I stretch my groggy arms and tell Luc, “Thank you for doing this.”

      He nods without turning, concentrating on unloading our bags.

      The salt brine is so potent all around me, the sea could reach out a hand to wrap around my body at any moment. I’ve missed that scent. We only stayed by the ocean a handful of times in my life, but every time was an adventure.

      I step onto the dock. Behind me, dawn struggles against the night just enough for me to make out the network of islands in the distance, which are connected by thin highways. Sucking in a deep breath, I turn to the small palm tree-adorned strip surrounded by nothing but turquoise water with a house parked in its center. Next to me, the surf rocks against the seaplane, a gentle assault.

      “Where did you learn how to fly?” I ask Luc as he joins me.

      “My father flew planes before me,” he answers, leading me up the dock. “Growing up, I joined him on his excursions much the same way I joined him in the Aviary. I was gifted from an early age, so my father took an interest in me over any others. No doubt it’s why Skylar escaped the day he did. Larke and I were quarreling because our father never took him flying. I was quite young, but I still remember a few things about my little brother.”

      I wince as he leads me across the dock, more preferring the sound of the water slapping against the wood than the story. It’s still difficult to imagine them as brothers, especially when they are so different. By now, I know Larke and Sky share the same mother, the Guild leader’s mistress, his second wife. Luc and his sisters are a byproduct of the Guild leader’s dead first wife. Luc must sense my discomfort because he drops the subject, gesturing toward the house.

      More than anything, I want to step off the dock and feel the sand between my toes. Considering how Luc is accustomed to my impulsiveness, I don’t bother delaying the whimsical notion and kick off my shoes. Once my feet hit the sand, I sigh, turn to see Luc as he smiles from where he observes me from the dock. I bend and cup a handful of grains, inhaling every salty accent there. An early breeze skids into my hair, turning it into a silver-curled banner.

      “You seem to be in your element,” Luc notes as I shift my feet lower into the sand. “With all this water around us, it’s understandable. Perhaps after we get settled, we can swim.”

      That’s when I remember the main reason we are here. Can’t let the atmosphere tempt me into forgetting. “When will Force—”

      “We have time before his arrival,” Luc interjects. “He always comes at night, and his island rental is not too far from here. We will take a boat later, so there is some time…”

      He extends a hand to me, which I take before following him toward the villa.

      After scanning his palm into the screen by the door, Luc says, “This place is self-sustaining. Solar panels provide all its power. As you can imagine, it never runs dry in an environment like this.”

      He opens the door, and I step inside, at once aware this place bears his signature. From all the great windows to the winding glass staircase to the digital moving insignias of different birds on the wall, everything spells Luc. In the center of the room, suspended from the ceiling, is a glass chandelier sculpted in the shape of a swan. Its wings hold nano-active lights that rake any darkness out of the room once Luc flips its switch.

      “Your room is upstairs. We won’t be here long, but if you wish to change, you can go up there. I packed whatever you might need.” Luc motions to the suitcase.

      I don’t want to bother with changing. Want to get beyond the glass walls and back to the sand, sun, and water where I belong. This is too close to the Aviary.

      A few minutes later, I flip my hair back, reveling in the water. How loose it is. No feathers and just the fabric of the simple dress packed in the bag. Similar to the Aviary ones. It billows all around me so my legs can indulge in the ocean. Felicity from the surf overwhelms my body as waves careen into me on their journey to the shore.

      “I’m still angry with you.” I don’t sugarcoat my words to Luc as he studies me from a few feet away. “One favor, remember?” I remind him of our bargain. Of the promise to free my parents.

      Luc raises himself out of the water so his shadow can plunder mine. “I made that promise before I learned of my father’s Auction. And before Skylar entered the equation. Plans change, Serenity. Just as you have proven.” He gestures to the scene around us. “One cannot always predict everything.”

      He is right about that. Force has my mother, and she revealed my name. What has he done to her? How far will he go? Is Kerrick already dead? Did he torture one or both for my name?

      At the thought of my mother’s riding-crop scarred back, I close my eyes and plunge underneath the water, exhaling until I can sink to the bottom. Curling into a ball on the sand, I remain there, sensing the inertia of the waves above my head and binging on the feeling. It’s physical and simple. Everything is silent. This is a struggle I can conquer, one I can understand. I’m not ready to rise yet. At least Luc must understand since he doesn’t interrupt me. Instead, he descends to give me an extra breath or two so I can remain. Mouth rooting down on mine, Luc offers me more oxygen, and I accept. Sky wouldn’t let me sink, wouldn’t let me escape to my underwater world of silence and voiceless secrets because it’s just a temporary fix—a coping balm. No, Sky would force me up, then sharpen my senses with a kiss before figuring everything out with me.

      After a few more minutes, I surface with a question. “What will happen to Fawn?”

      A wave knocks him closer when he responds, “Likely the Temple.” No lacing any of his words with saccharine or honey. “Force will use her to make a profit where he can. There are many childless couples who will pay a costly price for a child. Or she could be shipped to the Centre for study, breeding purposes, or organ harvesting.”

      The temptation to sink again rears its head, but I resist and assume another coping mechanism. I ease my body back until I lay on the water’s surface. My hair twirls like curlicues around me. Since my ears are below the water, I hear nothing but muffled waves. But my spine becomes alert when Luc appears above me, head angled to survey me. When I rise, I know I must look like some albino creature of the deep. I try not to gaze at his chest, but my eyes linger there, fingers wandering to the skin, remembering the last night in the exhibit when his chest bore down on mine as I wrestled against him inside the exhibit lake. How we reached a stalemate right before he thrust my body out of the lake so I wouldn’t drown.

      “Serenity…” Luc’s breath embraces my forehead like he can sense the memory.

      He is so different from Sky. Luc is fair and lean but not as muscled. Unlike Sky, he knows exactly how to use those muscles. His hands bear the violence of many years. I open one palm, trace the manipulative lines there, and smooth my eggshell fingers across the violent skin. Sky’s hands are straightforward with hard effort and secrets etched in every seam and callus. Both men hem me in, but Sky is the earth grounding me, and Luc is the ice cracking and shattering me, longing to create someone new.

      “I regret nothing.” Luc summons me as he moves closer, hands lowering to my waist concealed beneath the surface. “You should know I will follow you, give myself to your every quest…I lost my soul long ago, but perhaps you can craft me a new one. One worthy of you.”

      I don’t slash Luc’s hope. This is his way of coping even if I consider how ridiculous it is. To craft a soul…I would want it made of nothing but starlight and fairy dust, sweet dreams and magic water that can heal any scar. But if I were to try now, I can give him nothing but monsters breathing fire and poison, blood and lightning, and nightmares of Unicorn horns and gold-flecked skin.

      I can’t slit his hope, but I can’t foster it either, so when he tilts his mouth to mine, I retreat and shake my head. We aren’t in the Aviary anymore. Even if I don’t feel free of him, even if I still feel like he’s tied my wings, there is no more cage with glass walls to hold me.

      And Luc is still learning not to pursue. Not to pursue me like the predator still inside of him and the manipulator with a sweetly poisoned voice. As much a part of him as the Swan is to me.

      “Why else did you ask me?” Luc confronts me even as I turn around so my back faces him, arms reined in around my chest. “It’s more than just my resources and more than his refusal. You came in the dead of night after he was gone. I may take advantage of your weaknesses, but you do the same. How much more must I prove myself?” His hands skate along my arms while his mouth presses against his tattoo on my shoulder, and I angle my head to the side ever so minutely.

      “Luc…” I purse my lips together. “I have to fight for her. She’s not strong enough.” I’m referring to my mother just as his mouth slips to the curve of my neck with his hands threading around my small waist. “And I’m—” I inhale, closing my eyes and trying not to pant when his lips discover my jaw. “Sixteen,” I manage to exhale.

      Luc pauses on my last word with his mouth hovering just behind my ear. “If our ages are such a mountain for you in a culture where the average bride is far younger, then it’s a mountain I am willing to climb even if it takes years. Though I doubt it will ever make a difference. You will always have a child’s spirit.”

      “You aren’t the only climber,” I remind him.

      At hearing his growl, I know I’ve struck a nerve. More by the way his fingers quarry into the skin of my waist. “I’d say he’s closer to the summit, but that’s no longer true, is it?”

      I don’t respond because my debt to Luc haunts me just as it does Sky. My leaving with Luc in the middle of the night won’t help anything. But I’ll use whatever I can. Armed as I am with my sister’s photograph and my mother’s diary, I will let their reminder keep the lightning inside me strong. Neither Luc nor Sky can tantalize me away from that. Once this is over, I can concentrate on them. Until then, I need to veer away from every hormone-induced desire…

      I abandon Luc. Instead, I return to the sand to allow it, the sun, and the breeze to dry me. Luc remains in the water. In and out of the course of an hour, we watch each other. I watch him swim, his determination carving through the waves. He watches me distract myself, sift sand through my fingertips, string palm leaves together to form a crown, squash a bug every now and then until I finally fall back against the sand and close my eyes.

      An hour later, I wake to his shadow and an announcement it’s time to eat.

      The butterflies in my stomach are half-starved little creatures, wings droopy and abdomens empty. So, I shower quickly and dress even faster. Why should I have expected him to pack me anything other than white clothes? This time, I choose a skirt, but I test my own limits, finding one that hovers a little above my knees along with a sleeveless shirt, reminding myself the bare skin is for me. No one else. The sun reflecting my naked arms is my reward. Luc serves lunch on the second-level patio overlooking the ocean. Sunlight feels…nice.

      “Where is Force’s island?” I inquire between bites of salmon and asparagus.

      “East,” Luc replies. “Closer to the main key.”

      “How is this going to work? Are you going to make me wait here?”

      Luc shakes his head, then sips his wine. “I will not let you out of my sight. Besides, you are instrumental in this. And I won’t deny you the pleasure of capturing your own father. You will provide the diversion since there is still some security. Your appearance will divert that security long enough for me to incapacitate them.” I understand what he means by “divert” them, and I will perform—to a degree.

      “And once we arrive at the bungalow where he resides,” Luc continues to explain while slicing an asparagus in half, “we will proceed with caution. Above all, nothing but silence until I disable Jade’s security system. No guards will be inside, but Force and Jade will both have weapons nearby. You must understand, Serenity, timing is crucial. The best time to attack will be when they are at their weakest. I will give you the satisfaction of knocking out your father…with this.” Luc produces a vial from his pocket. He doesn’t need to identify it. What it is doesn’t matter to me. I am always more interested in what something does rather than its name or how it works.

      “How will we know when they are at their weakest?”

      I look up from my meal after a moment of silence to find Luc staring at me, scrutinizing me as if the answer should be obvious. “When do you think?”

      Swallowing a mouthful of water, I use it to push back the lump of food in my mouth before saying, “Oh…how will you know when—?”

      “I will know,” Luc reiterates without going into details.
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      He’d warned me about this, but my breath still tussles with the one that came before it, tripping on its exhale to catch up. My next inhale tramples its previous one, and the pattern continues.

      “Are you ready?” Luc whispers as he moors the kayak against the small island sandbar.

      A hundred meters down or so beyond the clumps of tropical foliage, we can see a guard patrolling with a gun poised over his shoulder.

      “This will work?” I confirm once more. “He won’t signal the others?”

      “He won’t get the chance,” Luc whispers back before I get out of the boat and onto the sand to approach the guard from the front while Luc circles around from behind.

      Upon my approach, the guard tenses, gun aimed for me just before his eyes swell from my appearance, from how I begin to lower one strap of my shirt so he can see just the edges of my breasts before Luc takes the man’s head in his hands and twists once. The guard crumples at the same time I right myself—before Luc can see anything.

      “You said incapacitate. Not kill.” I’m scandalized, but more curious than angry.

      Luc eyes me once before clarifying, “And you think I’d let another man live if he saw you before me?”

      It sounds like something Sky would say. No, he’d flower it up for me a little, dramatize it, pretend to perform for me like the slave I turned him into when we were young. He’d say something like ‘would you prefer his eyes barbecued or deep fried before you eat them, milady?’ And he’d fulfill every word if I asked him. But Sky wouldn’t kill. Sky would never let me get near a dangerous situation.

      In a way, it makes sense for Luc to do what comes best for him because the less witnesses, the better. It can only aid our escape. Our next target is even easier and doesn’t require me exposing myself. Too surprised by my presence to even raise his gun. Luc’s objective is to get in and out with the least amount of attention, so he ignores the guards who are unaware of our presence. Once we hear voices from the garden that houses a private wet-room with a personal hot tub, we know we won’t have to get into the house.

      As we make our way through the garden, finding no more guards or security, I don’t consider once how this is too simple, too smooth with little resistance. Too convenient. No, all I can consider is the vial in my hand—mind focused. Until Luc touches the handle of the door.

      It opens before he gets the chance.

      In the next moment, Luc ends up on the floor, writhing from the electrical tremor shattering his nervous system.

      I look up. Straight into the eyes of Jade. First, I try so hard to focus on them—the sultry almond shapes in her face paler than mountain snow that never melts, but the rest of her body harkens to me. The way she straightens, the way her shoulders circle back. She is swollen with pride as her one bare foot plants down on the back of Luc’s neck. That bare foot sweeps to an even barer leg. Nothing but power in those naked legs. Authority in every limb, command in her berry-ripened cheeks, reign in her exposed neck, and control in every curve.

      “Luc Aldaine.”

      Her speaking Luc’s full name suits her. What makes me cringe is the way she leans over him, breasts plumping from the black leather bustier before she brandishes an electric cudgel close to his cheek, rubbing it there.

      “What a pleasure. Unexpected but pleasure enough,” she murmurs in his ear, tongue tracing its tip. “I quite like this view of you. Do you enjoy my added security measure?” He twitches. She continues, “A feat of genius. It only affects those with a Y chromosome.” She sinks her foot deeper as Luc succumbs to unconsciousness.

      When my eyes flick to the man relaxing in the hot tub behind her, head dipped back, ignoring the intrusive display, every hope pools around my feet like a candle wick melted of all its wax.

      It isn’t Force.

      And I’ve stayed frozen for too long, so I take one step forward, crouching for her. Then, Jade draws her eyes to me, reaching into her bustier and producing a small but keen dagger before raising her other hand and touching a finger to her ear.

      “Get in here now, you useless foot lickers!”

      Three seconds is all it takes before I can hear boots on the ground, but I narrow my eyes, prepared to charge for Jade before she raises the knife in my direction and elicits a warning.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      Before I can react, security guards barrel toward me. The diversion is just what Jade needs because her next move is to spray something in my face.

      I’m getting really tired of passing out. Maybe as much as I’m getting tired of plans failing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        J a D e’s  B a r G a I n

      

      

      Cold again like that day in the hospital—the same day I met Luc. Naked again. Strapped down. It’s a familiar cold, doesn’t bite as hard, feels like I can handle the bitterness like sucking back rancid herbs. Except this is no immortal treatment. No nurses in sterilized uniforms greet me. Just Jade. She wears more clothes this time. An ankle-length black robe with oriental accents—a floral green pattern woven into the fabric, but it’s also accented by a dark green corset that laces up to her bust with a plunging neckline parted so I can detect just the slopes of her breasts. Without the vat of makeup she wore before, she looks younger, closer to her true age that I ascertain is somewhere in her thirties. Her youth surprises me more than Luc’s did.

      She sways over me, scrutinizing my eyes, and smiles once, lips parting to reveal teeth that compete with her white skin. “Your body could rouse a god.” She drags a finger along my arm and then to the center of my chest. “How is it possible that you’ve never used it, Swan?”

      I know she’s referring to my virginity.

      “How can you tell? The Immortal Implant returns the body to virgin state every twenty-four hours,” I counter, remembering one of the recent facts I learned about the implant.

      Jade trails across my arm. “There are advanced technological methods to determine virginity. Expensive, of course. But even without them, I can tell.” Jade rolls her eyes a little before cupping a hand over my forehead to say, “I can tell much, my flower.”

      Jade’s skin out-pales my own. Where my skin is like my mother’s—all cream and cotton—Jade’s is frost in the dead of winter. Just like her hair. A whiter version of mine that can boast some gray, some pewter, silver in sunlight. Ethereal angel hair, but not one strand curls. Everything only serves to accentuate her eyes, which are as infatuating and deep green as the Key’s turquoise waters.

      I strain against the straps pinning me and against her cloying perfume. She doesn’t stare at me with affection. No, Jade studies my curves for what secrets they can house, unlocking me like I’m a treasure chest.

      “Where’s Luc?” I demand, but her hand still does not retreat from my forehead.

      “He’s enjoying a well-earned reprieve in one of my guest rooms. After all, we both know Luc has been quite busy with you for far too long. Time for me to take the reins.”

      “I think he’d have something different to say.”

      “Oh, he already has, I assure you.” She finally raises herself, hand drifting off my skin. “I’m arranging a private breakfast in the morning where we will discuss your future. You will see him one last time. Unless he becomes a client of course.”

      By the way she says it, I have a feeling Jade as a director is going to be vastly different than Luc.
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      Confined to my room until dinner, I spend the hours studying the world outside a few of my windows. One of them overlooks a pool house in the tropical flora and fauna surrounding the estate. Every now and then, I see a few girls embark into one. Some of them wear swimwear while others have body-paint. For one moment, I consider the alluring notion, given how much I enjoy skinny-dipping, but I throw it away, tossing it like a plucked petal.

      Not everything is different. From what I can tell, girls are defined by their flowers here as well as their colors. If they aren’t on display or attending to client needs, they wear dresses. Much shorter than Aviary ones. Some flit around in bikinis, taking advantage of the string of pools around the complex, which is a series of old architectural wings that makes up one grand manor with the ocean on the edge of the property and a lake in the center of the front courtyard. Nothing like the modern Aviary architecture. Not as high tech either, but Jade doesn’t need technology or stunning architecture to create beauty. Nature is enough.

      Since my room is in one of the upper-level corners, a window provides a view of the Mediterranean manor’s courtyard. High enough I can see the ocean a mile or two in the distance, the main portion of the room overlooks the expansive drive wrapping around the shimmery courtyard lake. Tropical flowers flourish everywhere. A few sculptures fleck the lake, spitting water patterns.

      Inside, the décor is nothing like Luc’s glass cage. Certainly, there are fresh, exotic flowers in glass vases fixed to the walls and on the table, but there are more oceanic elements. No fish tank, but I do spend time touching the orchid display on one wall because the sprite light wall doesn’t interest me. A couple of hours later, the bedroom door opens to a young girl holding a white dress.

      “Magnolia.” It’s her name, I surmise.

      She reminds me of Jade. Same pale skin but more ivory. Same white hair but with traces of gold like French cream. Her eyes are the palest milky color and unfocused. When I approach her, I understand why. She is blind.

      “Jade sent me to give this to you, and I’ll escort you to the dining room.”

      After I accept the dress, like the Aviary one but shorter, I wait for Magnolia to leave, but she doesn’t. At least she doesn’t say anything when I remove my old skirt and top to change into it. Her blindness gives her a permissible excuse to remain even if I can’t fathom what she’s doing here. Is she my preparer? She’s incredibly young if so.

      “I’ll help you with anything you may need,” Magnolia says before dropping her arms to her sides. “And it’s not polite to stare.” She doesn’t sound aggravated. Just like this is ritual for her.

      Tilting my head, I assess her clothes, the same dress but in a dull pink, the color of rosewood. It’s more how she carries herself like her skin is made of nails that she hammered in slowly over time until she fabricated a suitable armor. She wears thin lace slippers and gives me a similar pair before I follow her into the hallway and to an elevator. Unlike Luc’s security that only he and ranking security guards had access to, the elevator is accessible to anyone as I soon learn when another girl joins us. Her skin, a hickory-nut brown, looks odd with her magenta dress. Even odder are the permanent bloody teardrops weeping from her eyes until I learn her name.

      “Bleeding Heart,” Magnolia acknowledges her with a nod, and I wonder how she knows who stepped into the elevator.

      Bleeding Heart pauses to survey me. “Hmm…the Swan. A pleasure.”

      I tense when she sweeps to my side, even more shocked when her lips peck each of my cheeks. At the sight of my stiff shoulders, Bleeding Heart flutters a hand in the air to assuage my anxiety.

      “None of that competition here, Swan. This is the Garden. We’re all equal Flowers. We grow the same. No flying higher than others if you catch my drift. Oh, and by the way…digital tattoos.” She gestures to the ever-moving teardrops. “Gorgeous, right?”

      Bleeding Heart doesn’t get a chance to say more before the elevator opens to the first floor. She disappears down one hallway while Magnolia leads me to the dining room where Jade and Luc are seated at a great white dining room table with Jade at its head. Behind her is an ornate stone fireplace complete with two marble pillars on either side of it. A frame hugs one whole wall filled with nothing but tropical flowers in a variety of colors like each one symbolizes a girl in Jade’s collection.

      “Thank you for appreciating my art. I had the finest botanist design the mural for me,” she boasts, eyes sweeping the prized blooms. “The flowers never die. Naturally, we will have to add yours. Now, please sit, Serenity.”

      I pause at the mention of my real name, which I never gave to Jade, but she continues as I pull out the chair.

      “Don’t look so surprised, my dear. Your father has told me much about you in the past few days. But don’t feel alarmed in any way. I won’t be sharing information of your arrival here with him for quite some time. I feel entitled to a sense of compensation, you understand.”

      That’s when I notice Luc’s expression—lips contorted into a grimace of malcontent, lethal eyebrows tapered down. Just after I read him, Jade drums her manicured nails across the top of his hand and plumps her lips into a pout.

      “Don’t look so sullen, Luc.” She calls him Luc? “You know I am being quite generous, considering you trespassed onto my property, murdered two of my men in cold blood, and had every intention of abducting and doing harm to one of my most respected clients.”

      “Respected,” I spit out the word, and Jade turns to eye me.

      “Why yes. Force pays a good sum to rent one of my islands, and he takes a special interest in my Flowers. He also extends the courtesy of giving me a potential Flower every now and then. Just like he did the other day. I was surprised he didn’t seek his intimate time as he usually does, but he said he had important business to attend to, business that involved the search for his daughter. Pity he didn’t consider how she might come to him. Mores the pity, but all the better for me.”

      She scoots back in her chair, sipping at a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice before ringing a bell that heralds a troop of young men carrying trays into the room. Each one is set before us—a meal of exotic fruit, cheese, and biscuits with clotted cream. I don’t let Jade’s company sour the meal.

      “The room across from hers as we agreed,” Luc stipulates while cutting into one of his fruits.

      Jade nods once, samples a wedge of cheese. “Of course, Luc. Free of charge, which is more than generous with your impolite arrival. I will even grant you exclusive access to each of her displays. You see, I intend for them to be private. Can’t risk her father catching on. Fortunately, we both have that common interest.” She sips at her orange juice again. “So, I will reach out to my international clients and other wealthier ones. Each one has a certain taste for privacy, and their non-disclosure agreements will ensure their silence. The opportunity to see the Swan unveiled as a Flower will prove too tempting to resist.”

      Infuriated, I stand, bumping the table and spilling my water glass at the same time. I march toward Luc. “You gave up your Aviary so I would be free! What. The. Hell?”

      Jade rises to challenge me, her height towering over mine as she sways toward me. Except, she pauses for her hand to settle on Luc’s head, nails curling in his strands. He doesn’t flick it away. “You mustn’t blame dear, sweet Luc. I find most men inferior, but he is one I may count worthy of respect.”

      It concerns me how Luc remains absolutely still when Jade plays with his hair like one toys with a puppy.

      “You must understand, Serenity, you are in my domain now,” Jade goes on. “I make the rules here, and as I stated before, I am being very generous to allow Luc to remain here. Trust me when I say you will both share the common interest to remain.”

      “And why is that?” I lift my chin.

      Jade reaches down to ring the bell again, but this time, only one man enters the room from its end with a small and familiar figure shivering beneath his shadow. I don’t waste one second. I sprint for the little girl and don’t stop until I’ve gathered her up in my arms.

      “Fawn…” I breathe her name, drunk on the jasmine and sandalwood scent of her hair, sucking in the sight of her eyes and touching her soft arms as she winds them around my neck. No, I can’t blame Luc for anything.

      “By happenstance, Luc caught a glimpse of the child upon his arrival. After his reaction, I had my suspicions you would feel the same,” Jade remarks, swiping one manicured fingernail across Luc’s cheek.

      Then, she addresses Fawn. “You will make a lovely addition to my collection, little Snowdrop.”

      I unchain the girl’s arms from my neck so I can leap for Jade’s throat, but I don’t last two seconds. One of Jade’s men pins me to the ground in less than that.

      Jade doesn’t lower herself when she addresses me in a lilting soprano. “There is no need for that. Snowdrop may become part of my Garden, but she will have no clients as stipulated in the agreement Luc and I made. Considering the circumstances, he anticipated you would be open to it. Let her up,” Jade orders the piece of meat with his powerful hand against my neck.

      “Now, Snowdrop, Magnolia will take you back to your room so the three of us may talk, and I’d advise you to listen,” she warns as I rise to my knees.

      Jade leans against the end of the table to enlighten me. “I assure you resistance is rather pointless. My guards here are more than my security. They are my Seedkeepers. When on duty, their sex drives are inhibited, which prevents them from fraternizing with my Flowers. I select each Seedkeeper with the upmost care. And I train them to respond to my voice and my voice only. After all, men have their uses every now and then.”

      I turn my head to the side just a little to eye one of the Seedkeepers. Stoic and emotionless, but alert and waiting for Jade’s command. Each one of her words seem like a tiny electric shock pricking his skin.

      “That is one reason my Garden is so successful. Do you want to know the other?”

      When I scowl instead of replying, Jade continues, unhindered, tapping her fingers against the table, “Because I don’t trust men. You see, I personally escort each one of my clients inside my Garden. Once they arrive on my property, they are injected with a sensor that records their visitation. It’s quite simple to monitor if any of them act…out of sorts. Unless, of course, they’ve paid for a certain encounter that only a select few of my Flowers are trained to perform.

      “Any interference with the sensor will immediately result in a stun that will render them unconscious,” she explains. “Similar to the frequency wave that borders my main Garden’s property. It emits a certain pitch that only targets male clientele. After all, we do get the occasional Peeping Tom who tries to sneak in. I have to take additional precautions with Luc due to his, shall we say, complicated past?”

      Understanding slithers itself into me like a feathered serpent, unleashing its fangs into my body, venom spreading, incapacitating all the butterflies in my stomach. No wonder Luc looks like he’s swallowed a gallon of vinegar. If Jade knows about his past as a contract killer, I can’t imagine what she’s done to him. Whatever it is, it must prevent him from using his skill. But how?

      The madam edges away from the table and begins to circle me, and I meet her gaze the whole time, studying her gray eyes. They are nothing like my mother’s shipwreck ones full of depth and secrets. No, Jade’s are shadow and smoke that no one can conquer.

      “I’ve injected a device within Luc that inhibits and monitors his adrenaline. If, for any reason, that adrenaline reaches a certain level, it will trigger a device that will shut down his heart. And that would be a true shame.”

      She clicks her nails on the table beside me before using one to stab the back of Luc’s palm. When he grunts from the end of the table, Jade arches her neck, her laughter speckled with lunacy. “Don’t fret, dear Luc. At least I’m raising your adrenaline levels enough so you may witness her exhibit.”

      I get to my feet, keeping my fists braced at my sides to ask, “What exhibit? What are you turning me into?”

      Jade angles her head to me, tapping a finger to her beet-red lips. “Ahh now, you are asking the right questions, my love. But I am afraid that is a discussion for another time—one away from Luc. I wish both of you accustomed to the way of things here first. Now, Magnolia will offer you both a private tour. After, you will meet me in my office. I look forward to naming you.”

      Jade opens one of the doors, then vanishes around the corner with a Seedkeeper trailing her footsteps like a lapdog. From what I can tell, they follow her in the same manner. Like they are bits and pieces of a mechanism she controls. Not motivated by money, shelter, a warm bed, or even the benefit of other Flowers. No, they think only of Jade. They worship her very flesh.

      There is no telling when Magnolia will arrive, so I take advantage of the time we have alone and lower into the chair next to Luc.

      “Luc?”

      He still says nothing, but his nostrils flare. I can tell he’s trying to control himself. Traces of sweat line his forehead.

      “Luc…” I call again, touching his arm this time. “You don’t get to shut down.”

      Through gritted teeth, Luc argues, “I have no choice. You don’t know this woman like I do, but you will. She’s a force to be reckoned with. By the time I woke up, she’d already implanted me with the device. No possibility of cutting it out without setting it off.”

      “What about Sky?” It’s the first moment I’ve considered him since we were captured.

      “His Sanctuary connections won’t help. Not with Jade’s security. You have a greater chance of escape than I do. And I don’t care what happens to me. If you find that opportunity to leave, you don’t waste it.” He wrenches his brows down until there are more shadows than irises.

      “I won’t leave Fawn. You know I won’t. Jade won’t send her to clients if I cooperate.”

      “And what about you?” It’s the first time he moves, his head pivoting just once. “Will you surrender for her? Let your body be razed for Fawn?”

      I don’t want to consider the answer. I just hope Jade will bide her time like Luc did, and maybe Sky can find another way. There is always another way. I hope.
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      “This is the first room of the spring wing. It’s somewhat larger than others because of how many flowers bloom in the spring,” Magnolia announces as we enter the wing at the beginning of the tour.

      Luc remains close to my side, but he says nothing as Magnolia walks us through the displays.

      “The Garden hasn’t opened yet, but you’ll see some of the girls preparing themselves for the day shift, which will open soon. Others will come later to take the night shift, and you’ll meet them soon.”

      No caretakers, no artisans, and no chaperones of any kind. Just Seedkeepers. The girl in the display before us is using a mirror for her finishing touches. Her skin looks like she dipped it in a vat of plum juice apart from the black paint flowering around her stomach and the slight patch of yellow along her bare breasts. She’s just doing touch-ups. More girls are using the BODY device: Biometric Output Design for You.

      “It scans each of them,” Magnolia explains. “Jade programs their designs for the day, and it transfers each one. Ours is equipped for hair, paint, makeup, Insta-latex, and, of course, flowers.”

      The girl’s hair curls just under her ears, slicked back and stressing a slender-tower neck as she blinks, tiny flowers decorating her eyelashes. I recognize the flowers, the same ones covering her crotch—pansies.

      “Good morning, Pansy,” Magnolia says to the girl behind the glass, who smiles and waves.

      I wager she’s no more than fourteen. Obviously, Jade doesn’t abide by Luc’s age regulation for the Aviary, which is why Fawn will become part of her collection as Snowdrop. The government dropped age regulations long ago. Even decades ago, all states permitted child marriages.

      “If you press this button…” Magnolia motions to the one to the right of the display where the digital plaque holds information regarding the flower. “It will make the glass revolve.” She demonstrates, and the glass twists on some sort of moving mechanism in the floor to make way for the next glass exhibit. Just like the last one, this girl is also alone. “Iris,” she says to a girl whose hair is dyed blue and fanned out from her head in pointed waves.

      Her exposed body sets the butterflies in my stomach straining against their unbreakable chains. She shows so much more skin than any of the girls in the Aviary. Luc preferred to keep his Bird’s privacy and limited their exposure to client rooms.

      Magnolia presses the button again to revolve from Iris’s display to Daffodil’s. My butterflies settle a little when I see her namesake’s flowers braided around her breasts in a corset that twists around her crotch and down to her thighs. None of them should be on display. None of us…

      While I keep looking around, Luc finally speaks, “Apparently, the BODY is used only once a month, but most of the time, her Flowers beautify themselves, trained in the art. It’s more cost effective, and it puts more control in her Flower’s hands as Jade selects the clients.”

      “It also gives Jade the ability to tell which ones are underperforming and to discipline such,” Magnolia continues.

      “She selects the clients?” I confirm with Luc.

      “Unfortunately. Where I preferred control over my exhibits and how the girls looked inside them, Jade prefers control over the clients in every manner and respect. Sometimes, she monitors first-time client interactions to ensure the appointment’s success.”

      Up until this point, Magnolia says nothing as she presses the button one more time to finalize the revolution that ends with Daisy—the first child I saw here other than Fawn. Though Daisy’s chest and private area are covered with a collection of narrow white petals with her skin glittering from yellow dust, the display still sickens me. She looks no older than seven or eight. Her hair is coiled into a complex crown on the top of her head—strands a blend of blonde with white highlights. I can never erase the image of her expression or her eyes, which are emptier than broken music pipes.

      Sensing my despondency, Luc places a hand on the small of my back and leads me away as Magnolia draws our attention to the grounds. First, she takes us to the pool house that I learn is public but only accessible to the Flowers unless otherwise reserved by a client for personal use. None of the girls give me a second glance. Most don’t take an interest in the world outside the Key. Jade provides everything they need. Since the Garden is an independent Museum, there is no notion of Temple competition or fear of Glass Districts or even graphickers. The closest Glass District is on the mainland hundreds of miles from this Key. Jade has eliminated all competition.

      One girl glides through the water, her hair as orange as marmalade set on fire. When she rises from the surface and strides out of the water, I realize she is topless with nothing but her soaked hair clinging to her naked chest. My first instinct is to glance at Luc even though he’s seen girls like this all his life. If it were Sky, I’m certain I’d feel more possessive of his eyes.

      The orange-haired girl doesn’t seem to pay me any mind as she saunters off to our left and bends her long torso over to grab a towel. Her skin is nowhere near as pale as mine. In fact, one thing I realize is that none of them are. Only Magnolia and I are the fair ones while all the others sport bronzer skin with some as dark as spiced cider. A few skin tones echo honey cream but nothing like my birch-tree skin, which still can’t compete with Magnolia’s wintry complexion.

      The girl next to us shakes out her orange strands and nods, paying me no mind but asking Luc, “Do you have a reservation? Didn’t notice a sign.”

      He shakes his head once, clarifying while eyeing her, “I am a guest. Not a client.”

      She shrugs. “Pity. Magnolia…” She sashays to the girl on our right and kisses both her cheeks, but when she turns around, I fight to rein in the gasp battering against the back of my teeth. I wish that gasp would transform into a balm to heal all the scars on her back. I spin my head around, catching more and more glimpses of etchings on other girls’ backs, forming a blend of fresh and old scars.

      What sort of place is this?

      “That is Chrysanthemum.” Magnolia gestures to the orange-haired girl, who waves a hand just before opening one pool house door.

      Another girl rises from the hot tub, wearing a painted one piece of dark green that reminds me of spinach until I catch her scarlet-tipped eyelashes and irises the same color, which offer a faint hint confirmed by her words.

      “I’m popular around Christmastime. Holly.”

      She moves in to kiss my cheek like Bleeding Heart did, and I fight the instinct to cringe. Too much kissing in one day. I’m used to more violent touches. Those I can handle. From Nightingale’s threats to Peacock’s Force. All except for Mockingbird. Maybe the Aviary has ruined me when it comes to other girls. Not that I was especially practiced in the social sphere anyway. Maybe I will learn a thing or two here. As it is, the Aviary painted a target on me because numerous girls flock toward me, curious to peek at the Swan.

      Holly judges my confused expression, taking it for one of distaste. “What?” She glances down at herself, searching for an imperfection. “Did my paint smear?”

      Magnolia shakes her head and answers, “She is a seedling,” she explains. “Once her roots take hold, she will grow in time.”

      “A seedling?” Holly looks unconvinced with her hands on her hips. “But she’s the Swan!” Other girls murmur as she voices her astonishment. “She’s older than me. How can she be a seedling? Did you fall out of the sky or something?”

      I smirk at the thought. Guess it’s an appropriate time to open up a little. “Something like that.”

      Before Magnolia can shed light, we are alerted by the cry of one Flower at the edge of the pool house calling to some of the others.

      “Jasmine, Snapdragon, Poppy, Viola! Come check out the new beefcake! He beat the frequency fence!”

      Several girls scramble away from me while others hurry out of the water, some not even bothering to grab towels as they line up to see the disturbance outside. Suspicion rising, I glance at Luc once before following the other girls out of the far door just in time to see several of Jade’s Seedkeepers holding down one man on the grass in a clearing between the stone arches and the rose garden. A man whose muscles practically snarl and gnaw on the ones trying to conquer him. I don’t hesitate before stepping forward. Luc doesn’t either, seizing hold of my wrist.

      “Steady, Serenity,” he murmurs in my ear, gesturing to Jade making her way toward the young man whose fist upends one of the Seedkeepers.

      “Bless my petals.” The first girl fans her face. “Sample while you can, ladies.”

      I console myself with my imagination as it envisions burning off bits of her eyelashes one at a time.

      “Jade will sort him out in no time,” another chirps, and I fight hard against a grimace.

      Then, I grin as Sky body-slams another Seedkeeper until there are only two left. Easy enough for him. From the way the other Seedkeepers hesitate, I know they are trying to find a gap, a weakness, but I am his only one. Their hesitation gives him just enough pause for his eyes to connect with mine, but I don’t read panic there or hurt from my betrayal. No, Sky and I are beyond such grudges. From the night I first knocked on Luc’s door, I fully expected Sky to follow me, but I didn’t expect it like this. He’s usually subtler. Cunning.

      Unfortunately, I’m always Sky’s biggest distraction.

      It’s just what Jade needs. Her baton comes down, electric network stunning him to his knees. From here, we can detect her words.

      “And what do we have here?” Jade observes as Sky gets up and continues to wrestle with four more Seedkeepers until she stuns him again, driving him to his knees with his back arching in protest.

      Jade’s oriental robe sweeps the ground like a black river as she begins to circle Sky, but before she can take another step, Sky reaches out and takes hold of her wrist, eliciting gasps from the girls around us until Jade braces the baton like a hammer this time, battering the side of his head before stupefying him again with the shock.

      And for the first time in my life, I see Sky falter.

      Jade takes the time to study him, leaning over to raise his chin as he gasps and pants before her. And she smiles. No. She beams. Even her full spread of teeth seems eager for his challenge. For the first time in my life, I fear more for Sky than myself. All the men I’ve seen around Jade are culled to her will, reaped like weeds from the ground, mindful of nothing but pleasing her, striving for nothing but her siren call.

      Will it happen to Sky?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “That’s right, young virile.”

      Jade tips her body closer to Sky. His chest still heaves from his effort. When he brings his hand up again, she teases the back of his neck with her baton and scolds him as he cringes. “Naughty. No touching.”

      Her mouth hovers just around his ear. From here, I can smell her perfume that must hem him in like a net.

      “You will understand soon what happens to trespassers. And…” Her other hand slows to his face, one finger tantalizing the edge of his chin as she finishes circling him and concludes, “I haven’t caught a specimen such as you in years.”

      Beneath her gaze, I watch Sky set his jaw. I recognize the signs of him grinding his teeth, stabbing his eyelids over his irises as he battles her, steels himself.

      “Hmm…this one is a fighter.” Jade tilts her head to the side to observe Sky as he widens the breach between them by rising once more. All around me, Flowers gasp at his efforts despite the number of stuns he’s received.

      Only a sliver of frustration crosses her face, lips compressing at the defeat of her tempting power before she steps away and orders, “Take him!”

      More Seedkeepers pin Sky this time, and his next action shows me just how potent Jade is. When she cups his cheek, Sky falls to his knees, suddenly winded like her very hand is an electrified snare. Jade turns around, muses to herself, but she isn’t coy about her next words.

      “I shall enjoy breaking this one. Yes.” She turns her head slightly so her eyes can flit across him. “I think I shall save him for myself. More than just a Seedkeeper. He shows promise.”

      Sky makes no demands. It’s already clear what this grandiose display is about. He’s done it for my sake. To show me that he has no intention of leaving me here alone even in the full wake of mine and Luc’s deception. Only, this is not Luc’s Aviary. It’s Jade’s Garden, and we both know I’m not the bird in a cage now. In separate ways, both men are the insects in her Venus Fly Trap. Such terror for Sky has never filled me as when I see Jade look at him. My Sky. Not when I was taken from the hotel. Not when I woke up in the Glass District. Not when I felt Force’s whip in the Isolation Room, the exposure from the graphickers, or even when Mockingbird sliced my skin open. None of it compares to seeing Jade’s finger slither up the stately line of Sky’s throat.

      “To your chambers, Milady?” one of the Seedkeepers asks.

      “No.” Jade shakes her head with a cunning smile. “His breaking requires a different atmosphere. Take him to the Shed. I will deal with him later. I have a meeting first.”

      As more men arrive to cart Sky away, Jade angles her head toward me and states, “I’m looking forward to learning more about you, Serenity.”
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      After an hour, Magnolia escorts me to Jade’s chambers instead of an office. I’m confused, wondering why.

      I should’ve expected Jade’s room to be ornate and flowery. From tightly knitted balls of buds hanging from ribbons suspended from the ceiling to entire portraits wrought from dried blossoms to high-tech synthetic blooms designed to fan in and out, always moving, these are the décor of Jade’s chambers. Other specimens smile at me from glass jars nestled on top of pedestals—ones I assume are replaced daily.

      Jade strikes me as a remote, enthralling creature, so I realize she’s bestowing upon me a generous fragment of her world by inviting me to her room. Besides Magnolia, who at my best guess is the Garden tour guide, other Flowers aren’t afforded this opportunity. It makes me even more alarmed.

      When I walk into her main bedroom, numerous candles inhabiting the dark, along with burning incense and rose petals strewn about the floor, she is leaving the bathroom, steam wafting behind her. Pinned up all around her head, her voracious hair leaves her shoulders bare. Not just her shoulders. Everything. But I focus on her strong throat and her bewitching face, white as a dove’s head. Her eyes are so enticing they could draw blood. Her white skin still shames me—whiter than milk-dipped angel’s wings.

      Despite the intimate environment, Jade secludes her emotions, letting me have nothing.

      I clear my throat, trying not to let my gaze wander lower as she casually pauses to survey me before swinging past to Magnolia, who stands behind me holding a black silk robe.

      “Thank you, Magnolia,” Jade says to the girl as she slips the robe onto her madam’s shoulders. “Your services will not be required until later this evening.”

      Magnolia nods and strolls out of the bedroom, leaving me alone with Jade.

      “I trust your room met with your approval,” Jade asks as she ties the sash of her robe and approaches me. “Magnolia will attend to all your needs as she does mine. You are the only one with a caretaker, so I trust you will respect that.” So, Magnolia does play the part of a caretaker.

      “I don’t believe in caretakers,” Jade goes on in a firm voice. “I believe in women learning how to prepare their own bodies, but as you know, I am very perceptive. It’s obvious you will require a more tender introduction. I still hope you will be a quick learner.”

      I shake my head. “I’ve never been a quick study.”

      “Then, I suggest you learn.” Jade positions herself in a chair before a mirror-attached dresser and unpins her hair. “Do not fret, Serenity. I will teach you. You show more potential than any other I’ve planted here. Your soil, my dear, is not only rich, but you have also spent quite some time blooming. Naturally, I am the only one who can bring you to full efflorescence.”

      She is not shy in her observations. Nor are her hands when she turns around and cups my chin, shifting my face to the side, fingers stamping my skin, tugging at the ends of my hair. Jade knows exactly what to do and where to touch. For her, this is a routine, and it has flourished into an art.

      She handles herself well, but so do I when I yank my body away.

      “No more than sixteen,” Jade concludes.

      I don’t bother to deny it.

      “You can pass as younger. Clients prefer younger. Best to leave it to mystery.”

      She reaches for a makeup product, sets to work first with her lips, baptizing them in the dangerous hue of an open wound. “Men are enticed with mystery. Their fantasies know no limits.”

      After capping the lipstick, Jade stares at me in the mirror while pursing her lips. “You want to know my secret? Come now. All girls are intrigued when they first see the display. The desire to understand how I hold such a sway over men. I assure you…” She rouges her cheeks as if they are the bosom of apples and dictates, “It’s more than a lifestyle, Serenity. It’s a belief. It’s definition. More than playing it—you must think it, feel it, live it every second. What I have is not merely a role. It is a passion. There are few women in the world who can assume that passion.” Jade twists around in her chair to face me. “You, my dear girl, may be such a woman.”

      I highly doubt that. But something deep inside summons me, reminding me of my genetic makeup, of whose daughter I am…and the powerhouse stored inside me.

      “Now…” Jade interrupts my musing, rises, and motions with a flutter of her hand. “I want to have a look at you again. One study is not enough. Director Aldaine may have known without a second’s hesitation what you would become, but I prefer close research and examination. Take them off, Flower.”

      I do not foolishly question. Instead, I openly refuse.

      “No.” One word is enough.

      Jade is a woman accustomed to getting her way, but again, this is practice for her. She has honed the art of such manipulation on a far grander level than I have.

      “Why do you think I have allowed you into my chambers?” Jade gestures to our surroundings. “Look around you. No cameras, no peeping eyes. I even dismissed Magnolia, who is blind. And as you plainly observed, I have no surprises up my sleeves.” She opens her robe. Inside is nothing but her naked body, and I wince a little. “I showed you the respect of sharing myself. Now, it’s your turn. I will not lay a finger on you, but I do inspect all my Flowers personally on their first days here. It’s how I assess their classification. If you would prefer to keep your clothes on and find yourself as a Skunk Cabbage instead of a Queen Anne’s Lace, that is your decision.”

      My time with Dove has marred my trust in situations like this. For Dove, it was deception. For Jade, it’s business. Despite how much she enjoys her career, it’s still business. Nor can I deny her words when it comes to the matter of respect. And I remember the host of Seedkeepers waiting just outside, so I suck in a deep breath as I undress for her, avoiding the mirror and her eyes as they carouse across my nakedness.

      “Thank you, Serenity. You may put on the robe hanging on the door behind you.”

      I do as she directs, quicker than she expects.

      Jade lowers into the chair again. “You and I are not so different. I was very much like you in my younger years. Some wild thing that could not be tamed. That is still true, but I’ve learned to harness my power. And I will train you to do the same, to accept your situation, but also to embrace it and to usurp it for your own purpose. You got your feet wet in the Aviary, but you require a full and rich baptism, and that is what I will provide.”

      “How do you know Luc?” I approach her so she can look at my reflection in the mirror.

      Jade angles her lithe neck. “Trust me, Flower, you are not the first girl to fall to Luc’s charms. He is quite an incredible young man. I have had the privilege of meeting him on several occasions. A man with his dark past always has burdens and cares on his shoulders. During his killing days, he would shed them in the Aviary, but after he assumed the director title, he came here. I haven’t seen him in a few months, however. I’ve missed his company. Come now, don’t look so solemn, sweet.”

      Jade tips her eyelashes with a thin brush. I find it ironic her mirror is equipped with scanning technology, but she has no need of it. Nor does she print her makeup or even have it printed on her. She enjoys the process.

      “You see, Luc will be one of your assignments.”

      I perk up on those word, suspicious.

      “You will be my pupil. After you’ve come to fruition, you will eventually practice on Luc.” Jade raises a powerful finger. “By the time I’m finished with you, you will be the master, and Luc will melt before you.”

      “He already melts before me.” Rolling my eyes, I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Don’t try to fool me, Serenity. You don’t master him. Few women can master Luc Aldaine. Too many bow to his charms, his smooth words, his subtle manipulation, but I will open your eyes to every trick.”

      I want to deny her statement. Tell her about my time in the Aviary with Luc, but the record of that time will just serve to confirm her words. Every time Luc touched me will stand testament to that. Every time he kissed me would just build up the monument of Jade’s declaration. And her prospect is tempting. The idea of conquering men like they are toadstools for me to tread on is a tempting one. To imprint my breath on their face and my fingerprints on their skin without sucking them inside tantalizes me.

      But what does she mean by practice?

      Noticing my contemplation, Jade scoots out her chair and comes to stand next to me, hand reaching out to touch my curls. “I can read the thirst in your eyes. I read it there the first time I saw you. Trust me when I tell you how I have tempered that thirst and honed it for my purposes. I have created this exotic empire. No man may rip it from me.”

      She toys with a few of my tendrils. “Tell me, Serenity, what is your greatest fear?” She questions me but does not let me answer. “It is a man’s world. And we all have our own that shatter us.”

      I think of my father. The Vampire. I think of how his swollen shadow still chases me, sinking underneath my skin, so I bite on my lip hard to distract myself from the thought of him.

      “Serenity…” Jade whispers in my ear as her fingertips trace my neck. “I can read that man in your eyes as I read every man I meet. You see, it’s quite simple—every man is the same. Rest assured, when I am done with you, that man will become a mouse.”

      Could that be true? The man who has left my mother with so many scars both inside and outside—the thrill of forcing him to bow, of reducing him to ash, of whipping him like he did my mother—is undeniable. Whatever the case, if I can win Jade’s trust, if I excel, I will find my father. And once I master Jade’s art, I will force him to release my mother and Kerrick.

      Jade kisses my cheek, then pulls away. “You will join me for a demonstration tonight. I will send Magnolia for you after dinner. Afterward, I will assign your new name.”
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      Unlike the line forming every night at the Aviary, the Garden is just the opposite. Clients enter and exit the Museum all day, but they are nowhere near the amount that flocked to the Aviary. I understand why from just their appearance. As one arrives in a luxury car, dressed in rich attire, and Jade exits the front door to welcome him personally, I realize she selects fewer but wealthier clients to keep the Garden functioning.

      “He’s a sponsor.”

      I jump at the sound of Magnolia’s voice. Though I didn’t even hear her enter, now she stands right behind me as I peer out the window. She smooths aside the curtain, which strikes me as odd—even odder that she knows what I’m looking at.

      “Sponsors fund the Garden for an allotted time. Yearly ones get certain benefits from an all-access pass to every exhibit and any private encounter.”

      “What do you mean any private encounter? Aren’t they all the same?”

      Magnolia shakes her head, dropping the curtain. “We have more versatility here. There’s a gazebo on the edge of our property that overlooks the ocean, an underground grotto to the private islands—a sponsor may request an all-day encounter. Dolphin swimming is popular, as is parasailing with a candlelit dinner on the beach.”

      “Like a date?”

      “More like appointments. This is still a business. Mother treats it as such.”

      The word trusses all around me like a package. “Mother? Jade is…”

      “Surely you noticed the resemblance?”

      I noticed it in the way Magnolia carries herself, but now, studying her again, I catch all the similarities. “But you’re—”

      “Blind? Yes, I carry that albinism trait.”

      Albinism! That’s why they are so white. Magnolia is just a younger version of her mother. No older than me, she still carries herself like a queen. Her mother is the goddess. Sky always says I walk like a fairy. Like my feet hover off the ground. Far too flighty for the earth.

      “I am not fully blind,” Magnolia admits. “My sight is very faint, and I must keep my eyes closed to sunlight. It’s much too harsh.”

      “Do you have clients?”

      Magnolia turns, eyebrow raised and voice condescending. “You ask very personal questions.”

      Resting against the window, I shrug. “I’ve never been shy.”

      “Yes, that is clear. It’s the way you ask them.” She blows out a breath but confesses, “Yes, I have one client with a very singular preference only I can provide.”

      “It doesn’t matter that you—”

      For the first time, Magnolia snaps, “It’s not a disease, Serenity!” Taking one breath, she steels herself, calming. “No, it does not matter. In fact, he prefers it. He is a repeat client, but he only visits once every few months or so. He is due to come soon.”

      “I don’t mean to insinuate anything.” I walk away from the window toward the bed. “I’ve never seen a blind person before.”

      Magnolia lingers. “Most aren’t as capable. I was born blind. Mother could have paid for a surgical procedure, but I embraced my individuality from an early age. And she trained me well throughout the years. I have never left the gates of the Garden. I have memorized its paths—every tree, every statue, every stone, every stem, every flower. It is why I conduct all the tours for our new Flowers and new clients, especially anonymous ones. They feel comfortable knowing their reputes are protected by my distinctiveness.”

      “You’ve never gone past the gates. So, you don’t know about the Glass District or a Carousel house or even an oyster shop?”

      “Other than secondhand from other Flowers? No,” Magnolia states, her expression so serene I think lace could spill from her mouth.

      Magnolia’s words stun me. How can this girl who is younger than I, a girl who has never once visited a Glass District, never once seen the jeweled girls of a Carousel, never once stepped foot outside her Garden bubble, or felt the gaze of a thousand eyes on her skin reduce me to the state of a paper doll? At least her mother used her siren call on me with a purpose—an intention within her machination. But not Magnolia. She usurps me like I’m a sweet cake ripe for the sampling.

      “Magnolia…does your mother train you like she’s planning to train me?”

      The blind girl steps away from the window, moving until she stands in front of me. I wouldn’t be surprised if her shadow could turn into a great black hand that will reach out and choke me. Despite my childish fantasies, Magnolia changes the current with her next words.

      “I look forward to sharing Mother’s power with you. I’ve been waiting for someone just like you, Serenity.”
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      Dinner is served in my room. Unless otherwise directed, it will always be served in here. From my window, I can see other girls taking theirs on open terraces near the gardens by the pool house. Apparently, there is no rigid meal structure like Luc has in the Aviary. I can only assume it is due to Jade’s personal interest in clients. She doesn’t have time to concern herself with things like group meals.

      After I’m finished, I receive a visitor. Surprised, I glance up as Magnolia closes the door as she leaves.

      “Luc.”

      Since he doesn’t approach, I remain at the table near the window and study him. He’s never looked so resigned. My guess is he doesn’t have much experience when it comes to lack of control. Luc isn’t used to losing. His killer instinct and penchant for perfectionism denies the very concept.

      “This was a mistake.” It’s the first thing he admits. “I’m sorry, Serenity. I underestimated Jade. Nor did I have any inkling that Force would not be here.”

      “I should have.”

      I turn away to look out the window, noticing a spring Flower girl walking through the door of one wing. They rotate. Spring and summer in the morning. Autumn and winter in the evening.

      “I should have known as soon as my father said my name. Having my mother, he wouldn’t…” My words drift into oblivion, crumbling like damp paper bits. So, I just finish with, “There’s no reason for him to come here anymore. Not when he has her.”

      “He did come, but he didn’t stay,” Luc corrects, and I nod. He came to give Fawn to Jade.

      There is no point looking back. Nothing we can do about it. We both understand that because we speak no more on the subject, though Luc takes the opportunity to change it.

      “Serenity, you must not react to Skylar. If Jade ever suspects he’s anything but a trespasser, if she discovers any sort of connection to you or even to me, she will kill him.”

      I scoot out of my chair. “What are you talking about? Kill him?”

      “You don’t understand her like I do.” Luc finally steps forward, but he keeps his hands at his sides, stuck there like burs pinned them—Jade’s invisible burs. “We have a…past. You know how close of an interest I take with the Aviary. Consider Jade even closer to her Garden. It’s her identity. She won’t allow anything to threaten it. It’s why she selects her Seedkeepers with care and trains them to perform while inhibiting their manhood. There is no fraternization, no bias, no connection, and no bonds permitted for any of the Flowers because it can provide a means of escape. And if she were to discover Skylar’s connection not to just you but to me, she will have even more reason to kill him.”

      I thread my hands along my arms and ask, “Why?”

      “Jade may not have affiliations, but she has a closer alliance to the Syndicate than to the Guild. She bears the Temple’s protection. But she always looks out for her own interests. The more powerful the allies she has, the better. If she discovers the long-lost Guild son, she would play him as a card to our father. Or…”

      “Or what?”

      “Or she would simply kill him and be done with it. I came here with you. Our connection was without question, but I am well known and respected. She does not know Skylar. She will automatically suspect a plot against her. And I can reassure you that she would make his death a slow one. Extract as much information as she could.”

      I wince at the thought. “What about the Sanctuary? Can we—”

      “You don’t seem to understand.” Luc closes the distance between us until his brows curtail low, eyes lancing me with the knowledge. “We are all flies in Jade’s web. No one is coming. This weekend, you will be put on display. And Jade will not wait like I did.” His eyes tamper with mine, snapping back and forth. “A client will pay a high price for you, and she will not refuse them.”

      “I will.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Luc’s hand stampedes on my wrist, fingers rubbing my skin’s paths. “You will feel the heat of a man soon enough. And it will not be mine.”

      And he walks away.

      I steel myself instead. “I don’t have one speck of serenity in my blood, Luc.” My words tackle his. “You’ve seen what I can do. You still underestimate me.”

      “And you still underestimate Jade.” He inclines his head to me, one slight twist back.

      “What can Jade do to me?”

      Silence.

      And then, “Much.”
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      Just after Luc departs, Magnolia comes to escort me to Jade’s demonstration. Sunset fades somewhere inside the earth’s bowels. Night spears the sky, but one wouldn’t know it from all the spotlights along the garden paths. Even with the breeze spearing the air, the humidity still births its mark, and I welcome the damp air and invite the sound of the crickets chirping melodies.

      As Magnolia leads me through garden path after garden path, I feel the butterflies panicking inside me because they feel what I already suspect. When the last path clears, spilling into a soft meadow where an old shed stands with vines worshipping its exterior so much I can barely detect any wood, the butterflies inside me begin to scream. Only I can hear their voices ramming my eardrums, screeching because they understand what sort of demonstration this is going to be.

      Inside the Shed, Jade waits for me, electric baton in her hand. As soon as my bare feet brush the doorway, Magnolia closes the door behind me. At once, Jade sweeps her body aside so I can see him. Bound to the wall by leather cuffs attached to steel chains on his ankles and wrists, arms suspended above his head, with a strip of black leather smothering his eyes.

      “Come closer, my sweet. He can neither see nor hear you.” When Sky’s nostrils flare, Jade surmises, “Oh, but apparently, he can smell you. Or perhaps me.”

      No, it’s me. He knows my scent just as I know his.

      Sky groans, muscles bulging as he wrestles with the chains.

      “This is the first stage. You see, for the entire afternoon, he’s been chained here, listening to nothing but the thundering music I assigned to him. You must remember. It’s not about lust. It’s about control. The first stage is part of the breakdown. Hitting them at their weak spot. Now, it’s time to remove the music devices. At your leisure, Serenity. Don’t be afraid.”

      I’m not afraid. Sky stops thrashing as soon as my fingers touch his ears to remove the speakers. If Jade notices, she doesn’t remark on the matter. I hear Sky’s breath quicken, the familiar muscles in his neck tensing at my touch. What I want most is to curve my fingers onto those muscles, to soothe the sweat on his skin until it dries like he’d done for me all the nights I dreamed of the Vampire or the Glass District when we were younger. But I remember Luc’s words, and thus far, Sky hasn’t given any indication he knows me. Nor will he.

      Again, Sky growls when I retreat, but it’s not him I focus on when I turn around but Jade.

      “Watch and learn.”

      Jade unties the sashes of her leather coat, then slips its grip from her shoulders. Lets it drop. Underneath, she wears nothing but her namesake flower along with what I at first think are white gloves only to realize they are more of a second skin—some sort of latex. I imagine they are significant, but I don’t know why. Each verdant bloom on her skin is intricately positioned to expose her sinuous curves. They weave in patterns, braiding around her parts like green twists of rope, while still allowing her angelic skin to tempt Sky. At her waist is a whip. I can see digital sensors attached to its ends.

      “Have you ever seen a Jade flower close up?” she asks Sky as she approaches him while holding the electric baton in one hand and a Jade flower in the other. “They really are the most glorious flower. The little pouch hides the stamen so cleverly and cunningly that it’s a wonder how they ever manage to get pollinated.”

      All Sky does is spit, saliva projecting onto Jade’s face. The action does not go unpunished. She targets his neck so he’s forced to arch, then she removes the leather blindfold at the same time she pauses, leaving him to gasp before her.

      “When you behave, the blindfold will remain off,” she informs him. His eyes stray to mine, but Jade commands him with one thrust of her baton. “You will look on me and me only. In time, you will trust me and tell me how you managed to trespass on my property.”

      So incensed am I that the butterflies inside me swirl all my stomach’s contents from dinner, but I smash at them, preventing the retch from coming up. Just listen as Jade swipes the tip of the flower against Sky’s cheek, causing him to flinch. That mere action earns another twist of her wrist, bearing the baton against his neck. When he cranes his back, she reaches up to undo one of the buttons on his shirt, gloved hand stroking the bare skin there. Sky thrashes. When I see his flesh singing, I understand the skin-like gloves are some sort of incendiary latex. She’s…burning him as she touches him. I refrain from wincing. Through gasps and snarls, Sky continues to batter against her, earning the baton at every turn until she’s stripped apart every button.

      This time, she must turn off the latex because she draws one finger in a single vertical line up his chest. Sky defies her by shifting his gaze to me, holding mine. My butterflies rear their heads, wings sharpening like swords on stone. No one should touch him like that but me. I don’t give him my pity. I show him my anger, let it scrawl its flame in my eyes because anger will keep him strong. He’ll know the anger is for Jade. Suddenly, it’s a tangible thing. When Jade strings one gloved hand around his neck, my fingers tingle from the lightning I feel inside, just waiting to feed on the madam—fatten on the power that would come from yanking her hair out. What warns me not to act is the subtle shake of Sky’s head. It’s not lost on Jade, though, who twists her head to eye me.

      “I see you have an admirer, Serenity.” Jade creeps around the side of Sky’s body, murmuring in his ear. “I will teach you what happens when your eyes stray.” She nips his ear before circling around behind him and reaching for her whip.

      The sharp crack against his skin causes me to flinch, startles me just as much as it pains him. Every one of his muscles tighten as he drives his body forward, away from Jade’s action, chains rattling like old bones. I refuse to look away as Jade coils the whip before tracing a finger across the bloody line she’s just created on his back. Sky cringes. His hotbed of muscles practically choke. Still, he says nothing. He’s putting up a good front, but I know he’s grinding his teeth behind those ample lips that have thinned to a ribbon’s width. This time, he jerks his head to the side, cocking his eye to her.

      “Better,” Jade commends, dragging her white fire glove along the side of his face, mopping up his sweat as she does so. “This whip is enhanced. It delivers an electric charge much like the baton, except the force of my hand will deliver various levels. How about we begin with something simple and go from there? I assure you I am a patient woman, and I have all the time in the world to learn everything about you.”

      When he flares his nostrils, I wince even before Sky performs the inevitable action. Hear the snap of the whip against his chest after he spits in her face again. With her distracted, as she fingers the skin on his chest and the inflamed striation there, I pour hot blood into my eyes and mouth his name, pleading with him to stop this. All Sky gives me in return is closed eyes, head bowing no more than an inch to signal his refusal.

      Lightning under my skin foams at the mouth. It isn’t the first time I’ve been angry at Sky. Not the first time I’ve wanted to attack him for being such a blockhead, but it’s the first time it’s felt this potent. More than the rage I feel for Jade, I’m angry at Sky. Angry he followed me because he knew what would happen even if I didn’t. Angry he couldn’t fathom another way than this. Angry I have no choice but to watch. I can’t close my eyes. We are the paper flowers all twisted up in each other. We are two beasts with horns locked. It falls on me to fix this because we are all prisoners now. Sky—a prisoner in the Shed and at Jade’s torturous mercy. Luc—a prisoner in his own body. Serenity—a prisoner in the Garden. Yet, I am freer than either of them.

      But I refuse to leave without them. And Fawn.

      I bundle my hands into fists, watching as Jade trains one finger under his jaw, raising his chin to her siren face. “Just one name. Or I will call you my pet.”

      Her lips leave a lipstick blemish on the right corner of his mouth, to which he snarls and fumes.

      “Hmm.” She prints her hand on his neck, edging it back just a little as she remarks, “I like my men like you. Well-built, hearty…red-blooded. So much potential. Are you ready to tell me your name?” She grips the back of his neck, drawing it down so she can see his eyes, then curls the edges of her whip, drawing its edge across his mouth. When he grinds his teeth, eyes clenching, it’s confirmation the whip’s end is surging into him while her hand burns the back of his neck.

      Suddenly, Sky catches the whip between his teeth, wrenches it from her hands, and chucks it to the floor. Somehow, I manage to swallow my frantic giggle just before Jade collects the whip, unconcerned over the rebellious action. She promises him more blood, more shredded shirt, which she fulfills until he slumps forward, head cowed to the ground.

      “Will tell her.”

      His voice is as ragged as his ripped and bloodstained shirt. It’s torture to hear.

      Jade uses the whip to propel his head up. “What is that now?”

      Through gritted teeth again, he announces, “Will tell her.” Jerks his head once in my direction.

      Jade shakes her head, denying his request. “No, you will tell me.”

      Sky chuckles before projecting his saliva to the ground. Angling his head to the side, he vows, “Then…you’ll never know.”

      Jade grins. “Wrong answer.”

      Every whip crack is like a curse branding me. Like devils dancing in red-hot iron shoes on the pathways of my heart. Jade is a scar collector. She wields the whip like a master violinist. Like Sky’s skin is her instrument and the scars are her symphony. After her whip kisses his back, she thumbs each mark, admiring her handiwork until finally…

      “Kyle.”

      Alice is to me what Kyle is to Sky.

      “And your name…” Turning to me, she smiles once with the proclamation, “…is the Skeleton Flower.”
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      Task fulfilled, Jade closes the door behind us, cleaning her whip and leaving Sky alone in the shed. She eases into her coat as she instructs one of the Seedkeepers near the door, “Let the Flowers come and go as they please for the remainder of the evening. When nightfall comes, I’ll return with the inhibitor and some food and water.”

      “Why all the other girls?” I demand to know as I follow her through the garden paths to the Museum.

      “Flowers,” she corrects. “A manipulation tactic. Allowing the Flowers to ogle him will reinforce my message—that he is below them, a display. Naturally, they can’t touch him due to the bars. But it will also give them something to talk about.”

      “Aren’t you concerned he’ll escape?” I briefly look at the shed, hoping, but I know it’s in vain because Jade is too careful for that.

      “No. Any attempt to remove the chains will result in an electric pulse strong enough to stop his heart.” Of course it will.

      “And why don’t you give him food right now?” With Sky in his condition, he can’t keep up his strength without any food. Will Jade starve him?

      Jade raises her chin and continues walking, hands placated at her sides as flowering shrubs enclose us. “He performed well, and he will be rewarded. But he will associate me with the reward, because I will be the only one to feed him. He will know I control his fate. You must make him believe and accept that you are in the one in charge. It will take time, but he will learn, and I am thoroughly enjoying the challenge.”

      “Why not Luc?” I pursue her, following close on her heels. “He actually killed two of your Seedkeepers.”

      “Just as I stipulated inside the Shed, my Skeleton Flower, I prefer my men well-defined like him. Luc is far too silk stocking, wellborn, and beautiful for my taste. I prefer a man who knows how to handle himself.”

      I taste bile in my mouth, but I swallow it.

      “Luc kills people. He does it for a living,” I object as we enter the doors of the Museum.

      “Skeleton…” Jade pauses in one of the hallways, mistaking my questions as interest. “You must be patient before you master the trade. In time, I will permit you to perform the same methods on Luc. Because of his connection to you, it will work, but Luc already knows me and what I do just as I know him. Our connection is too close.”

      I don’t confess how the only man I’m interested in mastering is my father. That will come later—after I’ve earned her trust. It seems to register as the only way to get us out of this mess. If that’s even possible. Luc’s earlier words try to sour my stomach like rotten lemons, but I steel the butterflies there to trample the feeling.

      If I could damage myself…hmm…Jade wouldn’t want her prized attraction ruined. Could I threaten her with that?

      No. Jade has played her hand already. It’s stronger than mine. Luc, Fawn, and now Sky. Somehow, I have a feeling that self-harm will not be a viable threat. That scare tactic won’t work. What does that leave but trust?

      “What is the Skeleton Flower?” I ask once we progress to one of the Autumn Flower exhibit rooms where a girl with skin the color of coins and seasoned wine-red hair poses in a display. That’s when I realize she’s not paralyzed. The telltale flutter of her fingers confirms that.

      “Better, Dahlia,” Jade commends her, but she raises a finger in warning. “Continue to work on your posture. Do not lose the neck. Remember, allure is the key.”

      Dahlia doesn’t respond either by nodding or with words. Just arches her neck as Jade takes the side exhibit door into another hallway. “The Skeleton Flower is quite magical,” Jade proclaims as she takes another door that leads onto a terrace. “A research portfolio with information on your flower will be in your room by now. I have another matter to attend to. Surprise stokes more surprises.” She huffs a little while rolling her eyes.

      I don’t stop following her. “Why? What’s happened now?” Part of me wonders if there’s another intruder.

      “Come if you wish, Skeleton Flower. It will show you just how I handle things here.”

      I follow Jade up a wide stone staircase between a tree-lined path until we arrive at a generous stone fountain area flanked by sculptures of naked girls holding petals in their cupped hands. The murky fog of her words only clears when two Seedkeepers round the corner, holding the girl I recognize from earlier. Chrysanthemum.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk, my little Mum.” Jade clicks her teeth as the Seedkeepers put pressure on her shoulders so she kneels on the ground. “You should know better by now. Your exhibit is empty. When the glass is empty, there is no reward. And there is always a price to pay.”

      Chrysanthemum’s cheek invites one solitary tear as she nods, her fire-roasted hair turned dull as squash in the darkness. Her digital contacts remind me of its guts—all mashed pulp, ripe for the plucking as she surrenders to the madam before her, forehead governing the ground. Jade approaches the Flower, brushes the back of her knuckles across Chrysanthemum’s cheek before withdrawing another object from her coat—a riding crop.

      “What?”

      I don’t realize it has left my mouth until it escapes. Jade only eyes me for a second before turning her attention back to Chrysanthemum. Another moment later, the riding crop touches Chrysanthemum’s shoulder. Jade doesn’t take her time. This isn’t manipulation like it was with Sky. This is business. Pure control. And a sick sense of care is in that control as she unties the strings of Chrysanthemum’s dress, allowing the fabric to fall away from her back.

      Jade fingers the scars. “Most of these are old, Chrysanthemum. Almost three months…”

      “I will do better next time.”

      “Good. Remember, your roots are here until I decide to pluck you. Here is the only place for you to grow. And I will cut the weed out of you every time if I must.”

      “Thank you.”

      The word is so practiced that I want to take a battle axe to it. Chop the letters into bits.

      Jade’s riding crop comes down and gnashes its teeth before sinking into Chrysanthemum’s back. Unlike with Sky, Jade leaves less marks with no sense of pleasure lingering in the back alley of her eyes. This is punishment, but my butterflies still can’t stomach it. The night of Finch’s almost lashing returns to me, but Chrysanthemum is no child. A girl who I expect is older than me. Will I go against Jade? When I step forward, foot contacting with the uneven stone, I don’t fight the gravity. However unplanned it is this time, I welcome the fall when it sends me rolling against Chrysanthemum, knocking her off balance. And Jade pauses, riding crop frozen in the air like the humidity has yoked it.

      “Oh, my ankle!” I feign pain, eyes weighing on Chrysanthemum’s just before Jade tucks her riding crop into her coat.

      “That is enough for tonight, little Mum. Wait for me in your room, and I will be there shortly to tend to your wounds.”

      Chrysanthemum obeys.

      She creates the scars. And she heals them? I dig my nails into the dirt underneath me, wishing I could bury myself beneath it for ten seconds so I can’t hear anything. Too much time spent away from water. I yearn for that numb, that liquid anesthetic, that underbelly deadened to everything but the feeling of naked skin and gagged ears.

      Jade doesn’t kneel beside me when she acknowledges, “I think we both know you don’t have the excuse of clumsiness. This is the way of things, and you will soon learn. The world I’ve built here is an oasis, but it’s not without a price. My blood, my sweat, my tears, my very soul is woven into the Garden. One slip, and it all unravels. I cannot afford that. I don’t desire fear. Just obedience.”

      She coils the rope before touching my cheek. “I will watch over my Flowers. I won’t let any man pluck them for me. Men enjoy their beauty, pollinate them as they must, but every Flower’s roots are meshed with mine. I am their caretaker, and they must be disciplined. I like you, Skeleton Flower. Very much,” Jade says with her finger drawing my chin upward. “I think you have the makings of greatness. I intend to draw that greatness out, but if I must, I will also drive out your stubbornness. You have too much thorn in you. Not enough flower. I will help you blossom in the best ways. A way that has served me and this Garden well throughout the years. Kept it out of the hands of baseborn men. I will protect what is mine. And you are my Flower now. Your roots will grow closer to me with time.”

      Now, I stand up. “And what about my petals? You’ll just let some baseborn man pluck them because he gives you enough coin to fill your belly?”

      “Silly, naive seedling.” Jade takes one sterling curl in her hand, teasing the strands between her fingers. “Once you have mastered the art of subduing a man with your being and not just your body, only then will you be ready for the plucking. Your first trial will commence after your exhibit.”
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      She says Flowers can come and go as they please. When I enter the Shed for the second time in the evening, a handful stand in the doorway. Some sort of makeshift fence blocks their way now—wrought-iron, with holes big enough for them to gawk at and swoon over my Sky.

      “Too bad he’s not a client,” one of the Flowers croons. “I’d let him pollinate me so fast—”

      “And I’d bet he’d break your little stem in no time with those mammoth muscles, Buttercup.”

      At the moment, Sky’s mammoth muscles look defeated. On the ground behind him, I can still see a small trickle of blood that has wept off his skin. He no longer wears his shirt. Naked from the waist up. Right then and there, I’m sure I could scream loud enough to break the iron. Not once does he raise his head, remaining so still I could believe he’s passed out. Maybe the other girls suspect, but I know he’s awake. Listening to everything.

      Waving a hand, Buttercup tosses her buttery hair over her shoulder. “Doesn’t matter anyway. Look but don’t touch, remember? He’s Jade’s pet.”

      “He’ll be a Seedkeeper in no time,” another comments.

      Just one touch. It would be so easy for me to curl my hand in her hair. Make her scalp howl. With every passing second, I’m sucking back lightning because they keep treating him like a piece of meat. But he isn’t meat. He is earth and thunder, soil and soul, callused hands that can swallow mine, supple mouth that can harness mine, and fists that turn other men to footstools for just looking at me the wrong way.

      “Thank you, Flowers.”

      Jade’s voice causes them all to turn, some with lips plumping into pouts as she dismisses them. All but me.

      “You stay, Skeleton Flower.” I guess Serenity doesn’t exist to her anymore.

      In her hands, Jade holds a glass bottle filled with water along with a cloth. She waves her hand, signaling some sort of mechanism to lift the shed gate. Intrigued by this new display, I remain where I am as she approaches Sky and circles him. He still doesn’t raise his head, body slumped forward—at least until she pours water on the cloth and dabs at his wounds. Then, Sky gnashes his teeth and flings his head. There must be some sort of antiseptic in it. Responding to his body, Jade moves away when Sky’s head snaps. For a moment, I distract myself with the thought of that head connecting with hers, knocking her unconscious. Instead, I stride forward, my eyes connecting with Sky’s for a brief second before I summon enough courage to join Jade. I will see his back.

      “Each mark is unique,” she declares, clearing more blood off the skin. “These will heal. I broke the skin on a few, but not all.” She wipes her thumb against one, drawing a map of the lines. She could use a skin splicer, but if she did, there would be no scars. And then, one by one, Jade inserts the blockers in his ears to prevent him from hearing anything else.

      “Touch is important at this stage.” She moves the rag up, dabbing the blood crusts until his back is clean. “He must recognize the care in your fingers, register you are his healing. You hold power, but you also hold life. Notice the relief in his shoulders. I will grant him more.”

      Taking a small, circular container, Jade removes its top and rubs a white cream onto her hands. “It’s a scarification cream so the wounds will heal faster. It will sting at first. Careful,” she warns me just before applying it to Sky’s back. His hips tense from the action, but he doesn’t thrash like he did when she first touched him with the cloth, though part of me wonders if that’s because he knows I am now behind him.

      “Memorize my movements. Someday, you will do the same for other men. Mmm…there. Notice him inhale.” Her hand massages his shoulder, kneading her thumb into the flesh. Every touch stings me. “I want to know everything. I want to memorize him. I want to know his every feeling. I want to harbor his core.”

      No, that right belongs to me, I want to scream.

      When Sky arches to get closer to her fingers burrowing into his flesh, she comments, “Mmm…yes, I will have him soon.”

      Revolted, I try to dissuade her, “How do you know? He doesn’t seem that simple to me.”

      “First lesson, Skeleton Flower. All men are simple. Especially when they are young.” Jade stands, fingers trickling down to Sky’s waist. Lower.

      “And what about girls?” I step in front of Sky and ask the question to distract her, catching his gaze that narrows to a pinprick from Jade’s fingertips.

      Drawing her hand from Sky, Jade caps the cream and replies, “Some girls are simple; some are complicated. If you can recall the little Mum from earlier, well, girls like her are simple, uncomplicated creatures. I found her in a graphicker’s world where she had little purpose, but I planted her here as I have many. She is no surprise. No challenge. Not like him.” Jade places one hand on Sky’s chest. I conjure the image of busting her knuckles.

      “So, what am I?” I divert her attention.

      “A gift,” Jade replies simply. “A gift that shows promise.” Then, Jade removes the blockers from Sky’s ears and poses the question, “Time for your last name, Kyle.”

      When Sky gives her a blank stare, Jade raises one finger with a sovereign smile before knocking the side wall of the Shed just once. One of the Seedkeepers enters with a covered tray of food. He hands it to Jade before she instructs him to lower Sky’s chains to give his body a reprieve. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen Sky fall, legs buckling from beneath him. To prevent any risk by leaving his arms free, the Seedkeeper chains Sky’s arms behind him, but at least he can finally rest. Not strung up like a slaughtered pig.

      “You see, Kyle…I can give just as much as I take.”

      Jade lowers a wedge of meat lathered in blackberry sauce up to his face, but Sky compresses his lips and refuses, shaking his head to the side. “Remember, Kyle…you gave me your first name. You made that decision, that choice to give just as I make the choice now to feed you.”

      It’s another manipulation tactic, tricking him into believing he’s holding a sample of power, but Jade is the law. That much is clear.

      “You think this is a game. But I assure you, it is no game to me.” Jade rubs one drop of sauce on his lower lip.

      Whether it’s some plan to keep up his strength or the voiceless ‘please’ I mouth behind Jade, Sky opens his mouth and accepts the food, though he barely chews before swallowing each bite she gives him. Eating without enjoying. Why can’t he just bite her fingers? What’s going on in his head? I doubt I’ll get much of an opportunity to ask between Jade’s visits and all the Flowers who come and go as they please.

      “Trinity.”

      Sky relinquishes our faux last name to her altar, and the butterflies inside my stomach throw their heads back in riotous laughter.
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      “I don’t understand.” I shake my head when Jade closes the Shed door.

      “I will take you back to your room, so you may tell me what you don’t understand.”

      I touch a nearby branch, sweeping aside the leaves as she guides me to the Museum. “Why do you do this? What’s the point? It has to be more than control. You can pay anyone—”

      “You think I do this for the money?”

      Even when Jade interrupts, swinging around to thwart me before gripping my jaw, her emotions never slither to the surface.

      Her voice slaughters me, eyes like shackles, and her body—the prison. “That man in there has no sense of submission. And that is the ultimate pleasure. It is a power play. You show them you are the one in control. You must hold it, carry it, do it, feel it, and think it.”

      “How do you know when they’ve submitted?”

      “I will know.” Jade releases my jaw, then kisses my temple.

      “He’ll never love you.” The words are stupid. Too personal. But Jade doesn’t detect the underlying meaning.

      No, the madam holds her hand to the side to illustrate the point. “It’s not about love, Skeleton Flower. It’s not about lust. I may admire his body, and he will see mine, but he will never touch me. Just as none of my Seedkeepers ever touch me. It’s about domination and bringing a man under my thumb. In time, Kyle will thank me for such relief just as Luc will do for you someday. You take the responsibility, the stress, the burden, the power…so they don’t have to. It is an enormous millstone that few women are strong enough to bear, but I believe you are one of those few. And that is why I train you.”

      When she turns, I barricade the gate of my mouth, but it doesn’t matter. The butterflies are pesky. Far too curious and gutsy for my petty mouth to stop. When I arrive in my room, the dam breaks, and I summon the words, “What happened to you, Jade?”

      Expression turning grim, she closes the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        T h E  S k e l e T o n   F l o W e r

      

      

      The next two days until the weekend are like symptoms of a pox. Slow, conveying just a hint of the sores and boils to come. Luc and I take our meals together with the barrier of his inhibitor forging a tapestry of silence between us. Finally, I can’t deny the humming in my stomach, the telltale vibration of butterfly antennae summoning me to share Jade’s plans about training me to dominate him.

      Luc’s chuckle is unexpected. “If she only knows how unnecessary such a notion is.”

      I lean back in my seat. Toy with the food on my plate. “What do you mean?”

      He sips his wine. For some reason, it seems to help him…like warming his blood is better than feeling nothing.

      “If she only knew how much dominion you already hold over me. That I will do anything you ask.” He shifts his eyes to mine, but he doesn’t render me defenseless.

      “But will you want to?” I counter.

      “No.”

      His answer is too quick, too effortless, and I know what Jade says about him is right, though I suppose I can’t blame him. Manipulation is a crucial part of Luc’s life’s work. Second nature for him just like pulling a trigger.

      “And what would you want?” I wonder without meeting his eyes, staring at the floor because it doesn’t matter. Because we know Jade dominates us both in her Venus Fly Trap.

      “Look at me,” Luc orders, but I don’t comply. When he stands, I tense at first, but one gaze from his eyes reassures me he isn’t angry. But he still uses his hand as a fetter around my wrist to raise me from the table so he can ask, “Do you want me to be frank, Serenity?”

      It’s such an open line I can’t resist. “No, I’d rather you just be Luc.”

      The momentary smile is worth it. I haven’t seen one since our arrival. He cups the side of my neck, thumb voyaging north to rub my lower lip. I shrink away, but he holds me in place even as I sense something underneath his skin—a pulsing vibration, a warning from the device.

      “Luc—”

      “I want to bury myself inside your heart. Remain there for eternity because it will take that long to explore it. You already live under my skin, so I’d wager that’s fair enough. I want your every thirst. I want your desires. I want to be the only man who can quench them. That is all I want.”

      And he drives himself from me, marching to the other side of the room, opening the door to the hall, and then slamming it behind him. The hollow left in his wake is cavernous. The silence is deafening, and I’m afraid all my thoughts will become teeth and gorge themselves on my brain, especially since in a few hours’ time, Jade will arrive with my exhibit costume.

      Due to my singularity, she’s arranged a midnight showing. I still don’t have the faintest idea where my exhibit will be held, whether in the spring or winter room, but I only have myself to blame for not examining my portfolio. Haven’t even flipped it open. Luc never gave me any literature. Nothing to study because I was born with the Swan in my blood. Why should I be expected to study anything? One glance at the title with the digital rendering of the flower is enough for me even if it strikes me as odd. The blossom looks so small, so innocuous. Little petals, simple oval shapes no bigger than my thumb with a juniper-green berry center and dull yellowed bristles.

      The knock on the door causes my curious fingers to retract. When no one enters of their own accord, I know it isn’t Magnolia or Jade—the only ones with an all-access pass to every part of the Museum…or rather the gargantuan manor. I open the door. The knock belongs to Chrysanthemum. I haven’t seen her since her whipping. Not even in the exhibits since I haven’t returned since Magnolia’s initial tour.

      Swinging the door open, I nod to her request. I’m getting used to the idea the Flowers here are vastly different from the Aviary Birds. So far, I haven’t encountered anyone like Peacock. Or Mockingbird. Thankfully.

      “Hmm…” Chrysanthemum twirls her head around the room. “Your room is smaller than mine. I wonder if that’s because you’re smaller.” The comment isn’t meant to be offensive. That much I can tell.

      By the way she flops onto my bed and strums her fingers along the quilt, it’s obvious Chrysanthemum isn’t shy. In the sunlight, her hair reminds me of bloated apricots, especially with it fanned over the white bedspread. Much taller than me, Chrysanthemum stretches so her dress rises to her thighs, her toasted-gold legs fluttering up and down over the side. Never one for caution, I decide to join her. Shifting my legs to the side of my body, I prop myself up on my elbow for support.

      “Your display is tonight,” Chrysanthemum states. She pivots her face to me, cheek caressing the bed, legs still not slowing from their minor flutter kicks like she’s swimming in place. “Wish I could be there to see it.”

      “Jade won’t allow the girls to view exhibits?”

      Chrysanthemum shakes her head and twists her neck so her chin drops onto the bed, face to the window. “Flowers,” she corrects. “Nope, not private ones. Supposed to be anonymous. Like our fantasies are anonymous.”

      “Our?”

      “Yep, our. We’re the biggest part of the fantasy. Why shouldn’t we get to own it?”

      I narrow my brows. “I’m confused. What do you mean by fantasies?”

      Chrysanthemum rolls onto her back, then raises her hand to capture one of the canopy’s transparent white sheets. “My client likes to pretend I’m his mermaid.” She places the sheet across her face, playacting at mystery. “I get a prosthetic tail and everything, and he reserves the private beach Jade owns so we can spend the day together. Jade believes in experiences here. She offers more, so clients pay more.”

      “What do you get out of it?”

      Chrysanthemum drops the sheet. “Are you kidding? I get to be a mermaid! Well…at least when it’s that client. He’s the most frequent repeat.” She flexes her arms above her head before slumping and telling me, “The rest of the time, I get to do whatever I want as long as I take care of my body. Jade insists on it. One Flower tried self-harm once. Ooh…by the time Jade got done with her. Eeesh!”

      I rub my eyes, kneading the passages there, considering how many clients harm the girls instead, but Chrysanthemum rolls onto her side to face me, advocating for her madam. “Jade has a certain way about her. A power. It’s like magic. Most girls have no choice but to lower their defenses and trust her. And she helps us embrace our true natures.”

      Cocking my head, I drop my hand. “And what true nature is that?”

      “Whatever the client may want, of course. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” Chrysanthemum mimics my action and reclines the side of her face onto her hand. “Every woman wants to be desired, to be wanted. To get lost in our fantasy. Jade gives us that. She protects us. I pity her because she never has that opportunity. She can never let her guard down. She can never experience that complete trust because she has to think about each one of us every second of the day.”

      “She does a lot more than think.”

      Chrysanthemum’s shoulders sink with a sigh, and she kicks her legs back and forth again. “I’m not ashamed of who I am. Isn’t that the very definition of confidence? I don’t feel embarrassed in any way. I’m making the choice to be vulnerable and bare myself.” I recognize Jade’s voice coming out of her mouth. How long has Chrysanthemum been sucking Jade’s poison? “I have faith in Jade, respect her, and open myself up to whatever she requires. In return, she shields us, feeds us, provides whatever we may need, and we experience fantasies here that we can nowhere else.”

      Jade still controls them. Even if it’s different from the Glass District and the Temple, it’s not freedom. Not any of it. Why do we have to live in a world where this demand is so high? The demand for girls’ bodies, for chunks of warm flesh, and for uncontrollable fantasies? Why can’t we live in a world where every man can be like…Sky?

      Chrysanthemum rises to a sitting position, shimmying just a little. “Jade planted me here. Plucked my roots from the Glass District. I was bloody and bruised when I came here because they don’t protect girls in the Districts.” She reinforces my first thoughts. “Just rotate them as quickly as they can—one after the other. Quantity over quality. I submitted to four thousand men before I turned sixteen. Here, there’s more creativity. We welcome the chance to venture into unchartered territory. Jade gives us that opportunity.”

      I still can’t get over the offhand statement of four thousand. How numb Chrysanthemum must be. How she must have folded into any new identity to lose the pain of her original one.

      “So, why do you feel the need to run?” I challenge.

      Chrysanthemum shrugs a little. She eyes me before planting her hands in front of her, fingers curling into a plea. “Promise not to make fun of me?”

      I roll my eyes but don’t move. “Why would I?”

      Chrysanthemum leans over just a little so her marmalade hair dips onto her chest. “I’m claustrophobic. Silly fear, I know.”

      “Not really.” Not considering where she came from.

      “No, it really is because the Garden exhibits are twice the size of the Glass District ones. I’d just rather skip them and get right to the fantasy, but it doesn’t work like that.”

      Chrysanthemum can’t sit still. I know I have a habit of fiddling with my hair, but Chrysanthemum is far fussier than me.

      “So…thanks for what you did,” she says, referring to my fall. “But you don’t have to next time. I accept Jade’s power over me. It’s her way of caring.”

      “I still don’t understand it.”

      “Oh, I think you do. You just can’t relate. Maybe someday you will, but you seem like a fighter. And a fighter who doesn’t like to lose the fight.”

      When I give her a hollow stare, Chrysanthemum explains, “Some girls always start with fight, but they lose it pretty quickly. You don’t strike me as that type. You remind me of Jade that way…just a younger, purer version. Like you’ll always have this way about you. Doubt it’ll disappear even after your first fantasy. Ooh!” She glides right into that subject. “Wonder what kind of fantasy you’ll have? Maybe one will choose the underground grotto pool. Or maybe Jade’s island with the lagoon. Or a sky-sailing adventure. Or—”

      Magnolia interrupts when she enters the room with my costume for the night. “Good evening, Skeleton Flower. Chrysanthemum…” She keeps her words light.

      Chrysanthemum cups a hand to her cheek to whisper to me, “I still haven’t figured out how she does that.”

      “I smelled your peach cream the second I walked inside,” Magnolia announces as she sways toward us.

      “Well, I was talking about how you like to sneak up on people, Maggie. But now that you mention it…” Chrysanthemum jerks a thumb toward the other girl. “She’s got some pretty mad superpowers, eh?”

      “Thank you, Chryssie.”

      “Chryssie?” I tuck a tendril of hair behind my ear.

      Chrysanthemum shrugs. “My friends call me Chryssie. And Magnolia’s friends with everyone here. Aren’t you, Maggie?”

      “Yes, Chryssie, though you’re still the only one who ever calls me Maggie,” the other girl confirms while walking to my side of the bed to hand me the costume.

      Chrysanthemum crawls onto her knees to inspect the dress, eyes as perky as her hair. “Maggie’s got a gift. Comes with the territory. You know the blind one. Easier to trust her. But let’s see about that dress!”

      With no consideration for personal property or privacy, Chrysanthemum invades the dress to shake it out with her hands. Both our expressions mirror one another’s as we stare at it, squinting in confusion.

      Chrysanthemum is the first to criticize. “It’s so light and one-note. Doesn’t Jade want anything else?”

      Magnolia turns in my direction. “Some face applications, lengthened white eyelashes, but nothing else on her body.”

      “No flowers or leaves or paint?”

      Magnolia shakes her head, answering Chrysanthemum, who shrugs and then almost crouches on her next words. “Can I see it? I mean…are you shy?”

      “Um…” I bite on my lower lip.

      Magnolia interrupts, her head pivoting to focus on the other Flower. “Chrysanthemum, you know a Flower’s preparation is supposed to be private and personal. It’s impolite to—”

      “She can stay.” Holding up a hand, I ease off the bed. “I don’t mind.”

      “Great!” Chrysanthemum bounds onto the floor, feet skidding on the tiles just as I smooth one strap down from my shoulder. “Hey, what’s that?” Chrysanthemum remarks, pointing to the feather tattoo.

      “It’s from the Aviary.”

      “Ahh…that’s interesting. I know some Museum directors do that sort of thing. Jade doesn’t. She’s all about control, so she doesn’t feel the need to mark her Flowers because she’s all about roots.”

      Her talking helps distract me, so I remove my dress while she continues. My hands wait to accept the costume from Magnolia.

      “Brands, tattoos…Jade says they’re just for directors who are afraid they’re going to lose—whoa!” Chrysanthemum notes just as I take the costume in my hands. By now, I’m used to eyes roaming my body even if Chrysanthemum’s seem busier than a spinning clock.

      “You’re like some sylph!” she tells me when I tug on the dress, rolling the fabric down my body. “I mean, we all know Magnolia’s the whitest, but you look like you were grown on a cloud somewhere.”

      “No.” Shaking my head, I beam at her as Magnolia adjusts one of the dress straps on my shoulder, her hands seeking, searching for any errors. “I was birthed in a fairy pool beneath the starlight.”

      Chrysanthemum urges a fist to her chin, then snaps her head back and forth. “Nuh-uh, I’m convinced you’re a sylph.”

      “Sylph?”

      “They’re cousins to fairies—elemental spirits who are invisible and ride on the air. They can’t come to earth because they’ll get stuck, and they’ll drown in water and burn in fire. Sylph actually means butterfly, so I think they’re like the original butterfly’s daughters or something.”

      I smile at the thought of coming from a butterfly. It does seem fitting. Chrysanthemum babbles on for a few more minutes about the nature of sylphs, and I find I enjoy listening even if her words remind me of smoke—so unpredictable and without a thought or care where it roves.

      After Chrysanthemum begs to help Magnolia with my makeup and Magnolia agrees, they spend the next half hour or so focused on my face, applying the long white eyelashes that flirt with my ever-green eyes and adding a shimmery silver dust around them, along with the cheeks and side of my forehead. Apparently, the dust is not makeup but bioluminescent diamond powder. Even though Chrysanthemum helps, it’s clear Magnolia retains her leadership status. Her hands are practiced, knowing where to attach the white pearls along my skin.

      Once they are finished, Chrysanthemum steps away from me and shapes her hands into a frame that captures my face. “Yep, definitely a sylph.”

      “Let’s hope this sylph doesn’t drown.” Magnolia’s words seem to hint to my exhibit.

      “So, Jade is sticking with a water theme…” I question, but Magnolia doesn’t offer any further information and Jade’s arrival interrupts us.

      “Well done, Magnolia,” she approves. “I will take it from here. Thank you.”

      Both Flowers exit the room without saying a word, hinting even more as to Jade’s power over them. No one at the Garden ever questions her authority. For a moment, I wonder how she will react to a Flower who does?

      “Face the mirror,” Jade instructs before her hands sift into my hair, gathering it in chaotic clumps. “I will handle your hair today. Your Immortal implant keeps it in pristine condition.” Jade pins generous portions to the center of my head. “Eventually, you will learn how to do your hair on your own. I will teach you. Unlike most others here, you seem like you need some tutelage in that area.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Jade captures my chin in her hand and juts it forward, grabbing my attention in the mirror. “When one has such a palette to work with, one does not simply ignore it as you do. Since you’ve been here, you haven’t once used your mirror screen to select different styles and practice them. You haven’t even taken advantage of the body printer. That reveals one of two things—incompetence or ignorance. And you do not strike me as incompetent, Skeleton Flower.”

      My mother never wanted to do my hair. In fact, after the Temple, she didn’t want to do much of anything except keep busy. No makeup products or beautifying agents to speak of—they all reminded her of the Temple. And it wasn’t like I could show off for anyone, so it never made sense to learn. Even my blank palette was enough to draw attention. Wading through the memories of growing up is like clearing off a frosted mirror with water. It still likes to blur from heat. The present is too powerful.

      I manage to latch onto one memory.

      “Take it off,” Sky told me the one day I’d found an unattended lipstick tube on the floor with its wrapper still on.

      “Why?” I’d asked at the time. “Doesn’t it look pretty?” I’d puckered my ample lips, tinged like flushed cherries, at him.

      “Yes, it looks pretty, Ser. But you look beautiful without it.”

      “But it’s just you and me, Sky,” I’d pointed out, fanning my hands around our hotel room.

      “Right…I know. Just you and me.”

      “I like it…” I’d faced myself in the mirror. “I like what it does to my skin. I like how it makes me feel.”

      In the end, Sky didn’t make me wipe it off. For years, it was our little secret because we knew Mom didn’t want any reminders of the Temple. And he couldn’t deny me the pleasure, but I recognize now why he avoided my gaze whenever I wore it, why he always seemed to distract himself with his tablet screen or reading a book—he wanted to kiss me. And he worked extremely hard not to fulfill that fantasy.

      Until that day by the waterfall.

      “Something simple for today,” Jade says, referring to my hair. “Notice how I am joining the braid on one side to the other half of your hair, coiling it into a low bun? With hair such as yours, the possibilities are endless. Next time, I think leaving your hair down will be appropriate. I will give you some tutorials to study. I’ve only taught one other Flower here.”

      “Magnolia,” I assume.

      Jade’s reflection reveals her response first. “No, Magnolia excelled on her own as I predicted she would when I first pushed her from my body.” She dictates the phrase like Magnolia was some sort of parasite who didn’t deserve to live in her womb. “No, the girl I taught was just a little younger than me at the time. She was brought here for a time to learn because others failed to teach her. She left much improved after a month’s period before her return to the Temple.”

      Jade inserts pin after pin in my hair to secure my curls. “She was only fifteen. We shared similar traits. Pale skin, white hair—hers not as rich of a shade as mine—more silver, but that was Force’s preference.”

      And with that one name, all the butterflies in my stomach retreat to their hiding places, wings cowering while a few of the brave ones brace their antennae like fists. Even the mention of his name injects the air like toxin.

      “Oh, don’t look so surprised. Why do you think your father came to me so many years after your mother fled him? I was only a mirage of her. And I was pleased to become his oasis before he returned to his desert of a world.”

      “And you dominated him?”

      Jade’s fingers pause just before she catches one of my curls and tames it into the scope of my head. “No. Force has other needs.”

      I have no interest in dominating Luc. Just my father. My hopes were feeble. I know what kind of man my father is. I saw it in his eyes the first time we met at the Hatchery. Like so many other men, but Force carries it to the extreme.

      Desperate, I change the subject. “Magnolia says you both carry albinism genetics.”

      Jade teases the bun, fluffing out the strands. “Yes, my grandfather is albino.”

      “Is he blind, too?”

      “Magnolia isn’t fully blind. She can still distinguish colors, but the details are lacking.”

      Perhaps it’s like seeing the entire world as an old photograph. She moves her body like she’s blind. Her entire body twists in the direction of a subject she wants to focus on, not just her eyes.

      “As you may have noticed…” Jade continues, sticking two pearl-studded combs in my hair. “Magnolia is also sensitive to sunlight, which is why she remains in the Museum for most of the daylight hours. For some unknown reason, my vision is not as impaired. Albinos’ vision varies from person to person.”

      “Is your father an albino?”

      Jade pins more of my hair. “I never knew my father. Both my grandparents had albinism, the same type, so it was inevitable for it to pass on. My mother had it before me, but she died in a swimming accident when I was a teenager. Our albinism is what makes us unique. What turned me into a commodity at an early age. Pale skin has been in high demand since the days of intermarrying and immigration turned our breed into a minority.”

      “Is that why you think I have potential?”

      “Partly. It certainly doesn’t harm your cause, but I knew you had potential from just one look at you. From the moment you woke up and how you stared at me. What temper you possessed with just one flick from those lovely greens. And I saw it again when you attacked Luc in the dining room. And the first time you saw the young man chained in the Shed.”

      Jade reads me better than I suspected because I channeled my anger into Sky. I will still have to work twice as hard to get him and Luc out of here. Not to mention Fawn. The most logical conclusion is to arrange for Luc’s release first…because of his exceptional talent. I imagine his hands pinning Jade, imagine them coiling around her neck, threatening her and making her release us all. If I manage to find a way to dismantle the device from his skin before my first client, I’d consider it nothing short of a miracle. Just win Jade’s trust, get her to reveal the Garden secrets—every one of them—and use them against her.

      “You are ready,” Jade announces. “Follow me.”

      When I stand, the ends of the dress ripple to the floor. It’s so light. Like a bridal veil with a willowy train softening the floor behind me. Lace sleeves in intricate floral patterns swathe my arms while the back of the dress is cut low, leaving much of my skin all the way down my spine exposed.

      Confused, a little dumbstruck by the costume, I bite on my lower lip as Jade leads me out of the bedroom and to the elevator that carries us to the final floor of the Museum.

      “I allow clients to wait for a time. It hones the appetite,” Jade says just as the elevator opens to another hallway—one with more doors on the side. “These are the individual client rooms. More are on the opposite side of the exhibit, which is stationed in the center of this floor. Tonight, you will embark through its southeast entrance. Tomorrow night, I will choose a different entrance.”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “My clients have traveled a great distance to be here, Skeleton Flower. This is their reprieve, their holiday, but they do have business in other parts of the world. Their time is valuable, and they pay a generous price for me to fill that precious gap. Trust me…I will not waste it.”

      Jade motions to the final door at the end of the hallway near the window that overlooks the gardens in the back of the Museum.

      “This will be quite different from the Swan exhibit, I assure you, despite how similar it may seem at first. The water is not swimmable, Serenity, so do not even try.”

      She switched to my real name. Another tactic to remind me of her power?

      Jade goes on too quickly for me to speculate, “You will not become part of the exhibit. The exhibit will revolve around you. Feel free to improvise, but I expect you to mirror the expressions dictated in the packet of information I placed in your room.”

      In hindsight, maybe I should’ve looked at more than just the cover page.

      At seeing me nervously gnaw on my lip and my eyes swelling a little, Jade’s irises drift to the ceiling, not in a roll but in an expression, which still spells aggravated. She suppresses a groan, clears her throat, and instructs, “Adopt your namesake. Serenity. Feel the peace, the tranquility, the hush. Embrace who you are in the stillness. That is all I will give you.”

      When Jade opens the door to my exhibit, a stone greets me—a stone surrounded by water. A small wall prevents the water from leaving the exhibit. When I glance up, my eyes behold an entire lake. No trees, unlike Luc’s exhibit. This one cradles a stepping-stone path that loops from one end to the other in all four corner directions—northeast, southwest, northwest, southeast. An artificial fog curls in sultry wisps around my feet as I take my place on the first stone, inhaling deep and long while hoping the butterflies will stop shivering inside me. I try not to focus on the windows where Jade’s clients are watching. The Aviary had music, but I hear nothing but a low hum that sounds like some sort of engine running in the background.

      I focus on the stepping-stone path, bare foot daring to slip out from the dress to caress the next one. The train trails in the water, disappearing beneath the fog mask. For a moment, I consider dipping my toes into the water. Can’t tell how deep it is. Jade’s voice embarking from an overhead speaker prevents me from completing the task.

      “Diphylleia gray,” her voice says, announcing the botanical term as if she is a tour guide instructing an audience. “The Skeleton Flower. A remarkable flower that thrives in moist environments and the colder wooded mountainous regions of Japan and China. It blooms in late spring.”

      Did I just feel a water drop tumble onto my cheek?

      “The Skeleton Flower is known for its small white blossoms that exhibit a certain magic in the rain.”

      No mistaking it now. More drops nosedive from above my head, falling headlong into the lake, more than happy to unite with its watery cousins. By now, I’ve walked to the center of the exhibit—rooted myself along the stone there, palms curled slightly as I raise my head for the raindrops to raid my face, cheeks catching most. All along the surface of the water, they remind me of dropping diamonds, creating their own sort of music. As more and more raindrops engulf me, I close my eyes, hearing the conclusion of Jade’s description.

      “During light rain showers, this delicate bloom turns transparent like beautiful glass, thereby earning its appropriate name—Skeleton Flower. It is ghostlike in appearance but soft as a swan.” She chose that word on purpose. “With veins like lace and tragic petals reaching their hands to the sky, one would expect some lost fairy to have planted this flower. Please enjoy the remainder of the exhibit.”

      Lost fairy. That’s me. Lost from her home. Lost from the people she loves. If this is the only way I can get them back, then so be it.

      After an eternity of seconds, there is music, but it doesn’t help much.

      At least Luc left me a little dignity in the Swan exhibit. Jade does not. The rain is no downpour. It is a steady splatter, but at least it’s a warm one. Even so, each drop feels like a bit of glass cutting into my clothes. After a few moments, I turn to glass myself. Looking down, I notice my arms misting from the rain like my skin is crying from what I know will inevitably pass. After a few more moments, the simple white shift I wear clings to my body, moistened to expose every naked curve and outline to the audience.

      Jade has upped the stakes.

      Butterflies long to drown inside me. They want to hold their breaths and sink. But Jade won’t let me sink, I soon discover. Because when I step off one stone, my toes discover a soft surface no more than a foot deep. The fog grants the illusion the lake is deeper, but it isn’t. My action causes the train of the dress to bloom, to swirl behind me. Jade is right. I can’t become one with my exhibit. Instead, the exhibit strips me bare. Unlike the Swan exhibit, it doesn’t bewitch me—it possesses me. Without my precious water to escape to, I let it. I slide into the skin of the Skeleton Flower as its cold veins work their way upward, through my skin, into my blood. Sharp. Like dumping a summer fruit right into the snow. The Swan was subtle, slow, and sinuous. I could adopt her wings over time. Not the Skeleton Flower. She pricks me again and again, lapping up my blood.

      I remember what I must do. Here, I have to banish the real Serenity. She can’t swim here. But I struggle. The rain isn’t numbing enough. Instead, I feel the blush of my cheeks as my emotions catapult from the loss of every shred of my dignity.

      For once, I’m glad Sky is locked in the Shed so he can’t see me like this. That’s when I remember how Jade gave Luc exclusive access to my exhibits. With that knowledge swimming in my head, I first try to focus on pleasing Jade. But I’ll inevitably have to face every thought, every stunning realization.

      As my feet wade through water before I step up once again onto the pathway across the shallow lake, I keep my toes pointed on each dip, uncertain if I’m performing well or not. How much longer will this last? Melodic notes drift into one another as the raindrops drown me like a floating corpse.

      On the edges of the pathway, the glass walls are closer, closer than they ever were in the Swan exhibit. Men feast on me. Fewer than I thought there would be, but then, I realize some have chosen tinted windows, preferring to observe without affording me the opportunity of doing the same. Jade must have set the price sky high. The ones I can see are rich beyond compare, and they each reside in their separate boxes to examine me.

      When my eyes land on one sitting off to my right, I pause, curious. It isn’t the way he looks at me or smiles at me…or even the way he’s sitting with his back pressed against the chair, fingertips clapped together. No, it’s the way he looks that matters. Hair much darker than mine, not anything like Sky’s or Luc’s, skin so pale I would’ve believed it was grown in some crater. White as milkweed. And his lips form a smile upon my approach, but the upper lip with no cleavage and a hint more supple than the lower reminds me of something.

      Curiosity grows as I study his eyes. Wrong color. Too green, not blue enough, but the lips and his skin. When my fingers flutter across the glass in front of him, the young man doesn’t even move, just continues to study me with that familiar smile that houses secrets. How can I recognize that smile when I’ve never even seen his face?

      I finish, mimicking my previous action with each of the windows, daring myself to face the glass up close. They want a show, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned from the Swan, I can give them that. This is temporary; this is fleeting. They will walk away with more desire than ever. Fantasies will clot their minds, competing. Instead, I’ll go on, knowing I’ve won a piece of Jade’s trust—trust I will use to get us all out of here.

      “You’re not finished yet,” Jade warns me after the exhibit shuts down.

      “Excuse me?” Dubious, I narrow my brows when Jade takes me by the arm, leading me out of the back exhibit hallway.

      “You are better than I could’ve hoped. Your performance pleased the clients. Just as I anticipated, one has called for you.”

      Too surprised to acknowledge my success, I ask, “What do you mean?”

      “They pay an exorbitant fee to watch you, but if they want to meet you, the fee is higher. Come along,” she demands while dragging me around the outer hallway.

      “Like this?” I motion to my sodden dress, the transparent etchings of my body.

      “Just like that. We do not keep clients waiting.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I don’t care what you got away with in the Aviary. This is the Garden, and you are my Skeleton Flower. You will act like it.” Her grip on my arm strengthens.

      An exorbitant fee just to meet me? What does that mean? Does it mean I’ll have to—

      Jade pauses halfway down the hallway to cup my cheek. “Men will worship at your feet, Serenity. But if you don’t rule them, they will destroy you. You use what you have to gain advantage. From where I stand, you have much to use.” She brushes the cleavage between my breasts before opening the door handle just to her right.

      She doesn’t enter with me, but she does address the man whose back faces us from where he remains seated in the observation chair. Still dripping from the rain, I stand right in front of the entrance, not bothering to step forward, but I also don’t flinch when Jade closes the door behind me. By now, I’ve experienced too much to flinch. Too used to the world of Museums to get caught off guard anymore. I don’t even hug my arms to cover myself. Just stand with fists braced. Ready for action. Ready to fight.

      “A pleasure to finally meet the Swan.”
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      The voice is young. Not rugged and deep like Sky’s and not the rich velvet of Luc’s. No, this one is smooth and light like champagne bubbles rippling to the surface of a clear glass.

      “Or should I say Skeleton Flower?”

      When he pivots around in the chair, I’m unsure whether I’m relieved or not to find the same face I observed from my exhibit—the first window I touched. Though I’m behind the glass now and not in front of it, I still can’t place him.

      “You’re shivering,” he notes without standing up from the chair. “Towels and a dry dress are waiting for you in the open cabinet.” He motions to the right side of the room to the open shelves.

      Still dubious but not enough to hesitate, I walk toward the cabinet while keeping my eyes on the man. He still doesn’t get up, but his eyes don’t stray from me, nor does his mouth quiver from the comfortable smile he’s adopted. I touch the towel, flick my gaze to his face. No change. Twisting the towel around my body first, I pick up a second and flip my hair to scrunch the cotton through the soppy ends.

      Without fingering the dress yet, I turn to address him while remaining against the cabinet. “Would you mind telling me what I’m doing here?”

      The young man is in the middle of sipping his wine. He sets it aside to respond. “Your first time with a client, I presume?”

      “You know that already. Why bother presuming?” I tug the towel tighter.

      “Touché. After all, virgin blood is not so simple to come by anymore. It’s why girls are plucked younger and younger these days. Did you know that, Swan?”

      I’m too aware. It didn’t take the government too long to lower the minimum age for sex work after legal brothels popped up all over the place. It took less time for pimps to create false id’s for children.

      Eyes lowering a little, I stiffen. “I’d prefer to stay on the topic at hand.”

      “Hmm…” The young man drums his fingers on his arm chair while studying me.

      “You paid for me to be here. Why?”

      “Trust me. I’m seriously enjoying your ignorance as to how this game works. It’s giving me a profound sense of curiosity. And I would like to know more.”

      I’m still confused, particularly since he remains in the chair with no signs of moving. To be caught in the same room with a client who seems to show little interest in my physical self is something I can’t fathom. If he made a move, I’d know how to react. I’d bite his finger off if he so much as tried to touch me. But he’s composed. Between his rich attire—a white jacket, open to reveal the casual black shirt beneath, the white pants, and his dark locks flirting with his jaw—he doesn’t read as Family material to me, apart from his controlled behavior. He reminds me of a chessboard. Like he already has the game predicted.

      The man tilts his head to me. “We can always begin with something simple. The name’s Neil. And I am extremely interested to learn the Swan’s true name.”

      I consider lying, using Trinity, but I know it won’t take much for Neil to learn my true name from Jade if he wants. Perhaps he already knows and wants to hear it from my lips. Whatever the case, my curiosity is far more abundant than his. Kindled to such a degree I’m prepared to grant him a finger length of trust—for now.

      “Serenity.”

      “Very fitting.”

      “For the Swan, yes. Not for me.”

      Neil retrieves his glass again, raises it to the air, and swirls the liquid. “A force to be reckoned with, then? Is that who you are after you’ve shed the Skeleton Flower and the Swan?”

      “Maybe. Why do you want to know?”

      “Because you are more than your skin, Serenity. Any man may possess your skin or your body. He may take it for himself at any time for the right price. But the price of your soul is far more…expensive. So expensive in fact that it cannot be bought. It can only be given.”

      “My soul is not open to applications,” I warn, shifting my weight forward.

      Neil still does not stand. “Oh, but you have yet to see mine, Serenity. Or my resume for that matter.” He plays with the words, enjoying this too much. “Our time today is drifting to a close, but I will leave you with something to whet your curiosity regarding my application. It comes with one great benefit—you may keep your body to yourself in a manner of speaking.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ll explain more in our next meeting. I look forward to getting to know you because I believe you are exactly what I need.”

      When Jade opens the door, Neil rises from his chair for the first time and nods to thank me. I still ponder his statement. Confused by the brief encounter, I want to speak with Sky more than ever, but I doubt I’ll get the opportunity any time soon.

      I’m even more confused by Jade when she shoves me up against the wall in the hallway, nails digging into my neck. She’s seething. “You stupid, stupid girl! You have all the weapons you need, and you used none of them!”

      I thrash against her for a moment before dropping the towel so my hands are free. “If I wanted to use my body as a weapon, I would’ve done this!” I knock her back, spit flinging from my mouth at the same time.

      Jade raises her baton in the next moment, brandishes the threat. “You’ve disappointed me, Serenity. He would have bowed to you, but you did nothing. You hid when you should have bridled him.”

      “He offered me the towel. He isn’t interested in being bridled,” I inform her just before stooping to pick up the towel.

      Jade plants her shoe on it, causing me to tug at the fabric. “He is extremely interested, you thick-witted infant. I monitor each room. I may not hear what is said, but I know you never once considered using what was naturally given to you. Next time, don’t waste your body.”

      Discarding my vain effort to retrieve the towel, I stand to counter her instead, placing my hands on my hips. “I’m not wasting it. I’m saving it.”

      “There is no such thing in this world. Anything worth saving is always used up first. I’m giving you a golden opportunity to reap your own benefits, to exploit them before they can walk all over you. Rest assured, men will always find new ways to walk all over you. It’s the nature of the beast. Don’t for one second believe Luc is any different.”

      Sky is, Sky is different. I want to refute her claim, but instead, I focus on the subject. “He wants another meeting. And I want to know who he is.”

      At my announcement, Jade straightens a little before plucking up the towel to hand it to me. “Neil is…well connected.”

      When Jade begins to walk, I follow. Once inside the elevator, I pose the question, “Family connected?”

      “Syndicate connected.”

      So…the Temple, which means Force. I consider the prospect, wondering if Jade might not be my only opportunity out of here, especially since Neil alluded to having no interest in my body. But what can he possibly be after? If our meetings are so short, how will I ever learn anything?

      “He outbid all the other candidates, even international ones, because he wanted to secure a private interlude. I was under a different impression, but after what you said, I have other suspicions…”

      Jade stops the elevator on the third floor, and I realize she’s returning to her chambers.

      “What sort of suspicions?” I question, still following her.

      “Suspicions I will do my ultimate best to avoid,” she announces once she reaches her door. “You will return to your room now. The Garden is closed for the remainder of the night unless a client has reserved a suite.”

      Before I can object, Jade draws a finger to her ear, lower her brows, and then smiles, the crook of her mouth growing on one side like a slow-creeping vine. “Well, I suppose a director never sleeps. I didn’t expect our new transfers to arrive so quickly. You should return to your room and get dressed. You will want to meet them.”
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      Considering how fast I can get dressed, I am only a few minutes behind Jade when I arrive in the lobby to meet the new Flowers. A few other girls are there, but most haven’t interrupted their slumber. Either that or they are with clients. Magnolia, of course, joins her mother’s side as a limousine drives around the manmade courtyard lake and pulls up to the Garden entrance while an eager Chrysanthemum stands next to me, hands cupped around each other as she tries to peer around the door to see the newcomers.

      The first person to embark out of the limousine is a recruiter dressed in a black suit. He greets Jade midway on the grand stone stairway leading up to the lobby entrance. From here, I can’t make out all their words due to the wind, but I pick up on a few—the key one being Aviary. Stunned, I watch the girls step out of the limousine. How could I have assumed it would be anyone different? Too naïve to believe the transfers would be Pigeon or Cardinal or Hummingbird. Gale isn’t so much a surprise. After all, she’s still under contract to the Aviary. When we left Luc’s retreat, she undoubtedly returned to the Museum. It seems Force is cleansing old blood out of the Aviary—anyone who has too-close ties to the former director, though he doesn’t know about Luc’s presence at the Garden.

      When Mockingbird follows Nightingale, I fight the urge to touch the skin on my chest, which remembers her blade. Jade makes no such introductions today. Unlike Luc, she doesn’t create a spectacle out of anyone. Equality means control.

      “All right, Flowers…you’ve seen our new initiates. Now, off to bed with you,” Jade instructs us. “The weekend is not over yet.”

      As Chrysanthemum and others file down the hallways, I linger, noticing Jade seems more interested in Nightingale than the others. She links her arm around the young woman, regaling her with all the grandeur of the Garden. I miss the opportunity to speak with my friend, but that will have to come later. However, Mockingbird doesn’t bother to hide from me when she swings her head toward me quicker than a swirling dervish and nears me to whisper.

      “Fast hands, Swan. Fast hands!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        S t A y

      

      

      Instead of returning to bed like the others, I slip out through one of the patio doors and escape down the stone pathways and under the archways of the constructed dais that overlooks the gardens. The grounds are so expansive, and I realize I’ve made a few wrong turns when I end up at the stone fountain where Jade whipped Chrysanthemum. This place is truly a paradisiacal labyrinth of landscaped outdoor rooms filled with hedges, rows of tilled trees, subtropical plants, elaborate fountains, antique sculptures, and vines fusing with garden structures. After another ten minutes or so of wandering, I finally locate the Shed and breathe a silent prayer that it’s open.

      I try the door handle, push down, and am relieved that it gives way. My relief is short-lived once I realize the iron gate is once again lowered to prevent any access to Sky. At least he isn’t strung up like some wild beast anymore, even if they haven’t loosened the chains. He’s able to rest his legs on the ground. Back to the wall, his head is lowered like he’s asleep. Except as soon as I kneel in front of the bars, vain hand slipping through to reach for him, Sky’s head shoots up. Slanting against the wall, he smiles. I pause.

      “Smelled you when you got a little closer. Take it you had your exhibit tonight?” He nods to my damp curls.

      I heave my body against the iron bars and sigh, dropping my hand into the dirt, still a good three feet from him. “Yes, Jade had the exhibit. What are you doing here, Sky?”

      “Nothing much right now,” he deflects in that sarcastic tone of his, one eye cringing when he moves the wrong way because it causes him pain.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “You knew I’d follow, Ser. Couldn’t let you go running off to the Garden all by yourself. Even with Luc.”

      “It isn’t like you were helping me,” I hiss, gripping the bars so tightly my knuckles turn white and hard as miniature moons.

      Sky tilts his head to the side. “Oh, come on, Ser. I wish you’d give me more credit than that. You know how I am. I’m careful. Got to work out all the kinks, know all the angles before I jump into anything. I was getting as much information as I could. Came to your room that night and told you I was making plans.”

      “But you refused—”

      “Oh, I was just buying time,” he interrupts with a groan. “Didn’t think you and Luc were crazy enough to really go through with it! Well, you’re crazy. He’s just overconfident. Where is my brother anyway?”

      For some reason, Sky using that term for Luc doesn’t bother me anymore. Even if I just discovered they were brothers a couple of weeks ago, the notion has more grounding now thanks to how similar they are. How both share one grandiose common interest—they can manipulate me in their own ways, but each is ready to swim through deep water, march through a forest fire, battle an earthquake, and harness the very wind for me.

      “Jade did something to him.” I explain about the inhibitor that prevents Luc from using any of his skills.

      After my description, Sky doesn’t seem angry or even annoyed. No, he surprises me by looking resigned, bare feet angled out and legs splayed in the dirt. “So…he saw your exhibit.”

      “I guess. I don’t know. I didn’t see him. Some of the windows were tinted.”

      “Was it as impressive as the Swan exhibit?”

      I debate whether to relay to him information on Jade’s new Skeleton Flower. “I guess it depends on who you ask.”

      “Serenity…” Sky stares at me, his eyes liquefying into that brown syrup that warm my insides. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “This exhibit is different. There’s more…”

      “More of what?”

      “More of…me.”

      I purse my lips, watching him sag against the wall, eyes closed as he breathes a sigh through his nose. Studying him for a moment, I almost expect his muscles to tense, but they don’t. Nor do his eyelids tighten when he brings up another question.

      “What does she call you?”

      “The Skeleton Flower.”

      He nods. “I know it. Any clients yet?”

      “Just one if you can call him that. We only met for five minutes.”

      “Introductory. What’s his name?”

      “Neil,” I reveal.

      Sky lifts his head, opening his eyes to pin me with his gaze. “What are you going to do, Ser?”

      Nails scraping against the bars, I funnel as much cement as I can into my voice because I know my eyes will never be anything more than icy green gems. “I’m going to get you out of here…somehow.”

      “I think we both know I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      “What she’s doing to you—”

      “I can handle it.”

      “You shouldn’t have to!” I slam my fist against the bars before crinkling my nose. “You shouldn’t be here! You shouldn’t have come!” I raise my voice, seething, pain seeping through.

      Sky chuckles a little behind closed lips before muttering, “Silly girl.” He shakes out one of his fists, rattling the chains a little.

      “What if I can’t handle it?” He flicks his head to me as I continue. “Every time she—”

      “Didn’t know you cared so much.”

      I grip the bars again. “You arrogant ass! Of course I care!”

      Sky dips his head toward me. “How much?”

      Suddenly, the iron gate seems more like an island. One great island full of gates and doors and bars full of nails ready to pound me. “Shut up. This isn’t a contest.”

      “Yes, it is. And I’ll go to whatever lengths to show you.”

      “Show me what?”

      Now Sky rolls his eyes, calm and relaxed. “Silly girl.”

      “This. Is. Not. Fair.”

      “Not supposed to be.”

      Luc’s words from the Aviary echo in my head, but now they are Sky’s, worming into my heart like little flames the size of threads to stitch the blood there, competing with Luc’s icicle strings. Only one can fuse with my lightning.

      “Everything’s on me this time, Sky. How can I help you or him? I can’t even help myself!”

      “You’re going to have to find a way. And I have faith that you will. But for now, this is the way it must be because I stay…wherever you stay.”
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      Sometimes, lightning strikes twice. For me, it happens near the fountain when a figure seizes me from behind, hands around my chest as she forces me over the sculpted stone. Déjà vu strikes me hard, and I remember my first night in the Aviary. Irony doesn’t play by any rules. Immediately, I know it isn’t Mockingbird because she would never attack me in the water despite her fast hands. Even Nightingale was a clever opponent when she pushed me down the glass staircase that first night.

      Just after I go limp, allowing the water to soak me, I feel the girl hesitate, loosen just a bit. So, I take my chance, hoping she doesn’t have a weapon. In the same moment, I twist my slippery body out of her grip and crouch. Flipping my hair back, I realize this never happened at the Aviary. Even the night Peacock dumped oil on me and threatened to light a match, I stood. I endured. With Mockingbird, I ran. Tonight, my hands feel like battle axes—ready to cleave.

      It’s unnecessary when I find the girl crying behind me, curled into a ball with her back to the stone fountain wall, her sobs louder than the stone children spitting water behind us. For a moment, I pause and scrutinize her—from her hands cupping her bare knees that poke beyond the surface of the water to her waterlogged orange hair that dresses her face like drippy marmalade.

      “Chrysanthemum…” I take a tentative step forward. “What on earth?”

      “They asked m-me…” She sobs between words. “C-cause I’m the b-best in the water because of my cl-client. I’m sorry.”

      Wondering if this is some type of prank, I look around, waiting to see if any other Flowers sprout from the bushes, but there’s no one. After all, I slipped out while so many girls are still sleeping. If more had followed me, they wouldn’t have waited until after the Shed to act. I wager this is more serious than a simple prank or initiation.

      So, I kneel, allowing the water to cradle half my body, and take hold of Chrysanthemum’s hand. “Who asked you to do this?”

      Chrysanthemum shakes her head, but her next words are no confession. “I can’t say. You don’t know what will happen to me. Jade’s whip is a kiss compared to what will happen.”

      “Were you trying to kill me?”

      The Flower shakes her head, acting as wild as a cornered bull. “No! Just trying to scare you. They hoped it would throw you. They want you to do bad in your exhibit.”

      I roll my eyes at the notion because I doubt it will matter to clients how I perform in my exhibit; they’re only focused on one thing. Whoever sent Chrysanthemum, I doubt they know what occurred in my exhibit. Or after. Despite Jade’s so-called perfect system of equality, there are always new threats wherever I go. The ones here are just made of petals and not pecking beaks. They are…subtle.

      “Please, please don’t tell Jade,” Chrysanthemum pleads. “She’ll send me back to the Glass District!” She isn’t a cornered bull anymore. No, she’s a frantic Flower trying to hold onto her new roots for dear life. I couldn’t care less what she’s done. No girl deserves to be pinned under the Glass District. Or here, for that matter.

      Raising my chin, I say, “Go back to bed, Chrysanthemum. Whoever you have to tell, let them know you did well. Tell them you rattled me, and you escaped before I saw you.”

      I should have expected Chrysanthemum to throw her arms around me, nearly knocking me over despite how soap-bubble soft she seems, but it still takes me a second or two to register the embrace. By the time I do, Chrysanthemum finishes and scampers out of the water, droplets curtailing her heels as she disappears down a garden path. My turn now. Part of me wants to return to the Shed, but Jade will come for me at first light because she intends for me to accompany her to Sky’s visit. What can she possibly have in store for him this time?

      Sleep is delayed even more after I change into a white nightgown and climb into bed only to flinch when I realize I am not alone.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I advise Luc. I pull the covers up to my neck, undeterred by him standing across from me. It’s better not to approach him. Not with that ticking time bomb under his skin.

      “I haven’t seen you since the exhibit. Forgive me for assuming the worst.”

      “Don’t worry, Luc,” I spit out, begrudging the words. “Your Swan is still as white as ever. She just lost a few feathers is all.”

      “I couldn’t have predicted any of this. Jade is far more cunning than I gave her credit.”

      “Sky tried to tell you.”

      “Spare me my brother’s hindsight ability, Serenity.”

      “If you’ll spare me the pity party.”

      When I open my eyes this time, Luc is standing right in front of me, prepared to lower himself to the bed next to me, but I raise a finger in warning, motioning to the dull hum I can hear from beneath his skin. “Luc—”

      “I can control it,” he assures me before sinking onto the bed. He sweeps aside my hair. “If I can, I will slaughter every one of them. You know I will.”

      I curve into my pillow. “I think we both know it’s too late for that. This is bigger than just you and me. There’s more at stake.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      I debate on whether to tell him. “Mockingbird is here.”

      Luc bristles but maintains his composure once we both take note of the increased humming. “I will handle Mockingbird. You still haven’t told me what happened after the exhibit. Who called for you?”

      “How do you know someone did?”

      “I am not blind. I was there.”

      Right…because the preservation of my innocence is what he cares about the most.

      This time, I swat his hand away when he tries to brush his knuckles across my cheek. “Don’t touch me. I don’t have any modesty left thanks to Jade, and I’ll be damned if you take my privacy, too.”

      “Serenity…what happened?”

      “Nothing,” I exclaim and sit straight up in bed, feeling all the butterflies ready to launch right for him, antennae prepared to blind him. “He didn’t touch me; he didn’t even stand up. He just sat there and stared and talked! Are you satisfied? I’m going to sleep,” I snap before dunking my head under the covers again, wishing they would become waves to swallow me whole. Or leaves.

      “What do you expect me to say? Jade offered, and perhaps I should have refused. I couldn’t have known. I don’t deserve to see you like that.”

      Infuriated, I pitch the covers back so hard they crack against his cheek. “Don’t you dare make this about you, Luc. This isn’t about what you don’t deserve!”

      Deep inside, all my butterflies bang against my chest wall with the power of charging rhinos, just daring me to attack Luc, but with his inhibitor, I restrain myself and siphon all my fervor into my words.

      “No girl deserves that! No girl deserves to be a Flower under glass or a Bird in cage or a body in a Temple because we’re human beings with souls and spirits and skin that’s worth more for what’s inside than what’s on the outside.”

      Luc leans closer to me but doesn’t reach out, though I recognize his resolve in the tapering of his brows. “You are worth more.”

      “Get out!”

      My hand practically chomps on the air when I point to the door.

      Even after Luc departs, my dreams still reel from the ghost left in his wake.
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      “I intend to learn much from our friend today,” Jade informs me as we approach the Shed.

      Thanks to last night’s events, I’m still struggling to keep my eyes open while wondering how I can possibly perform for the exhibit later tonight. Focusing less on my surroundings and more on Jade, I watch as she retrieves a device from inside her robe. To me, it looks like a small harness with tiny electrodes fixed to the leather.

      “What is that?” I ask before her hand touches the Shed handle.

      “This device just happens to be a lie detector, and it will send out a shock anytime my prize in there decides not to tell the truth. Far more accurate than the polygraphs of the past, this not only detects any anomaly in heart rhythm, but it also scans areas of the brain and relays the feedback to me through here.” She taps her ear to a transceiver before declaring, “I look forward to learning more about Kyle.”

      Jade’s methods know no boundaries. Already, I can imagine her Venus Fly Trap closing in on Sky, vines crawling into him like snakes hiding in weeds. Her lips part as soon as she steps inside; she craves him, but it can’t rival the thirst in my heart. Without Sky, I am dryer than a dirt road in a drought.

      “Good morning, Kyle,” Jade chirps as she undoes the sashes on her robe and lets it drop to the ground. Beneath, she wears a black fishnet and lace dress that leaves little to the imagination. With her almond-milk skin, the black dress reminds me of chess pieces competing against one another. After all, this is just a game to her, right?

      I linger near the front door as she approaches him. Some of the Seedkeepers must have hooked him to the ceiling again because his arms are chained above his head, giving Jade unadulterated access. At first, she toys with him, fingers curling against his chest, cupping his neck, and holding him still so she can whisper something in his ear, but Sky doesn’t notice her other hand like I do. The one with the harness she slips onto his head while she keeps him distracted. Jade latches it tight. In the same moment, Sky’s eyes connect with mine. Dark earth meeting green frost. And I don’t bother to hide the panic, the same panic that causes all my butterflies to leap back, cramming their bodies and wings down into my stomach because they want nothing more than to find some sanctum away from the cursed hole. What will happen once she discovers Sky is part of the Sanctuary? Will she try to kill him right here?

      Retrieving her whip, Jade sweeps it up the line of Sky’s back—still bandaged from her whip marks the other day—even as he thrashes against her, trying to dislodge the harness from his head. As soon as he does, Jade lifts a small remote and presses it once. My first instinct is to step forward when Sky flexes and shakes his head wilder than a wildflower in a typhoon, but I dig my nails into my sides instead. He groans but only for a moment.

      “That is a little taste, Kyle, of what will happen if you lie to me.” Jade flaunts the remote near the side of his face just within reach of his eyes. “Now, why don’t we start with something simple?” She winds her body to his front and eyes him once before asking, “Is your real name Kyle?”

      Sky grits his teeth. “Yes.”

      Jade tilts her head to the side to study him, finger traipsing along his cheek even as he flinches. Considering the harness doesn’t electrocute him again, I know it worked, and why not? We played with these names as children. They are the ones we chose when Kerrick and Serafina forged documents for us as we grew. They are as much a part of us as our real names. We wear them close to our skin. Like pretend role players we can summon at any moment we choose.

      “Very good,” Jade commends him. “And now…you are not just any ordinary trespasser, are you, Kyle?”

      This time, when Sky tries to answer in the affirmative, the device triggers a shock. Growling, Sky clenches his fists as Jade confirms, “That will be a no. Tell me…Kyle, are you a smuggler?”

      When he doesn’t answer, Jade presses the remote, and I do step forward when the pain shudders into Sky’s face. After another moment of heaving, he opens his eyes so I can see the bloodthirst there. Imagine my fingers lapping up the sweat that travels down the sides of his face. Little samples of barbarism in every drop.

      “Are you a smuggler?” Jade repeats.

      Sky grips hard, knuckles turning white as he bellows, “No!”

      “Good.” She continues with direct questions requiring a ‘yes’ or ‘no’. No open-ended ones. “Are you with the Family?”

      Another shock, deeper and longer this time when he refuses to answer. Sweat skims his chest, flirting with the skin there. More than ever, in this moment, I want to leave Luc behind. I want to grab Jade by the throat and squeeze until the only air that I’ll to come from her lungs is her begging me to let go so she’ll do whatever I want. Is Sky’s freedom worth the sacrifice of Luc’s life? The knowledge of Jade’s failsafe chills me. I remember Sky’s words: I can handle it. What if I can’t handle it?

      “Not with the Family,” Sky spits out just after another shockwave penetrates his system.

      The director begins to circle him, whip brushing his shoulder, fingers landing on a bandage. “Are you with…the Sanctuary?”

      When Jade closes her eyes, I realize she’s receiving information based on Sky’s brain scan. The results are not what she wants. A yelp flees my throat when she rips one of the bandages off his back, and I rush to cover my mouth. Fortunately, Sky’s hellish howl devours any sound I make as one of his wounds reopens, taking haggard patches of skin with it. Jade presses her hand against Sky’s back, her smile revealing her marvel at the bloody strip she’s just made. While Sky breathes windstorms through his nose, lips smothering any air from entering through them, Jade murmurs in his ear from behind.

      “So, you came to rob me of one of my precious Flowers. A gardener does not part with her blooms so easily. And men need their pollen just as my Flowers need to be pollinated.”

      In response, Sky arches his neck to counter her, “Yes, ignore the fact that men can be satisfied with just one woman.”

      “One woman?” Jade closes her eyes but raises her brows at the same time a chuckle slides from her lips. “Such an antiquated myth. Men are biologically predisposed to pollinate and to sow new seed wherever they go.”

      I watch as she draws her hand to his neck and presses down there.

      “Everyone has a fantasy they need tending. And that is what I offer in my Garden.”

      Sky keeps on the offensive, continuing the battle. “And this is your sick fantasy?”

      “No sicker than yours, Kyle. After all, that is your true desire, isn’t it?”

      He bristles, eyes narrowing and lip curling. “Go screw yourself.”

      “Wrong answer.”

      Jade triggers the remote, and Sky snarls, head arching so far it almost reaches the wall before his body swings forward again.

      “You Sanctuary men all have a hero complex. And you always latch onto one in particular. Your damsel in distress. Swooping in to save her, remove her blinders, and carry her away to some haven. Believing her tears will become your saving grace and her flesh your warmth every night. Isn’t that true?”

      Sky stares at her, eyes like thorns jutting when he pronounces, “No.” And he accepts the shock that reverberates down his body.

      “You’re lying.” Jade emphasizes the last word. “I would ask you which one, but it’s obvious, isn’t it?”

      Jade turns slowly, inclining her face to mine. “I’m a master in the art of expressions, Skeleton Flower. And while his have required more effort to discern, yours have not—despite your attempts, I’m afraid.”

      If Jade can read the assault in my eyes, she doesn’t retreat when I march toward her. “What are you going to do?”

      “Calm down, my Flower,” she expresses with a grin crooking one side of her mouth. “I told you I haven’t caught such a specimen in years. And now, I look forward to the additional challenge. And perhaps…after you are deflowered, he will prove more receptive.”

      Just after her words, Sky strains at the chains, rattling them as he works, body thrusting from side to side, groaning all the while. It only lasts a couple of moments until Jade presses the remote and defeats him again.

      “All just a fantasy,” she murmurs while securing her robe around her shoulders. “Come with me, Flower.”

      Once Jade and I exit the Shed and she has closed the door, I stand there to ponder. If the device scans the brain and measures heart rhythm, am I just some fantasy of Sky’s that he’s nurtured all these years? No. The thought is insufferable. I banish it like I’m crushing a berry, but the juice still stains my fingertips, tempting me to drink their poison.

      “Alluring, isn’t it?” Jade inquires, noting how I am lost in thought. When I peer up at her with a blank expression, she clarifies, “When you come face to face with discovering you are a man’s ultimate fantasy. He is not the first. And more will take his place.”

      “And it’s your fantasy to fulfill each one?” I tip each of my words, turn them to fiery arrows.

      Jade shakes her head with a laugh. “Why, no, my Flower. I have already fulfilled my fantasy. And the closest I’ve come to reliving it is with that man in the Shed there. What about you, Serenity?”

      I turn around, start making my way down another garden path, the one that will lead me to the gazebo near the ocean at the barest edge of the Garden perimeter. “What about me?”

      “What is your fantasy, Flower?”

      To find my twin. And my parents. To cut a clean line through Force’s throat with his own whip. Even though I say nothing and continue to walk, Jade follows me, pressuring me in her silent but relentless way. She is a hunting hound that will not give up the chase. With no bark and all bite. For her, this is just another method of control, of unfolding the petals on her Flowers, shedding their secrets while offering none herself. All of her is a façade. Like she wears a fishnet veil over her face. One can get an impression but can never see her real eyes. One can never find the truth.

      I step onto a stone bridge overlooking the ocean, hearing the pulse of the electric barrier just beyond the stones. Not that any girl would be foolish enough to escape this way. Other than this Key, there is no land for miles, and Jade owns everything. This is as close to the waves as I can get. The gazebo itself is beautiful with ornate marble floors—a flower design in the center. A wrought-iron dome of diamonded gaps overlooks my head. A few wrought-iron bits are cracked and broken, making the structure incomplete but no less captivating, especially in the early morning light. Far to the east, the sun’s rays still manage to spear through the core of trees to swaddle the gazebo in its glow.

      “I’ve always loved this place,” Jade remarks, wandering toward the gazebo balcony where water rolls across the stone base. “I come here for solace when I can. It is quiet.”

      I lean on the railing beside her without bothering to conceal what I want to know. “How did you fulfill your fantasy?”

      “By accepting the power inside me.” She offers nothing else. Eyes revealing nothing like the white phantasms they are.

      Then, she turns, back nudging the railing and hand settling upon mine. “You have power, too, Serenity. Under my guidance, you will learn to nurture yours, to grab it while you can before a man robs you of the opportunity. Trust me, when that happens, it’s exceedingly difficult, though not impossible, to find that power. I would hate to see yours stolen before you ever have the chance to use it. I’m certain Luc would agree.”

      I shake my head, biting my teeth together before turning to the sea where my eyes can roam. “Luc isn’t my fantasy, Jade.”

      She leans closer, breath a fraction from my cheek as she murmurs in my ear, words soft as tulle, sweet as fondant. “I recognize your passion. It’s so familiar. I see the blind rage in your eyes, can detect the hot blood beneath your pale skin…” Her fingers on my arms are lighter than ribbons as she finishes, “Can sense the revenge in your lips. You don’t want to fall in love, my Skeleton Flower. Every man on earth would die for one taste of your love, but all you can give them is a storm.”

      I close my eyes, pinching them tight as Jade’s words dive far into me and tickle my butterflies, teasing every one of them. All they can do is bow their heads in response. Cower because she’s managed to travel down all the secret corridors I’ve tried so hard to hide. Jade knows about Sky. Now, she knows about me. Her last action is to cup my shoulders before planting a soft kiss on the side of my head near my temple.

      She speaks to wound me. “Like me, you will never have the chance to indulge in your fantasy. I told you Force cannot be conquered.” Now, she knows the source.

      “He’s still flesh and blood.” I spin around, catapulting her fingers to the air and hissing, “He’s just a man!”

      “I’m afraid every generation or so, there are some men in the world who are more…than just men.”

      “So, you are afraid!” I harpoon her eyes with mine, but hers are more qualified.

      She denies the fear. “No, Serenity. It is a biological fact of nature. Force has no weaknesses. You will come to see that in time. Your fantasy will never be satisfied.”

      “My fantasy is just a means to an end,” I snap, then stapling my mouth shut, wishing I could take back the words because I’ve exposed too much.

      Jade surveys me. “To what end? Fantasies have no end. Yours only bleeds into a new one. And you must give it up. I can help you here, give you a new one. More than just a fantasy, I can give you purpose.”

      “What are you blathering on about, Jade?”

      Easing a sigh, Jade reaches up to fiddle with a few curls of my hair before declaring, “Soon. I will tell you soon. But the Garden will open for the day in an hour, and I must see that everything is in order. As usual, you are restricted to the quarters and grounds during business hours.

      “Trust me, my Flower…” The director cradles the sides of my face with her palms. “I have such high hopes for you. I found purpose beyond my tattered fantasy. The last thing I want is for you to lose yourself, and that is what will happen if you continue to feed false dreams. I refuse to give you false hope.”

      I stare up at her face, whiter than a powdered wig. Her spectral eyes promise everything but confess nothing. She touches her lips to mine. Light as foam on a wave crest. Not lustful in any fashion, but almost motherly. With that, she departs, leaving me alone in the gazebo. Or at least I believe I am alone.

      “Serenity…”

      I hear the familiar voice before she appears, her shoes making no sound on the marble floor as she sweeps toward me with a grace that is not a bird in flight like Nightingale’s. No, Magnolia’s grace is sharper—more feline. But it’s her words that capture me, that tether me to her.

      “I’ve been waiting to get you alone. I know Chrysanthemum attacked you last night. And I know why. Because I know who forced her.”
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      I don’t waste any time. “Who was it, Magnolia?”

      The Flower/girl tiptoes toward me. As she approaches, I realize her eyes are closed. “We can’t speak here. Meet me after your exhibit tonight. By the subterranean pool.”

      “I will…but Magnolia?”

      At the urgency in my voice, Magnolia doesn’t move. With her eyes closed, between her head inclined to me and brows lifted, I would never suspect her blindness. “Were you listening to our conversation? Your mother and I?”

      “Yes, I heard everything. And she’s right. My mother may be young, but she is wise beyond her years. She’s endured much. Ever since she was a child.” Unlike Jade, Magnolia still does not move. She doesn’t wander, doesn’t let her hands touch what is around her. No, they remain at her sides, stiller than frozen tree stumps.

      On the contrary, my hands won’t stop. My frantic fingers play around with each other like miniature riptides roll beneath the skin. “How did Jade come to own this place?” I ask, threading my brows lower. Curiosity must breed in my pores.

      “She inherited it. I will see you tonight, Skeleton Flower. Please…be careful. And don’t trust anyone.”

      Does that include her? In the Aviary, I trusted too easily. Dove with her subtle paintbrush, sweet stories, and soothing words, Mockingbird with her frolicking attitude. Even Gull with her tragic nightmares I thought would be so simple to chase away. Yet, they always returned in the bruises on her skin. She couldn’t live without them. So, she died with water in her mouth and a knife in hers and her abuser’s chests. The water was her unhealthy coping mechanism, but it could never hurt me. My healing balm. More than ever, I despise Jade for not letting me swim, not letting me sink, unlike Luc. She also caged me. And Jade doesn’t need walls or electric fences or even a life debt. She just needs the truth. And she’s discovered it after just two days here. Why do I feel like I will be here much longer than that?
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      I spend much of the day in my room. Try writing in the blank sketchbook I found in the old desk, but I’m too fidgety. Nothing like my mother’s enduring calm, her resolve and patience. It’s why she lasted so much longer than most girls in the Temple. It’s why she dove headfirst into the Unicorn. She knew how to suffocate Serafina. Not me. I can’t suffocate Serenity. Blood and storms inside me are comforting. Even if it means I can’t cope, I’d rather hold onto pieces of myself than become someone or something else to escape. I don’t blame others for doing it. In some ways, it will be harder with the Skeleton Flower. At least in the Swan Exhibit, I could find part of myself beneath the water. Here, I have to work harder, have to struggle and wear my identity closer than a flower bud—because it will slip right through my fingers if I let it go.

      I flick my head to the door faster than a jackrabbit when I hear the knock, and the voice is so welcoming. “Serenity?”

      Unlike Chrysanthemum, who I wager would’ve opened it without reservation, Nightingale waits for me. And I spread the door wide to give her full access before I peer into the hall, checking for anyone else. Confirming it’s clear, I hurry to close the door.

      Nightingale holds up her hand before I can try to embrace her. “You owe me an explanation.”

      Groaning, I roll my eyes but dispense with the pleasantries. “You were the one who said there was nothing I couldn’t do.”

      “So, you and Luc figured you would just run away to storm the Garden with no plan or support? Poor choice.” She clicks her tongue a couple of times before straying toward one of the windows, her black dress twirling behind her.

      “We had a plan, but Force wasn’t here.”

      “No, he’s been overseeing everything at the Aviary. Bringing in new blood, bleeding the old.” Nightingale draws one of the curtains, prohibiting daylight from skewering the room. “I was the first to volunteer for a Garden transfer.”

      “Did Mockingbird know?”

      “No. Obviously, she does now.”

      “Do you know anything?”

      “No, she told me nothing. She’s gone a little off the rails since the incident with her mother. I can’t begin to guess what’s spinning in that crazed little mind of hers. I can’t watch your back this time. I will be busier here than I ever was in the Aviary. And I have no allies…yet.”

      “Then, why would you come here?”

      “What happened to Luc?” Her own words, despite how they are a question, reveal everything.

      “Gale…” I touch her arm and ask, “Have you told him?”

      Nightingale shakes her head in rejection, denying. “It’s not like that,” she snaps while spreading her hands. “You know my story. You know what happened. I was a sick songbird slave to those men when Luc swept in and did what he does best. His assignment was to kill everyone. I know what kind of world I was in. I was prepared to eat a bullet. But he spared me and brought me to the Aviary instead. I owe him for that. I…respect him. Not everything is about love or passion, Serenity.”

      “Do you feel anything?”

      She shakes her head once. Direct. “No. Feelings make you weak, cloud your judgment. Except in your case, of course. They seem to serve you well, but you’re a rare breed. It’s why he adores you like he does. Don’t discount that.”

      “I don’t care about that right now. I can’t. Not with everything else.”

      “Tell me…” Taking me by the arm, she escorts me to the table by the window where we can sit and talk like we used to in the Aviary.

      I tell her everything that has happened—from Luc’s inhibitor to Sky in the Shed to my exhibit and so called ‘client,’ to Chrysanthemum’s orchestrated attack, and Magnolia’s message. After I’ve finished, Nightingale folds her hands on the table. I give her a moment to contemplate because she’s better at forming an unbiased opinion in these situations. Unlike me.

      “Whoever your foe is, she reminds me of myself but on a deeper level. This has to be about more than just an exhibit. Something else underneath the surface.”

      “Like what?”

      Nightingale shrugs. All the shadows of the room seem drawn to her like she holds dusk somewhere in her body. Dark and lovely, she belongs to the night. So much different than me. Mornings are my glory.

      “I couldn’t say. Please try to watch out for yourself here. A little more than you do others this time.”

      I wish I could tell her I will, but between Sky, Luc, and Snow-er—Fawn, I can’t help but feel I’m even more tangled up in those around me than I ever was in the Aviary.

      “By the way…” Nightingale reminds me at the doorway. “I’m the Black Orchid now. And it’s time for me to prepare for my exhibit.”

      Just as Nightingale departs, I remember tonight is Fawn’s unveiling as Snowdrop. Her exhibit is a winter one like Nightingale’s. Except someone is preparing her right now because of how young she is. All the night exhibits will open in an hour. I don’t have long.

      Thanks to Jade’s influence, Fawn’s room is close to mine. As soon as I announce myself, the door opens. I swallow back any sort of surprise that it’s Luc who greets me. Or that Jade stands behind Fawn’s chair, placing a crown of small white flowers on her head. Luc touches the small of my back, but I rush forward, putting air between us and not bothering to ask him why he’s here.

      “Fawn…” I approach the little girl, but I stop dead in my tracks like my ghost escapes from my skin and attaches itself to Fawn’s face.

      A moment ago, I wanted to break Jade’s fingers for touching her. A moment ago, I wanted to smack that crown right off her head. Until I notice her expression in the mirror.

      Fawn smiles. She never smiles.

      Gazing down at her ensemble, I take in the pieces—the bodice of pearls wound around her chest and stomach down to her hips, the white chiffon, tulle, and lace skirt billowing tutu-style, and the white snowdrop designs etched on her cheeks.

      “Good of you to join us, Skeleton Flower,” Jade states as Luc’s reflection appears in the mirror behind mine. “I will arrive in an hour or so to begin preparations for your exhibit tonight, but I wager I will see you shortly before that.”

      “Fawn…” I kneel before her with my hand on the armrest of her chair.

      “Snowdrop,” she tells me while pressing her bare elbows together, angling her head to the side and smiling a little more. And then, she stretches out her hand—to Luc. He accepts just as she rises from the chair and approaches him. She leans into him, face against his chest.

      I overhear her murmur, “Thank you, Owl.”

      Dumbfounded, I watch as Luc cups her head, toying with one or two snowdrops until he sweeps both his hands down to hers and lowers them a little. He starts to hum, steps to the side, and Fawn giggles and follows him as he leads her into a simple box step. It doesn’t take more than a couple of notes for me to recognize the song is his lullaby. After a few more steps, Luc raises one of Fawn’s hands and summons her into a twirl.

      She laughs more. “Look, I’m a snow princess! I’m a mini Swan!”

      I swallow back the growth in my throat, but more just take its place—until Jade tucks a few tendrils of my hair behind my ear and whispers, “Don’t ruin her moment, Flower. She has never felt pretty until this night.”

      “But how—” I whisper, but Jade interjects.

      “Fawn was born in the Glass District. She was bred with a slave’s spirit.”

      I wonder what it would look like if I held it. Her spirit. At first, I think some fragile thing—delicate, tattered gauze, or a desperate flower clinging to just a couple of petals, the only ones left that men have not plucked. But Fawn can find laughter and merriment in this simple moment. She can feel pretty again. She’s choosing to smile.

      With no clients due to Luc’s bargain, Fawn finally has a chance to grow. For the first time, her spirit is glowing. Contagious, her swollen joy crashes into me like a runaway train, and I find myself wanting to chase it and climb aboard, but the tracks are incomplete. The ride still ends the same as it does for every other girl. Not in the Sanctuary. She could dance however she wants there.

      Fawn’s voice jerks me back to reality. “Dance with us, Serenity!”

      Hands extended to me, Luc and Fawn wait for me to join them. Feeling Jade press her hand against my back, I take a few steps forward, accepting. Luc and Fawn welcome me into their little dancing circle, and I can’t help but let my smile grow when she tips her head back, long curls prancing along the floor behind her. Whatever happens, I can’t ruin the bit of joy she has. It would be selfish to bitter it with the reminder of how Jade still exploits her, how eyes will still draw fantasies on her skin when she’s behind the glass.

      A few priceless moments more, and then, Jade intervenes. “Come along now, Snowdrop,” she instructs Fawn while placing a hand on the child’s back. As she leads her to the door, Fawn turns and waves at us, little white fingers fluttering in the air like snowflakes. Jade eyes us once as if it’s a reminder, but she doesn’t have much cause for concern. Not with Luc’s inhibitor. At least we can still interact with one another.

      “I know I should be happy for her,” I remark, shame twisting into my gut, provoking the butterflies there to kneel. “But she’s still not free. She was free for too short a time.”

      “Indeed. Provided Jade holds up her end of the bargain, Fawn will be safe here.”

      Is there really such a thing as safe anymore? She’ll still be behind glass. Studied like a Snowdrop specimen.

      “I’ll watch over her,” Luc adds. Thanks to Jade’s implant, I don’t know if it’s encouraging or not. If anything were to happen, Luc could do nothing.

      “She’s still a child.” I press my lips into a frown. “She shouldn’t be in those cages.”

      He nods, agreeing because he never did that to Finch. Or any child. Even if I am still considered a child apart from what mandates “legal age”. “If there was another solution…” But there isn’t. Not yet. It’s a stinging reminder I have to figure this whole thing out. And now, I have more problems.

      I don’t mention Chrysanthemum’s attack. It’s too great a risk with the inhibitor.

      “How is my brother?”

      The question is a good change of subject, and it’s the first time he’s asked.

      I hug my arms to my chest. “Jade knows who he is.”

      Luc stiffens at the comment until I follow with, “She knows he’s with the Sanctuary and he’s here for me, but she thinks I’m some sort of rescue fantasy. She doesn’t know we have a relationship. So, she’s keeping him alive, looking forward to the challenge.”

      Luc joins his hands behind his back. “Intriguing.” He doesn’t smile, but I recognize the tone in his voice. He’d used it on me in the Aviary the first night just after my exhibit because he was pleased. “She’s not all wrong.”

      As soon as Luc begins to circle me while expressing his reflections, my lips contort into a grimace, and I squeeze the seams of my eyes closer together. “About what? The rescue fantasy or the challenge?”

      “Serenity…” The scolding tone he uses on me, like I’m a child, is also familiar. Luc pauses from circling, keeping his chest just near my side as he finishes, “The former.”

      “Sky isn’t like that,” I deny, but I remember the harness all the same.

      “Come now, I have the same fantasy. Is it such a negative thing to want to rescue you?”

      I debate on whether to answer. Prefer honesty. “Seems like it’s my turn to do the rescuing, isn’t it?”

      “On that, I won’t deny.”

      I take one step toward the door, pausing to add while screwing my brows lower, “Your fantasy is much more developed than Sky’s.”

      Luc does smile then, opening his hands to the sides. “Guilty as charged. But I am an artist. Would you like to hear about my fantasy?”

      Shaking my head, I eye the door. “No.”

      He snatches up my arm before I can escape, reins me in, and I can sense the vibration beneath his skin, pulsing a threat. “Luc!” I arch, but he flattens his fingers against my lower back, cramming our hips together and leaning closer.

      “I would give you the ocean itself so you can spend your life swimming beneath the waves. I would give you an island where none can find us even if it means sailing to the far reaches of the earth and beyond if necessary.”

      He is close enough now I can feel his breath skidding against my lip. My eyes start to swell.

      “No one will ever find us there, and you will wake up to the sound of water every morning and sleep to it at night. The tide and my voice will be your lullaby. I will make a magic barrier if I have to. And I will kill anyone who tries to pass through.”

      When Luc bends to kiss me, the pulse has reached a dangerous staccato rhythm like an omen of war drums. So, even with his lips bowed on mine and his hands choking my waist, I summon up the strength to pull away, dragging my body from Luc’s despite how much it wants to linger in his heat. I don’t stop pulling away.

      Slamming the door behind me, I sidle up against it, gasping and sucking in air, winded from every single word. I’ve never mentioned my imaginary island to Luc. Not once. He’s paraded my ultimate dream like a stolen star right in front of my eyes. I turn my head to the side. My face feels the cold of the wood, but I can imagine him standing right behind it, transferring his warmth to this side. Brushing my fingers against the door, I flatten my palm into the wood, imagining his on the opposite side.

      How could he know?

      “So happy to see you alive and well, Your Swanness!”

      At the sight of the figure flitting down the hall just as she used to, I tense, coming off the door. I defy my hands that stray to my chest. Instead, I step to my right and stand my ground, beckoning her forward with narrowed eyes, but Mockingbird holds up a hand and rolls her eyes.

      “No need, no need, Swan.” She wags one finger, then darts her body back and forth from one side to another just as birdlike. “You don’t need to worry about me anymore.” I draw in a breath, confused. Mockingbird jerks her body closer, neck tilting, mouth finding a smile a second later. “I don’t blame you for killing Mumsy. Water over the bridge. Or is it under? I get them mixed up. No, Jade is my mother now! She’s making me her Amnesia Rose. I go in for my procedure next week!”

      “Procedure?” Baffled, I listen to her next words.

      “Slate wiped clean!” She fans her hands in front of my eyes like bird wings unfolding. “Amnesia Rose. They use Forget. And I’ll forget everything. And Jade will make my body forget, too! No trace of clients up here…” She points to her temple and finishes, gesturing to her private area. “Or down here. Remember nothing! New body and new mind. Nothing to worry about.” As I part my eyes and mouth, Mockingbird thrusts her head forward and pecks my mouth with hers. “Bye, Swan!”

      As soon as she’s gone, Luc opens the door, slamming it behind him. “I heard every word.”

      “How is it possible?”

      “On the streets, it’s known as the Virgin Surgery. They perform it often in the Glass Districts but on a cruder level to save money. They get girls there addicted to Forget, but for the Garden, I’m sure Jade will spare no expense.” Luc’s brows sink, lethal and secret as a shipwreck. “She’ll use lasers to sow her up. And the Forget chemical will be used in her brain, targeting her memories. She’ll have the mind of a child.”

      “Luc,” I exclaim, horrified, gripping his arm where the inhibitor pulses frantically.

      He closes his eyes once, concentrating, and the inhibitor slows. After which, he turns and says, “Despite everything she’s done, I still found Mockingbird as an infant. She was my first hatchling. I can’t let go of that so easily.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Have a word or two with Jade.” And Luc disappears down one of the hallways.

      I still have a little time left before Jade and Magnolia will arrive to prepare me. Though I am restricted to the quarters during business hours, this period still counts as rehearsal for the Flowers. I want to see Nightingale.

      In the rehearsal area, I discover her, practicing in one of the glass displays. She is even more stunning than in the Aviary. Her namesake flowers crisscross over her neck, covering her breasts and her privates but leaving her comely stomach bare. An elegant mask of black lace flirts with her face like a serenade. Attached to her wrists are sheathes of black fabric shaped like petals, which Nightingale raises as she practices posing. Since there are others in the room, she gives no indication she knows me. Little different from our first encounter in the Aviary, Nightingale performs her superior posture, eyes lofty and regal as they always are.

      “A rare beauty indeed.” The familiar voice catches my attention. I flick my head to the right, surprised at his presence.

      “Neil?”
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      Folding his hands behind his back, the man nods to me and gestures to Nightingale’s exhibit. “Not as rare as you, but worthy of the Garden all the same. Just the way her hair is coiled into that low bun is—”

      “What are you doing here?” I interrupt.

      He refers to the barcode tattoo on his wrist. “It’s an all-access pass as it were. To any Museum or Glass District or graphicker studio in the country.”

      I turn back to watch Nightingale. “Yes, I’ve heard of them. Jade says you are well connected.”

      He sniggers at my comment. Charm practically oozes out of his pores. “To put it mildly.” Neil inclines his body toward mine. “Please…walk with me?” He motions to the other exhibits. “I enjoy the opportunity to see the Flowers while they are preparing.”

      Still tentative, I accept but don’t take the hand he offered. Since he doesn’t seem to mind the faux pas, I stray a little closer to his side. Unlike Luc, I don’t feel overwhelmed by Neil’s shadow even though he’s a little taller than the former Aviary director. Not as tall as Sky but enough my head barely reaches his shoulder. I’m lucky enough to reach Sky’s chest. No, Neil’s shadow seems just as casual as his personality, radiating as much appeal as his voice.

      “I enjoy seeing the flaws they try to correct in time for their openings,” he reveals, gliding past a few displays with me, circling the room. “I prefer them more real.” He bows lower to add, “Though none more real than you. Ahh…”

      He straightens when we arrive at Snowdrop’s visit. “The young ones are a treat. Children alone are a treat. Do you realize how low the birth rate has plummeted? The Centre, despite their best efforts, haven’t managed to make much of a dent. With this new disease on the horizon, any child holds the most promise.”

      “Disease?” I lift a brow.

      “Yes, a new and rather alarming one, I’m afraid. Quite debilitating and degenerative. Blood-borne and sexually transmitted, of course. Temple candidates are screened very carefully in these times.”

      “And the clients?”

      When Fawn waves to me from behind the glass, the action distracts us both. I catch Neil’s smile before she climbs onto the small pedestal ordained for her. Mistaking the gesture, Neil waves back and remarks, “Lovely child. Shall we continue on?”

      “I should get back to my room.”

      “Serenity…”

      Neil stops me before I can rush away. His hand on my arm is the first time he’s touched me. It isn’t like Luc. Luc’s warmth is fleeting, on the surface because he leaves me with ice and frost inside my blood. But Neil’s warmth lingers, mushrooming like melting wax into my skin.

      “I want to give children a new future. I want to give the next generation hope beyond this new disease and the diminishing population. Keep this in mind…please.”

      I nod before tugging myself away, hearing him call as I exit, “Looking forward to your display.”
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      “I don’t understand.” I bite down on my lower lip, plumper from whatever Magnolia has applied. They’ve spent hours preparing me, and this is the result.

      “It is my way,” Jade announces as she cups my bare shoulders. “To leave them wanting more. Bare everything first and then take it away. Force them to seek more.” She traces a finger down the tight line of my cleavage with a smile.

      “It’s hard to breathe,” I complain, referring to the corset bodice that encases me like a seed pod, thrusting up the edges of my swollen breasts.

      “It always is,” Jade enunciates before placing a few random curls across my chest.

      I admit I love the tiny white pearls stuck to my eyelashes. Magnolia nears me with two brooches in her hand, both in the design of Skeleton Flowers with narrow pearl strands hanging from them. Her delicate fingers pin them above my forehead so the pearls dance along half my face. Around and on my eyelids, Jade has painted a white scene of flowers while Magnolia adds a silvery sheen to my cheeks and mouth. Skeleton Flowers stuck in curving patterns all along my legs are the most uncomfortable part of the costume. Magnolia’s hands and Jade’s are so similar—so steady as they dressed and designed me. Nothing like Dove and her soft fingertips. No, Jade and Magnolia design with purpose.

      “Not much time left,” Jade dictates while positioning a finger underneath my chin so she can inspect my face. “Tonight, you will be the undoing of all eyes.”

      As usual, the exhibit rains. The melody is different this time but no less possessing. Between the minor chords of the violin, the somber wordless chants of the background voices, and the fog pirouetting across the surface of the lake, I can believe I am the ghost haunting the hearts of those who watch me. Somewhere behind one of these glass panes, Luc observes—the only one who views me as more angel than ghost, though I am neither. Or if I am an angel, I am certainly a fiery one. All the petals on my skin turn naked at the touch of the rain. The more it showers, the heavier the corset becomes. Harder to breathe. If my legs had to bear any weight other than the flowers, I’m certain I’d topple into the water.

      Just as I reach the exhibit center, I slip on the wet stone. I catch myself but choose a different path. As Jade told me before, I can improvise. According to Luc, improvisation is what I do best. So, I lower myself, settling my back against the stones. Then, I release my hair to the shallow water’s rolling kiss and stretch one arm up to catch raindrops.

      So different from the Aviary. There, I could hear the praise of the audience, could watch their breath fogging up the glass, could touch the window and watch them mimic me. In the Garden, the walls beyond this exhibit are soundproof. Nothing but the tempting melody. Arching my neck, I wipe the stone with my hair and open my mouth to drink the warm rain that dwindles to the sound of the closing melody until there is nothing left but a few drips. Jade announces the end before opening one of the doors to bid me exit.

      And she guides me back to the same room from before. I can’t read her expression. Her words are enough, however.

      “I hope he’s changed his mind and decides to fulfill his appetite,” she confesses with her lips puckered, pout-like. “After all, your performance was stunning. Regardless, I’ve never encountered a client like Neil Bloode before.”

      So that’s his last name, I muse as we reach the door.

      “Ahh, we meet again, Serenity.” Neil smiles upon my entrance, sounding even more enthusiastic than last time as I stand before him. “Unrivaled performance.”

      He presses a button on his chair that turns off the playback video on the wall projection before gesturing to the side of the room. “Towels there if you wish. And a dress. I’ve secured a longer meeting this time. I’d prefer you don’t catch cold.”

      I understand his meaning as I cross to the other side of the room and select a towel, but I’m not certain if I want to shed the Skeleton corset armor quite yet, especially since there are no dressing screens.

      “I will turn my chair if you’re more comfortable, but it reads as pointless to me.”

      “Why?” I counter, fiddling with the ends of the towel.

      “You don’t see me advancing toward you, do you?” Neil opens his arms, displaying them wide. “I have no interest in harpooning you, Serenity. But I have seen every inch of you already thanks to your Skeleton exhibit. Not one speck of your anatomy should go to waste. Every second, you lose more of your beauty to time.”

      I don’t bother mentioning my Immortal treatment.

      I just snort. “Because a girl is only as good as her petals…”

      Neil brings his hands together in a cathedral frame. “With some, yes. Others grow for more than just beauty. Trust me when I say you are such a flower. But it does not mean I can’t enjoy both displays.”

      “Maybe if more men were less concerned about the outward display, we would grow better,” I counter, playing his game.

      “Yes,” he agrees with me as he pivots in his chair. “Flowers need a certain amount of sunlight and water to feed them, but most grow in harsh conditions. And men are such restless pollinators. The way of the world. But the ones who blossom in the harshest conditions…ahh.” He inhales, closing his eyes for a moment before motioning to me. “Those are the ones I find most beautiful.”

      Shivering from the chilly air in the room, I take one look at the dry dress, turn to the side, and drop the towel to work at the corset strings at the bodice front. Magnolia has tied them. Far too tight. With them wet now, they are even harder to untwist. At hearing my suppressed groans, Neil finally stands, expressing an amused sigh. Immediately, I flinch when he advances toward me, but he raises a finger, signaling me to wait.

      I try to jerk away when his fingers land on the strings, but he tugs hard on one, summoning me. “I have spent a good deal of money to secure this visitation. And kept other bidders from doing the same. Please do not waste my time.”

      Noticing how his fingers don’t embark through the gaps of the strings, I relax a little more—even if his eyes do stray to my plump and heaving chest. Encouraged he is having trouble, I can’t help but lean over and fight against the chuckle tiptoeing on my lips. But after a suddenly pronounced and annoyed growl, Neil leans over and bites the knots until he’s managed to unfetter them. As soon as the deed is done, he loosens the wet strings for me and walks away, muttering something about how a professional sailor must have tied them. He returns to his seat, pressing his fingers together again.

      Through awkward motions, I manage to peel away the corset, discarding it to the floor. Careless of how it splotches on the marble, I reach down for the dry dress, pausing when I notice his eyes wander like a carousel on my form. I grab the dress. A moment later, my skin feels safe under the fabric. Managing to twist my hair into a braid, I keep it from dampening the dress. Not once does Neil move from the chair, though he does tilt his head to the side as if intrigued by my behavior.

      “You are fascinating,” he remarks just after. “Hastening to cover up when every other girl is ready to take off.”

      “They might be ready, but they don’t enjoy it.” I think of Gull and Fawn and who knows how many others?

      “Oh, some do.”

      “Or it’s what they try to believe so they can cope,” I argue. “Mind over matter can be very strong. Do whatever it takes to survive. Even if it means believing the lies of men.”

      I pace the room, arms hugging my chest.

      “Tell me, Serenity…” He invites me with a hand curled to the air. “Do you believe I’m lying?”

      “I can’t form an opinion.”

      “An impression, then. Indulge me.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I stop pacing and position myself in front of him. “You are a curiosity.”

      “Should I take that as a compliment?”

      “Hard to say. I’m a curious person. There’s something familiar about you, but I can’t say what it is yet.”

      “Hmm…I’m afraid to tell you that you are at a supreme disadvantage.” He crosses his leg as he reaches for the champagne glass on the table next to him. “You see, I know much about you. Very much.”

      I start pacing again, head flicking back every now and then. “An Aviary patron?”

      He shakes his head, then takes a sip of champagne. “No, I’ve certainly heard rumors about the Swan, saw voxel feed here and there, but the Skeleton Flower is my first encounter with you.”

      “Do you know Luc?” I pose my second question, but Neil shakes his head.

      “Not at all. You can say we run in different circles.”

      Defiant, I pause and stand with my hands on my hips. “So, why should I believe you know anything about me?”

      Neil stands then. Putting his glass aside and adjusting his suit, he strides forward, eyes sharp and alert, chin high and proud. Instead of retreating, I stand my ground, anchoring my fists at my side.

      “If you will permit me…” He raises one finger and continues, “This will be the only time I’ll touch you.”

      When his fingers descend to my dress, all the oxygen inside me deflates. The butterflies knock into one another, screaming for breath at the same time Neil lifts the fabric’s hem and kneels before me, hands settling on my thigh all in the span of a couple of seconds. Holding a clump of the dress with one hand, Neil tears one of the Skeleton Flower strings, peeling petals back and thumbing the faint brown mark on the inner side of my thigh. The only thing Luc kept from before the Immortal Treatment.

      With a crooked smile, Neil kisses the birthmark once, taps it twice, and juts his jaw upward to stare at me, pleased by my swollen gasp.

      Holy shit…

      “You know my twin!”
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      I don’t have time to think about Neil’s revelation much less ask him about it. Immediately after the exhibit, Jade announces she is returning to visit Sky, but she prohibits me from accompanying her this time. Maybe she wants to learn more about his so-called fantasy without me. Tomorrow morning, I will find out more, but I don’t have time now. Not with Magnolia’s scheduled meeting.

      Questions skitter around in my brain like centipedes, multiplying legs with every moment. Now that the weekend is over, will I have to wait a whole week to speak with Neil again? Special exhibits like mine are reserved for weekends. Maybe he has free rein due to his all-access barcode.

      As soon as I reach the subterranean pool, I don’t hesitate to amble down the stone steps into the water. The pool drapes the skin around my knees and works its magic, scrawling watery notes into my flesh as I stare at the dark arches behind me. In the darkness, the cherub statue at the pool’s edge looks more like a ghoul, eerie, especially with the moonlight reflecting off the water and casting ballerina shadows to frolic around the grotto. I trust darkness too much. Never feel afraid of what lurks in the silhouettes. Or in the water.

      I feel him before I see him. Feel disturbed water just before he yanks me under. A Seedkeeper! On the way down, I instinctively exhale through my nose, wishing all the bubbles could transform into harpoons to carve him. With his hands on my neck, he forces my struggling body straight to the stone bottom. Holds me there. Constricts my air. Can’t breathe. Too many bubbles. Too much breath going to waste.

      You’re part fish—just hold your breath! Once I stem the panic, and stop thrashing, the Seedkeeper loosens his grip just a little. Just what I need for one of my legs to thrust upward, foot knocking right into his gut. For just one moment, his grip on me fractures—enough for my nostrils to snatch the surface air, but relief turns a page to horror when the Seedkeeper attacks me from behind, wrenching me back by my hair. My scalp burns. One mighty hand plants itself on my chest so he sinks me again. This time, I take a deep draught of air and keep my eyes open, searching for weak spots. Can’t think about why. Just need the how. How to attack. No, I shake my head back and forth in the water, knowing my body will be no better than a pixie attacking a whale. Even if I can remember weak spots on a human body, there’s no guarantee any of them will work. Water is my domain anyway. All I need to do is escape.

      Saving a few bubbly exhales, I twist and send my elbow sparring into his rib cage, which is what I need. He lets go of my hair to protect himself, and I don’t resurface. Hemming my legs together, I skid along the stone bottom, putting as much distance between us as I can. Icy water engulfs my body, and I know I’ve reached the deep end. Not much time left. My lungs will become a lonely burial ground bereft of breath if I stay under another moment, so I rise, spinning my head. He isn’t far behind me. Just enough for me to scramble out of the water via the stone ledge to my left.

      Just as I get my knees on the ground, the Seedkeeper seizes me by the back of my neck. So close. Terror tunnels into me fast, but then, I see her out of the corner of my eye. Skin white as a shroud with the moon blowing a reflective kiss off her knife. My body smacks the water just as she lunges, knife passing right over my shoulder. Magnolia rams the blade right into the Seedkeeper’s neck. His grip on me breaks. Blood competes with the water, ultimately winning out and ballooning from the slashed artery.

      Using his body as leverage, I kick away until my arms discover the ledge again. Magnolia follows me out of the water, and we both collapse on the ground, gasping, our similar dresses soaked from blood and water. The knife clatters to the stone beside her. Her head nudges mine, eyes soap-like—pale and thick—they still manage to impale me.

      “I saw you fighting as I ran up,” she huffs, chest heaving. “My mother should’ve made you a mermaid. Like Chrysanthemum. You can drag a man right down to the depths.”

      I shake my head and giggle, covering my mouth at the ridiculousness. “I’d rather have bit his head off. Drowning is much too quiet.”

      “I was wrong.” Slower and steadier than me, Magnolia eases up from the ground and gestures to the dead Seedkeeper. “It wasn’t who I thought. The Seedkeepers have been trained to only respond to my mother’s voice. More like programmed…surgically. Someone must have tampered with this one…somehow.”

      Leaning back on my hands, I gaze at her and ask, “I thought you knew who ordered Chrysanthemum?”

      “Unless there are two, it can’t be who I think it is.”

      “What will Jade do when she sees?”

      Magnolia inclines her head back to the pool. “We can’t leave him there. If we do, she’ll know he attacked one of the Flowers. She’ll quarantine the entire Garden. No clients in or out.”

      Does that include Neil? If that’s the case, I won’t have the chance to speak to him about my twin.

      “Mother is used to dealing with threats from the outside, but internal ones…I don’t know how she will react,” Magnolia finishes.

      “But you’re her daughter.”

      “That doesn’t matter. I’m still a Flower here all the same. I can see her restricting all of us to our quarters. But if we get that body to the ocean, it will look like the murder happened from someone outside.”

      “But how do we do that with the electric fence around the border?”

      “There are weak spots near the ocean. Gaps. I will show you.”

      The mere mention of the word gaps sends an electric charge right into my heart, igniting my lightning. If it’s possible, a way to escape, perhaps we can get far enough away for Luc’s inhibitor to be out of range.

      “Well, Serenity, a girl of many talents, I see.”

      While I spin my head to the subject of the new interruption, Magnolia just stiffens. Not difficult to see she recognizes Neil’s voice even more than I do. In his typical, casual stance with arms placated behind his back, he advances toward us.

      “Moonlighting murder sprees included.”

      I glance down at myself, considering the irony of the situation since our first meeting isn’t so different. At least I’m wearing underclothes this time, and the dress is thicker. Oh, and there’s a dead body in the pool, of course.

      “It’s more like self-defense,” I correct before pointing to Magnolia. “And the credit goes to her.”

      “But you put up a good fight without a weapon,” she emphasizes.

      “How can you know that?”

      “I heard you thrashing around in the water. When I arrived at the grotto, I wasn’t hasty enough to attack before he followed you under the arches and to the deeper parts.”

      Now, Neil stands close enough to pick up every detail of our conversation. Interested, he squats and eyes Magnolia even though she can’t return the favor. “What do you ladies intend to do with the body?”

      “Why?” I raise an eyebrow. “You offering a suggestion?”

      “More like my assistance.”

      He turns his hand upside down, palm open and fingers curled toward me. Without refusing, I allow him to raise me up. Despite the same offer to Magnolia, she shakes her head and stands on her own. Less wet than I am, she doesn’t have as much trouble carrying herself. Since the Garden is located so close to the ocean, a steady current of salt air gusts all around us. Without the adrenaline to keep me warm, goose bumps sprout like daisies along my arms.

      Then, I realize Neil is unbuttoning his shirt, then tugging it off, following with his shoes. First, he places the shirt around my arms, giving the collar a quick tug to keep it anchored.

      “Chivalry’s not quite dead yet.” He winks. “And besides, doesn’t hurt to have another excuse to take my shirt off,” he says just before diving into the pool to collect the body. He’s less muscular than Luc and Sky. Considering his silver-spoon tongue and suits he always sports, it’s not surprising. Neil strikes me as that pretty artist boy. That and his soft hands. Still, he’s lean enough to lug the corpse out of the pool.

      “I can hear your breath, Serenity,” Magnolia murmurs as Neil hauls the body over the pool’s ledge. “Is Neil your secret client?”

      “How do you know him?”

      “From time to time, he comes here, but he spends most of his time overseas. Business there keeps him occupied. But you didn’t answer my question,” she adds.

      Over the sounds of Neil’s groaning from hauling the soaked body onto the concrete, I lean closer to Magnolia to inform her, “Let’s just say he hasn’t deflowered me yet. And won’t.”

      “Why? You’re clearly attracted to him, and that’s a rarity.”

      Not that attractiveness matters much. I turn to the pool. Neil is just getting the Seedkeeper’s legs over the side of the pool. For me, attraction doesn’t register as a benefit. The only attraction that’s ever ignited my heart, strong enough to handle my lightning, belongs to Sky. Body, mind, and soul all kindled—full planetary alignment. Without that kind of attraction, I fear fading—like my mother—to cope, but unlike her, I won’t do well. Instead, I’d become a dying star…and implode.

      “So, ladies…” Neil turns to us and motions to the dead body. “Where to?”

      It’s refreshing to see him like that. Balances things somehow that he’s just as watery as he’s seen me.

      “Follow me,” Magnolia says.

      “Do you need help?”

      I screw my brows together to watch Neil shake his head before bending over, gripping the Seedkeeper by the waist, and heaving him over his shoulder, growling just a little as he does. But he stops short and heaves a few exhales before dropping the body.

      “Hmm…” he pauses, gesturing to the two of us and clearing his throat. “Um ladies…I never professed to be a body builder.”

      I refrain from chuckling as Magnolia and I agree to take the legs while Neil handles the other half.

      “Much obliged,” he adds. “Moving dead bodies does not happen to be in my repertoire. I don’t plan on expanding either.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask as Magnolia directs us onward.

      “This is my holiday.” Neil is incredibly open. “And I’m very much enjoying myself. It would be a shame for a quarantine to interrupt that holiday. Besides, it’s not every day you get to dispose of a body. Another secret to bind us together.”

      My mind immediately goes to the other secret. “How do you know my twin?”

      Neil pauses for a moment, exhaling. “One thing at a time, Serenity. Be a good girl and keep a stiff upper lip.”

      Part of me wants to tell him my lips aren’t the trouble. My fists are, but he’s right. One thing at a time.

      On our trek to the ocean’s edge, he groans a couple of times from the Seedkeeper’s weight. Muscle is heavier than fat, and all the Seedkeepers are blessed with an impressive collection—just like Sky. As Jade stated, it’s what she likes. I ponder what Magnolia said regarding the Seedkeepers. How someone must have tampered with this one. What does that mean? Do they have some sort of electronic inhibitor like Luc? It would certainly explain a few things, such as their complete lack of interest in any of the Flowers. Yes, the guards at the Aviary are dedicated professionals, but they work for money, and even they receive a discount while some girls snuggled up to them on the side in exchange for special protection or favors. Here, the Seedkeepers are emotionless—faces quenched of expression like a numb winter choking a rose. What little attention is granted to them all stems from Jade.

      Is she going to turn Sky into a Seedkeeper?

      “There’s a gap just beyond these trees to a little bank.”

      Magnolia motions to a tree on her right after she’s guided us down the palm-tree-lined stone path and past the gazebo to its right flank as we face the water. We are relieved to be rid of the burden almost as much as Neil is, and the body slaps the water hard after we chug it into the waves.

      “The current will carry it right to the retaining wall where the electric fence is. By morning, it may not even be recognizable.”

      “Well, ladies…” Neil stretches out his hands. Thanks the two of us. “It’s been an honor and a pleasure. A memorable night indeed.” He bows just at the waist to us. “Serenity, I’m certain we will bump into each other from time to time, and as usual, I’ll see you after your exhibit next weekend. Perhaps a new location will be appropriate next time.”

      I decide not to pursue him. By now, I hope Jade will be finished with Sky. Something in the way she didn’t want me present this time makes me suspicious, and everything inside me pulls me to him.

      “What are you going to do about the pool?” I ask Magnolia as we progress to the Museum.

      “It has a natural filter. The blood will have dissolved by morning. I doubt we could have managed without Neil’s help.”

      “Where there’s a will…” I deny.

      “He is kind to you. Do not take that lightly. Most men lack the quality. This is my wing.” She touches the handle of the southern wing door before her milky eyes land on my face, expression still just as barren. “Goodnight, Serenity.” Her lips touch mine, feather-light—a sister-to-sister kiss, but it reminds me of Jade’s kiss.

      Considering the events of the night, the notion doesn’t register as strange, even to someone like me. For one moment, I think I catch a glimpse beyond the silver shield that is Magnolia. Not just a reflection of myself since Magnolia seems like a mirage of a Flower. Not a broken one. No, she wrapped armor around herself long ago. Like my mother, she endures, but not as some fragile ghost. All I want to know is why? What happened to Magnolia in her past? And has the same thing happened to Jade?
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      “Why are you wearing a man’s shirt, Ser?” It’s the first question Sky has for me when I arrive in the Shed.

      Looking down, I realize I was oblivious to the fact I am still wearing Neil’s token up until now. The muscles in Sky’s neck tighten, don’t settle even after I scramble to take it off like it’s some stinging nettle plant. Without answering right away, I squeeze my eyes to see better through the bars and the muted light. From here, I can see the bandages where Jade spent time healing him again. Whether the marks underneath are fresh from today or not, I can’t tell.

      “What did she ask you tonight?” I want to know.

      “Can we at least swap answers?” he bargains.

      I glance down at Neil’s shirt before turning back to Sky. “It’s a long story.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be going anywhere anytime soon.” Sky chuckles while raising one of the iron wrist cuffs anchored into the wall.

      “Don’t talk like that. I’ll get you out of here somehow. Don’t you have any faith in me?”

      “I have the utmost faith in you, Serenity. It’s the rest of the world I don’t trust.”

      “Well, right now, you can’t see the rest of the world, much less interact with it. So, why don’t you let me try rescuing you for once?”

      Sky leans back as best he can, but I can make out his wince from the wounds in his back when they meet the wall. “Have you considered I might not want you to rescue me yet?”

      “What do you mean yet? Why on earth don’t you want to get out of here?”

      Sky just shakes his head before angling it to the side to eye me, eyes softening to warm brown muslin. “Silly girl.”

      “The shirt belongs to my client.” I don’t wait a second before following with, “He gave it to me when he noticed me shivering…just before pulling the body of the Seedkeeper who attacked me out of the water.”

      “Did you kill him?” Sky inquires, planting his head on the wall behind him, eyes focused on the ceiling, but I imagine his ears are sharpened to my every word.

      “No.” I shake my head, curling up against the iron bars. “I had help.”

      “Does Luc know?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Don’t tell him.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.” He’d probably implode thanks to that inhibitor device.

      “Tell me about this client. What’s his name?”

      “Neil. Neil Bloode.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      I brace the bottom of my hand against one of the bars before dragging my thumb down an edge. “He has an all-access pass to any Museum in the country. One of those digital barcode tattoo deals. I don’t know much about him other than he’s well-connected, and he wants to deal with some new disease that’s sweeping the nation.”

      “Diseases and drugs have swept the nation since they gave a green light to the industry.” Sky nods, understanding. “Any idea what he’s planning?”

      “No.” I can smell faint traces of salt in the air. Imagine it’s from his dried sweat. Soon, the entire Shed will smell like Sky. “He wants to trust me. He’s taking things slow.”

      “Slow is good. Just let me know whenever you find out anything new.”

      My turn for a question. “How do I know you’ll be here for that long?”

      Sky looks away from the ceiling, eyes hemming in on mine. “What do you mean?”

      “The Seedkeepers…they’re all trained to respond to Jade’s voice. They’re just dead to everyone else. Like blank slates, Sky. Like she hollowed them out and is keeping their souls in jars while their ghosts guard the Garden.”

      “Nice analogy.”

      “How do I know you won’t become like that?”

      “Now, who’s lost faith in whom?” Sky counters with a snort, shaking his arms out.

      “I’m serious.”

      He expresses a half-groan/half-sigh before replying, “Jade won’t be turning me into a Seedkeeper any time soon. Not until she has her way with me.”

      I practically snarl at the words, scratching my nails into the bars before I slam a hand against them. “How long can she possibly keep this up?”

      “Oh, she’s very patient. She enjoys the buildup.”

      “And you?”

      “Am I patient? Oh, you wound me.”

      “How long can you possibly keep this up, Sky?”

      His eyes remind me of a forest after a fire—deep, enduring, and ready with the onslaught of rebirth when he responds, “As long as it takes.”

      “Takes for what?”

      Sky doesn’t answer.
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        F o r G e t  M e  N o t

      

      

      After the incident with the Seedkeeper, Jade takes extra care with her Flowers. Magnolia’s plot has worked like a ripe garden. No Flowers are suspected, and because of his death, Jade is screening clients more than usual. Her budding stress leads her to visit Sky more often, but thus far, no one has caught me in the Shed after hours. Every time I sneak inside, the iron bars seem more and more like a growing mountain. Luc joins me for dinner every evening while mornings are reserved for Nightingale…and Snowdrop, who is becoming quite popular. Other Flowers have welcomed her. They teach her all they know about body painting and makeup. No one ever bothers to approach me thanks to Jade’s insistence on tutoring me alone.

      “Notice the way I paint one side while leaving the other emptier to entice?”

      I can’t focus on anything Jade is saying. No eye for design, no patience for art. I can appreciate it, but I will never learn it. Her attempts to school me in seduction have failed. The notion wages a war within me. It would be too simple to master it, especially considering Jade’s words…The sight of your body alone is enough to seduce, Skeleton Flower.

      With Magnolia’s mirage next to my naked self, I feel less vulnerable. Our secret has knitted us together.

      Jade begins at the apex of my forehead, painting tiny white flowers down to the bridge of my nose, curving along my right cheek and one side of my neck, painting them to the precise dimensions of a Skeleton Flower until it looks like clumps of them decorate my chest on that side until they curl around to my left hip.

      Next, Jade paints white in the area between my thighs, imitating vines coming around the base of my spine. Fortunately, she also adds a bottom of Skeleton Flowers all strung together. They are synthetic, designed not to wilt but advanced enough to mimic real Skeleton flowers so they will still turn translucent. At first, I’m afraid she is going to leave me completely bare on the left side of my chest, but she directs Magnolia to finish. Magnolia paints a few lone Skeleton Flowers over my breasts. At least it’s better than nothing. Diamond dust speckled across the paint completes my ensemble.

      “All this is bioluminescent and waterproof,” Jade informs me. “Magnolia will help you remove it with the right ointments later. Now, let us see to that hair.”

      This time, my exhibit is dark. Music low and ominous with the telltale hint of thunder in the background. Spotlights splash onto my body before every thunder crack. Less like the Skeleton Flower and more like the lightning, I step off the stones to the beat of soft drums with my feet gliding across the glassy floor beneath the surface. Not long before the rain begins its slow, steady drip, drip, drip.

      As required, I stray close to the windows first before wandering back to the center, but then, thunder rumbles, timed to the rhythmic symphony bellowing through the speakers. And I feel it. Feel the bass resonating through the floor into my feet. And the choir of soprano voices chanting sings in my blood. My inner lightning tickles a current into my fingertips, and I reach down into the water, cupping it and letting it loose. Water droplets flee my hands, and I lift them, swaying back and forth to the music as rain pirouettes with me. Some sort of motion-sensing rain that mimics me. My dance is nothing gentle. It’s ferocious. Hands slap the water, launching rivulets into the air, braided hair lashes the stones until I finally crash to my knees and fall into the water. I shoot all the emotions from this week. Tonight, floating in just the few inches of water is enough. Freeing my hair, I close my eyes and let the strands swarm the water around me like some undine seeking her human soul.

      A few minutes later, Jade wrings out my hair, then provides me with a towel and motions for me to follow. Only, it’s not to a nearby room but the elevator. She seems surprised when I don’t ask her any questions.

      “No curiosity tonight?” Jade practically purrs.

      I shake my head. “He referred to selecting a different location.” Besides, I am trying to gather all my nerves. They’re ready to flutter right out of my skin because I’ll finally get the chance to learn more about my sister tonight. And perhaps even more tomorrow.

      Composing herself, Jade faces the steel elevator doors, voice monotone. “After tomorrow night, your exhibits will repeat. Much of the international clients come here for a week or two before departing overseas again. Mr. Bloode is the exception. He has reserved a month’s stay. I imagine he has business in the area.”

      When the elevator doors open, Jade announces, “Hopefully, third time’s a charm, Skeleton Flower. Perhaps he has had this location in mind the whole time. A prime place for plucking, I must admit. You have the advantage of more romance than many of my Flowers. Do not waste it,” she advises me, her voice sharper than a grindstone.

      She is wasting her time. At least, I hope she is. Despite Neil’s words to me, another voice cows to Jade. Is he just leading up to the inevitable? The location she referred to is the subterranean pool—the grotto where the Seedkeeper attacked me just a week prior. Already swimming, I watch as Neil plows through the water, muscles raking it back before he rises upon my entrance, hands smoothing his dark locks away from his face.

      “Thank you, Madam Director.” He keeps his words to her pointed and brief, and I watch her return to the Garden. “Serenity…” His voice softens like fleece on snow. “I have secured the remainder of the night, so we won’t be disturbed.”

      Alarm tolls inside me, but I suck it back, lasso it into my bones instead of letting it take hold of my blood. On his next words, I settle, lift even.

      “Would you care to join me for a refreshment?” He moves through the water, gesturing to the silver platter on the pool’s edge, which houses an edible arrangement of fruit, cheese, and a bowl of chocolate.

      Shedding some of my alarm, I approach the edge of the pool and kneel before sliding my legs into the water and helping myself to a strawberry while clumping the towel around my chest. Just as I bite into the fruit, the knowledge he could be naked sours the sweet juice a little.

      “Glad to see the incident from last week has not summoned up a water phobia for you,” Neil observes while planting his chest against the stone and grabbing a pineapple wedge.

      “Nothing will ever make me afraid of the water.” I stick my finger into the liquid chocolate, swirling it around.

      “Yes, you don’t strike me as one who scares easily.” He raises his index finger to his lips and watches as I bring mine to my mouth and suck off the chocolate. “That is the kind of girl I’ve been looking for. Another rarity in this day and age. Most girls are bred to be one of two things—empowered or submissive. Either way, the giving of their bodies is required. You are an exception.”

      “And why have you been looking for such a girl?”

      “Now, that is a question that requires much explanation. But I doubt it’s really the one you want to ask.” He reaches out and scoots my towel upward, thumbing my thigh’s birthmark in reminder. As if I need one.

      “What is she like?”

      “Intriguing…” Neil comments before stationing his hands on the stone right next to me. “I expected you to ask how I know her or where she is.”

      “What is her name, Neil?”

      He drums his fingers on the stone. “Her name is Bliss, but Force calls her Mara.”

      “Mara…” I sample the word, let it roll off my tongue, but I don’t like it as much as Bliss.

      “Yes, it means bitter despite how Force dubbed her the opposite in the beginning. Even the well-known market drug is inspired by her. That was Force’s doing.” I pick up on the loathing in his voice, the way his brows dive low when he says my father’s name.

      “Do you know Force?”

      “More intimately than I care,” Neil responds with ease. “But would you rather hear more about him or your sister?”

      I blink once, waiting.

      “She is nothing like you. Once I heard of the Swan’s Garden showcase through an associate, I knew I would spend my holiday here if only to see if what Force said regarding you is true. Your encounters with him left quite an impression. You see, Bliss isn’t suitable for my purposes. Not that Force would ever allow her to leave the penthouse. She is far too…subdued for the world in any case. Not like you.”

      I narrow my brows, listening as he continues. “What she lacks in spirit, we both know you possess. She doesn’t spit out Force’s poison like you do. No, she has sucked it since she was a child, savors the sting of it to this day.”

      Just like my mother.

      “Where are Kerrick and my mother?”

      “Do you want the sugarcoated version or the cold hard facts?”

      “Both at the same time.”

      Neil chuckles and turns around so his back frames the ledge. “Good girl. You know me well. Your father is making up for lost time with your mother, but he’s taking it slow. Introducing her to the world of the Temple as it is today. When he’s not pleasuring himself with her company or bribing government officials or tending to his infinite Temple stocks, he does one of two things—oversees the management of the Aviary or searches for you. You are becoming quite famous. Smugglers and bounty hunters all over the country are jumping at the chance to reap a reward for you.”

      “So, why haven’t you taken up such an opportunity?” I wonder, my tone condescending.

      His smile supercharges, and Neil motions to the water. “Swim with me.”

      Before I can so much as protest, Neil dives beneath the surface, and I watch his body glide under an arch outside to the deeper section. Where Magnolia killed the Seedkeeper. Well…at least it’s dark. Not so much as a moon on this night—sky milky with clouds and no stars to wink through the thick netting. Sighing, I surrender the towel to the stone and ease into the water, following him but lingering under longer. Curling my legs into my chest, I exhale bubbles through my nose so I can sink lower until I can’t see or hear anything but black. I’m hunkering down in the bottom of an inkwell with my hair coiling all around me like loose spider web strands.

      That’s when I feel the hand tug on my arm, yanking me to the surface. Far too early. So, as soon as my head skims the surface, I shove his chest hard and balk, “I wasn’t finished!”

      Stung, Neil holds up his hands in defense. “Well, well…my apologies! You were already under for a good three minutes.”

      “I can hold my breath for at least five. I’ve practiced every day since I was little.”

      We both tread water, but Neil moves his body in a semi-circle in front of me. “Color me impressed.” He twitches, flipping a silvery lock off his cheek.

      “Are you going to tell me what you want with me?”

      “So demanding, aren’t we? Especially when we have the entire night…”

      Just off to my left, I catch something white out of the corner of my eye. A Skeleton Flower. Scanning my arms and legs, I notice a few there have managed to fall off and float, reminding me of small cotton tufts. All I care about are the ones on my chest and the ones covering my bottom half—even if Neil is naked. As soon as I feel the water shift before me, I flick my head back to find him not more than a couple of inches from my face. Enough for one of my treading legs to swat his by accident. He doesn’t try to touch me, but he does pick up a floating Skeleton Flower and toys with the petals.

      “Such a remarkable Flower. One I can have much use for.”

      “You said not physically,” I remind him without backing away.

      “Forgive my curiosity…” Neil tosses the flower behind him before declaring, “I’m far too familiar with Bliss. She fosters my curiosity. You reject it. And I can’t help but wonder why. There must be something more because it’s not fear. When I do this—” He demonstrates by snaking an arm around my bare waist, pelvis crushing my hips, taut chest grinding into mine.

      “Get your hands off me!” I thrash against him, but Neil lifts an index finger to my face.

      “There it is! More than anger, it’s pride. Because no man deserves to touch you. Isn’t that right, Serenity?”

      He taps my nose, then stamps his finger onto my lips. Big mistake. I revel in how he shrinks away just after I bite down. Sharp enough to draw blood.

      Amused, Neil throws his head back, laugh brightly when he gestures to his finger. “Well done. You have more fight in one little bite than most have in their entire being. You get that from Force.”

      I hiss, denying the sick notion, but after one mere glimpse of my father that night in the Aviary, I know truth is stitched into the seams of the words.

      “You get your pride from him, too,” Neil informs me while retreating to the side of the pool. I remain in the center. “He’s always had a lofty opinion of himself. Even godlike. That’s to be expected when you run an empire.” Neil spits to the ground behind him.

      “So, if you hate Force so much, and you say I’m just like him, then why are you interested in me?”

      “Because you, Serenity, may be the only girl in the world who has the audacity to stand up to him. Who wants to see him cower or at the very least—burn in jealousy. And that is something I admire and something I can use.”

      I take a deep breath and float onto the pool’s surface, asking in a slight exhale. “How so?”

      “I’m opening a Museum. It will double as a medical center as well as a foster care. As you know, the Centre itself is Temple owned. Any other medical facilities in the country are far inferior, but mine will be independent. Clients will be registered and scanned beforehand in the interest of keeping the girls healthy. It’s rare, if not extinct, to see this practiced since client’s are often the priority. Whether District, Museum, or Studio owners…all seem concerned about money first and foremost. But I’ve already amassed a great deal of wealth over the years through my international holdings. I’ll be bringing the finest physicians from all around the world to work for me, and it’s my intention to surpass the Centre and form a solution to the crisis before they get the opportunity.”

      “How do you know about the disease?” I circle my hands around and around in the water.

      “It’s more than the disease. Bodies have shut down gradually over the years. Control and chemicals don’t leave much of a gap for life. Even the life that finds a way doesn’t produce another generation thanks to the effects of the previous one. Our birth rate hangs on by a thread. But this new disease mutation will cripple our population. And I will have the solution before the Centre achieves one.”

      “So, why do you need me?”

      Finally tired of treading and floating, I swim to the edge of the pool where I hoist myself out of the water. I remain there on the edge, legs still partway immersed. Neil doesn’t follow me out, but he does turn around, chest against the stone, arms folded, looking up at me.

      “If I have the Swan and the Skeleton Flower as my symbol, there is not a girl alive who won’t want to enlist in my Museum. Nor a man who won’t go to extraordinary lengths to see her.”

      “And my father?”

      Raising his brows, Neil crooks one side of his mouth, impish grin forming. “He will try, but I assure you, he won’t be able to find you. My location will rival the Temple’s.” I find that hard to believe.

      “Legally, he can do nothing since Luc Aldaine set you free. Short of using his government contacts, Force’s hands are tied. Besides, I am prepared even if he does try.”

      When Neil’s eyes drift lower, I squeeze my arms together, crossing them over my chest before asking the obvious, “How prepared?”

      “Let’s just say I’m popular with the media. And the media runs this country more than any official.”

      “You can get me out of the Garden?”

      Neil rises. I keep my eyes low—on the pool, on the stone, on the grass, on the pavement beyond the grass. Water trips off his lithe legs, regrouping with the pool or splattering me just before he stands. Unashamed shadow spearing my small, white form, Neil bends at the waist, hands on his knees, and murmurs with his head nudging mine…

      Don’t look, don’t look.

      “You and anyone else you desire.”

      Towels wait on pool benches nearby, so Neil turns around. Inside me, butterflies twitch, curious faces yearning to the side ever so little. I nibble my lower lip, trying to stem the meddling emotions, but my eyes wander. Not even a glimpse. More like a millisecond of a glance. His back is turned because I’m not about to risk looking at his front. Muscles don’t stop on their trek down his spine. Did I expect them to?

      I feel the towel drop onto my shoulders a moment later.

      “Take a shower, Serenity. I’ll arrive in your room in a short time, and we may enjoy a midnight meal because I don’t intend to waste a cent or second of our night.”

      He secures the towel around his waist just as I tug my own around my petite frame. Extending his hand, he follows with another option, “Unless, of course, you’d prefer to shower together.”

      “Pass,” I say almost instantaneously.

      Mouth closed, Neil chuckles. Taps my nose again. “Good girl.”

      Encouraged that he departs first, I hurry down the opposite path because I won’t get another chance to see Sky tonight. No matter how short our encounters, I promised him every night. This week, Jade allows him to heal. Between plotting my exhibit over the past few days and tending to her international clients’ needs, she keeps busy but still visits him every day, so I must squeeze in time during the dark hours.

      Just as I start to make my way toward the Shed, another figure plows into me. The force is enough to knock us both off balance. I fall to my knees, but she lands awkwardly on her rear, hands instinctively protecting the slight swell of her belly I can plainly see through her nightgown. Her eyes are wild and terrified, more frightened than a fawn without her mother even if she’s a mother herself. I recognize the blue-tinted hair, the almond-shaped eyes, as well as the black and yellow eyeliner and makeup, runny from her tears. Even in the darkness, I can make out her flushed cheeks.

      Forget-Me-Not.

      Her eyes dart to the voices behind her. I see them coming down the path—two Seedkeepers followed closely by Jade. Even if Forget-Me-Not is taller, she skitters around me with more speed than I’d have thought possible given her swollen midsection.

      “Forget-Me-Not,” Jade barely even looks at me when she speaks. “Now, now, my Flower. I’ve always taken care of you. Why this sudden change of mind?”

      “Why can’t I go to the breeding line?” she wants to know. I’ve never heard of a girl asking to go to the Centre. Not once. Not ever.

      Jade takes one step toward us, longing in her hands as she reaches for the girl behind me. “You know that is not my way, Forget-Me-Not. Besides, you are far too popular for me to lose you. You are one of my rarest, most precious ones. And I think you are giving Skeleton Flower an uncomfortable impression of our Garden.”

      I steel myself, eyes preying on Jade as she nears us. “I’m fine.”

      “Just a few minutes out of your time verses months,” Jade persuades her, words dripping, oozing with care. “It will be painless. And forgotten. Other directors would blame you, beat you, but I will do neither, my Flower.”

      She’s close enough to touch Forget-Me-Not. When I turn back to see the girl, her eyes are low, hands cupped around her belly. I see the debate in her eyes, the hesitancy, the conflict in those deep, blue tides.

      “Imagine how you will be treated on the breeding line. You won’t get much time with it even if it were to survive. You will have no rich food or comfortable sheets. They will give you a supplement drink three times a day that tastes more like chalk than anything else. You will sleep in scratchy sheets and a bed half the size of yours now,” Jade continues in garish detail. “They will inject you with a man’s sperm so you will never again feel warmth on your body. And once your time expires, you will remain there to tend to the next generation of ripe girls if you survive the initial process.”

      She cups Forget-Me-Not’s cheek, trying to tempt her. “Here, you are part of my roots. I will take care of you as I always have. I’ve always screened your candidates, matching your personalities and physical attributes. This anomaly will not change that as it would in other Museums. Things will stay as they always do. A warm bed with every luxury you may need or want, companionship of other girls who are more like family, and a fantasy to share every night. I know how much you enjoyed parasailing with your one client. I can arrange for that to happen again. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      Forget-Me-Not’s shoulders cave, and she nods.

      “Come then, Flower. Follow us back inside, and we will complete the procedure.”

      My stomach is sick. Butterfly heads bow to the floor, doubled over, wings like deflated balloons. I feel sicker when I hear Forget-Me-Not’s next words.

      “Will you come?”

      Jade flicks her head up, glancing at me as I step to the side and lick my lips.

      “I—”

      “Wouldn’t you rather Chocolate Cosmos accompany you? I know she’s your dearest—”

      Forget-Me-Not shakes her head. “No. I want her.”

      I don’t have it in me to accept through words. The most I can muster is a nod.

      “I will inform Neil that you will be late,” Jade succumbs, then alerts one of the Seedkeepers to do her bidding.

      All of Jade’s words make sense. But in a world where the fruit of the womb is so polluted, where the birth rate has spiraled so low, where so many eggs have just broken down that the few who slip through end up sterile, it registers as more than just waste. I’ve never held a baby in my life. I’ve never so much as felt a swollen belly. I can’t even imagine. There has to be some loss. Why else would Forget-Me-Not try to run?

      Jade guides us to the medical wing. Forget-Me-Not doesn’t cry, but she does coil an arm around mine as if she thinks my skin is passing some sort of courage-inducing pheromone. Upon a clearing in the trees just before we arrive, the moonlight radiates her face, painting a glow on vulnerable eyes, lips that are desperately trying not to quiver, but her shoulders read just the opposite. They are squared back, ready.

      The madam director doesn’t seem displeased by my presence. Or annoyed in any way. She doesn’t pay much attention to me at all. She’s far too focused on soothing Forget-Me-Not, who takes her place on the crooked medical bed. All I can seem to do is stand alone in the corner, arms caging my sides as Jade places Forget-Me-Not’s feet in stirrups, legs apart, knees supported by pads.

      I hear my mother’s voice in my head.

      I escaped from the Temple because of you, Serenity. You gave me hope. Endless force fields kept us together with rings of light all around us. I knew the moment you slid out of me. You know my heart better than anyone.

      You are the only one who has heard what it sounds like from the inside.

      Forget-Me-Not motions me over, and I take slow, broken steps until I reach her side. As soon as I register the need in her eyes, I cup her shoulder and hold her hand as a medic wearing blue scrubs applies a local anesthetic. It doesn’t take them long to do the prep work and then stretch open the cervical muscles to insert the hollow, plastic tube into her womb. It’s connected to a suction machine. They won’t cut her or stitch her at all.

      Jade plays with a few strands of Forget-Me-Not’s hair. Gentle and tender. “It will all be over soon, my Flower. Just breathe deeply and try to relax.”

      The medic turns on the machine, and Forget-Me-Not arches her back. At first, I’m startled when she squeezes my hand, wondering how much pain she’s in. The procedure is more advanced now. Doesn’t take as long as it used to when it was done manually, but the machine is a scanner and performs automatically. The machine sucks up the contents. Sucks up the fetus, the…baby. I’m glad I can’t see what the medic can.

      Jade rubs Forget-Me-Not’s neck and shoulders while I feel sweat from her hand’s tight grip.

      “All done,” Jade concludes after the medic nods and cleans up the blood-spattered sheets below her. “You did very well, Forget-Me-Not. You should rest here for the next hour before returning to your room.”

      “I want her to stay.” Forget-Me-Not phrases it more like a demand, but it’s a weak one.

      “Of course, dear. I have some business to attend to, so I will give you some time alone. Please don’t keep Skeleton Flower too long. Her client won’t wait forever.”

      Jade lightly touches my shoulder just before departing, but it doesn’t bring me much encouragement. I have no idea what to say in a situation like this. Sky would. He’s good at knowing. There’s only one thing I can come up with.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Cramps hurt,” Forget-Me-Not replies. “And I’m a little cold.”

      I look around the room, making my way over to check in one of the cabinets next to the sink. Inside, I find some blankets on the second shelf that I fold around Forget-Me-Not. She thanks me and then curls into a ball.

      “Why do you want me to stay?” I ask.

      “Do you want to go?”

      “I—”

      “Cosmos is my oldest friend here, but I didn’t want her to come. I’m sorry if you’re uncomfortable.”

      “Is this your first time?”

      She shakes her head. “Second. I was hoping it wouldn’t happen again, but my one client…well, I guess he has miracle sperm.”

      “Or you have miracle eggs.” I opt for the latter.

      She shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “What else do you feel?”

      Forget-Me-Not doesn’t respond for a few moments. The moments turn into minutes. I hate the silence because I have to fill it with something, and all I can think of are my mother’s words about her pregnancy. Growing up, she never gave any details about her time in the Temple, except for her pregnancy. Force was kindest to her then. And she also met Kerrick during those months. Even if the Temple became one great blot on her life, she always said her pregnancy was the one part of it that was bearable. More than bearable. How had she described it? Like she’d eaten a star. Like life just glowed inside her.

      “My hands keep going to my stomach,” Forget-Me-Not says after a few more minutes. “I don’t know why. It’s all gone.”

      “Is it?”

      “What do you mean?” She turns her head, angling her neck. “The medic’s always very thorough.”

      I shrug, then slide on to the bed at her feet’s end. “I don’t know. It’s just that DNA is so complex. Billions of tiny particles. I just figure they might not ever be able to get everything. Something, even if it’s microscopic, is left behind. Always there.”

      Forget-Me-Not’s eyes harden. “Like I’m carrying a ghost?”

      I regret my words. They’re not what she needs to hear right now. So, I say nothing else, but Forget-Me-Not sighs and rests her head on the bed. “Maybe…it could be an angel?” She tries for that instead. “A ghost of an angel. It would make more sense. I guess it makes me an angel-killer.” It’s a poor attempt at a joke.

      “What can I do, Forget-Me-Not?” My hands fumble, unknowing.

      She sighs again. “It’s okay, Skeleton.” She rubs her nose. “You can go. This is…normal. I have more repeat clients than any other Flower. It’s how I earned my name. They keep me busy. I don’t get cold that much. Not like now.”

      That’s when it hits me. Memory strikes me hard. More than a wrecking ball, it’s a wrecking mountain. I don’t pretend she’s Gull, but my body remembers the familiar pattern of sliding into bed next to her. Forget-Me-Not smells different. She doesn’t reek of sweat. Her scent is sweet and lovely. Sugarplum skin. Curling the blanket around my back, I contort my body into the fetal position behind her. Forget-Me-Not doesn’t let me hold her like Gull always had. Gull hadn’t been able to get enough of my skin. Forget-Me-Not keeps a safe distance as if this is just physical. Except her next words remind me she’s feeling more than I could ever imagine.

      “Don’t forget me, Skeleton.”
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        C o n V e r s a T i o n s

      

      

      Neil is standing outside my room when I round the corner still in my bare feet with the towel tied around my chest. My hair has dried more due to the situation with Forget-Me-Not, but with my adrenaline now low, I’m discovering how cold I am. As soon as he notices me, he shakes his head with a sigh and leans against the doorframe to study me.

      “Received a message you were going to be late. Dismember another Seedkeeper?” he asks as I approach, gesturing to my towel.

      That’s when I realize part of the towel is bloody near one of the lower edges. It must have come from Forget-Me-Not.

      I roll my eyes, sweeping past him to open the door. “I didn’t dismember him in the first place, but that would’ve been a good one.”

      He follows me into my room, then closes the door behind him.

      “Do you think you can do me a big favor?” I hesitatingly ask.

      “Provided it’s no bigger than arranging for your release from the Garden…”

      After I unwrap the towel from my body, I toss it to him even as I back away to the bathroom. “Can you burn that the first chance you get?”

      He fingers the towel. “Do I want to know?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Whatever you want, your Skeleton-ness.” He mockingly bows to me.

      I close the bathroom door, hearing him whistle even as I turn the shower to scalding and tug at the Skeleton Flower bottoms before peeling the flowers off my chest. Without the remover, it hurts more and leaves a few red welts, but I’m far too flustered for even a seedling’s worth of patience tonight. Thanks to my implant, they’ll heal quickly. Can’t wait to get under the showerhead. Just as predicted, the waterproof body paint doesn’t wash off despite my scrubbing. After the windows steam up, I don’t bother checking anymore.

      “The body paint becomes you.”

      The voice inside the bathroom is like a claw dragging a thin line on the skin above my spine. It chills me. With those words, he’s transformed the entire shower into a snow globe. Robotically, I turn off the water, feeling the droplets stinging my skin like icicle tips.

      “Luc,” I murmur before slowly opening the shower door to find him sitting on the bathroom counter, staring at the floor with a towel clutched in his hand. “What are you doing here?” I whisper, seizing the towel and wrapping it around myself.

      “Once I learned your client had selected an entire evening…”

      I back up against the shower wall. “You have to stop this. No good can come of it. You can’t do anything.”

      Luc’s dangerous eyes flick to mine, those brows so low they screw his eyes to pinprick-height slits. “You ran from me the last time, Serenity. I can control it.”

      “No, you can’t,” I deny, my voice soaring to a higher octave, and that’s when Neil opens the door.

      “Heard voices.” Shrugging, he holds the door open, nods at Luc. “Director Aldaine.”

      “Former Director,” Luc practically spits.

      This is all too much! I take a clump of my hair. Pull tight just to feel my scalp moan. As I do, I watch Luc march right up to Neil until he stands a fraction of an inch away from his face. It would register as awkward, considering Neil has a good three inches or so on Luc, but Luc’s stance is far more lethal than Neil’s relaxed posture. As are Luc’s eyes, which are narrowed to the deadly nicks I’ve come to memorize.

      “If I didn’t have this damn muzzle under my skin, you’d be staring up at me from the flat of your back, begging for mercy just before I crushed your neck with my boot.”

      “Well, then…” Neil pats Luc’s shoulder, taps twice before raising a finger to add, “Guess it’s a good thing for me that you have an inhibitor.”

      Neil isn’t intimidated, but nor does he feel the need to threaten in return. It shouldn’t surprise me, but I’m far too used to Luc and Sky’s methods. Sky would’ve said nothing. He would’ve just attacked, probably barreled forward, usurping those delicious muscles. Right now, he’s the only man I want close. He couldn’t be farther away.

      “I know who you really are under that guise of false charm you’ve adopted,” Luc baits him.

      Neil adjusts his shirt, tugging at the hem. “Just a simple businessman, Aldaine.”

      “Yes, I’m certain your unrivaled success as a graphicker has helped a great deal with your business.” A graphicker. Neil is a graphicker?

      Dazed, I blink once, notice Neil nod to me. “Serenity?”

      “You don’t even have the right to say her name,” Luc growls.

      I feel every single thread snap inside me. Whatever roots my rage to my stomach lining is severed, and now, it runs amuck. I feel like I’m going to vomit. Noticing my reaction, Luc curses under his breath.

      “Serenity…” Neil speaks again, approaching me where I still stand with my back to the shower wall. I feel cornered. And Luc doesn’t warn him. I can imagine Sky coming up with some clever, sarcastic remark about me ready to explode, but Luc remains where he is, savoring the moment when Neil touches my shoulder. I gaze down at his fingers for one moment before sinking my teeth into the back of his hand.

      “What the hell?”

      Snatching his hand away, he shakes it out before sucking the prick of blood. Another moment, and he tilts his head to the side to scrutinize me, brows tapering low, registering puzzlement at first, which is quickly followed by understanding. He reclines against the bathroom wall, pronounces, “She looks just like Force right now.”

      At the mention of my father’s name, I lunge for them both, almost losing my towel in the process. “Get out!” I point to the door. “Both of you, get out!”

      Resigned with no other option, Luc follows my order, though Neil lingers in the bedroom, reminding me, “I have you for the entire night.”

      “Book it for tomorrow!” I don’t stop my advance toward him, and he leaps away when I bare my teeth and hiss, “Out!”

      Luc has seen me like this once. The night I scratched him etched in my memory. Can almost feel the flesh lodged beneath my fingernails.

      “To think you could handle her,” Luc sniggers just before I grab the door’s edge with both men standing just outside in the hall.

      “You’ve never handled me either, Luc. Never forget that!” I slam the door in his face, spin around, and collapse to the floor.

      “Now, you have two men all tangled up with you,” the familiar voice echoes from the opposite side of the dark room, somewhere near the window. “I’m almost jealous.”

      “Why are you here, Magnolia?”

      “I was here when you and Mr. Bloode entered, even before Luc stole inside. Mother sent me to clean off the body paint while she went to visit her pet.”

      I suppose it’s a good thing Forget-Me-Not’s distraction earlier prevented me from visiting Sky. Jade may have caught me there.

      “Would you like the body paint off so you can sleep?” Magnolia asks.

      I nod. Whether it’s due to her blindness or her serene manner, I can’t tell. Perhaps a combination. Either way, I drop the towel and follow her direction to sit in the chair before the vanity where a bottle of ointment remover rests. She starts with my back and takes her time, rinsing the cloth in the bowl of water she brought. Water turns white after a minute or so, but she continues scrubbing away the paint, hands subtle without lingering on any patch of skin unlike Jade when she inspected for flaws.

      When I wince after she moves the cloth to my chest, Magnolia asks, “Am I pressing too hard?”

      “No.” I shake my head and expel a sigh, remembering that night Mockingbird sliced me. Anyone who touches my chest now… “My implant healed the scars, but I still remember them.”

      “Scars?”

      “From a knife back when I was in the Aviary. I was attacked.” I don’t mention by who.

      “Jealousy?”

      I nod, remembering she can’t see that. “Yes.”

      “It is common in Museums. The level of competition. It still exists here despite my mother’s efforts to eliminate it. Gossip is a disease, and Flowers squabble over who has a bigger bee. I’m still surprised you haven’t yet opened your petals.”

      She dips the cloth in the water, pours more ointment on it, then directs me to stand so she can rub it against the back of my thighs.

      “I have no intention of opening my petals to anyone right now.”

      “Right now… Does that mean you have someone in mind?” Magnolia pauses, waiting for me to reply, but I say nothing. Silence festers like a fresh wound in the air.

      “Why do you want to know?” I ask when the cloth strays to my knee.

      “I want to know what it feels like. I can’t understand it.”

      “What?”

      Magnolia voices her reflections. “How do you let yourself feel too much? It’s like your body is a cage. You won’t let your mind float away.”

      “I can’t function without them. They remind me that I’m real. That I’m still here.”

      “Even if it’s easier to become someone else?” she argues, voice more persistent than it should be. Is this Magnolia’s coping mechanism? Convincing herself she has control by becoming the flower? Like so many others?

      Magnolia reaches my feet, kneels before me when I proclaim, “Not without giving up my identity. That’s the only true choice I have. Anything else is just…survival. And I don’t want to survive. I want to live.”

      “You’re finished,” Magnolia announces before fetching a silk robe, which she drapes around my shoulders. I don’t hesitate to sink my arms into the sleeves and tie the strings. “Sometimes, you can’t help but detach. The mind is formidable.”

      So is the body. I think of Luc. I think of that day spent in the ocean. I think of his mouth plunging onto mine, luring his lullaby right into my heart. I think of that night in my last exhibit, think of his hands like chains summoning my face upward with his leg roping mine, rooting me to him. I think of the night he tasted the real Serenity. Right before I lunged for the water.

      And I remember Sky watching me every night.

      “How long do you think you can hold out?” Magnolia inquires as I wander toward the bed.

      I can’t help but smile, just a curling of the lips on one corner of my mouth. My spirit is a steadfast sea serpent born somewhere in the ancient depths. With all the might to turn ships to underwater wreckages and drag sailors right down to its belly.

      “What if it’s taken from you? Your choice?”

      I flick my head toward her, gaze into her ghostly eyes, see nothing but silver armor. “Then, God help the man who tries.”

      “Sometimes…” Magnolia’s tongue draws a line around her upper lip and then her lower one, and I watch how the silver armor shatters for just one moment as she finishes, “…they want the fight. They enjoy it more. So, shutting down is the only choice you can make. The only control you have.”

      And Magnolia retreats. Back to her armor. Back to her secrets. Leaves me alone in the dark to ponder everything she asked—and revealed.
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        C h o C o l a t e  C o s M o s

      

      

      In the morning, Jade draws the curtains wide open so sunlight floods my room like bursting golden cherries. I burrow deeper beneath the covers to avoid the impeding glow. Just before I do, I catch a glance of Jade wincing, and I remember her albinism. Weakened eyesight. Why does she try so hard? I know Magnolia never lifts her head to the sun when she’s outside. She keeps her eyes closed every time. I know she rarely embarks outside during the day but spends many nights wandering the Garden grounds like some lost white soul. So, why does Jade pressure herself? She always turns back to the sun when it must be like a red-hot poker needling her albino irises.

      She rips the covers from the bed, takes the robe’s strings in her hand, and yanks me out, but I end up on the floor.

      “Get up,” Jade commands as I rub my rump from where I’ve landed. “You’ve slept too long in your self-pity. Time for you to taste your first sample of my world instead of just watching from a safe distance.”

      Grumbling under my breath, I plant one hand on the bed and rise to a stand, but I’m still a few inches shorter than her. “What are you talking about, Jade?”

      “Put this on under your robe and meet me in the Shed. You will have more than a demonstration today.” Jade pushes past me, departing before I can say anything else.

      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes until they clear, I stare down at the lacy concoction in my hand. Once I try it on, I realize it’s a short dress but with only patches of swirled black fabric designs with lace betraying skin. Off the shoulder straps, a sinking bustline, and a hem that ends at my thighs in the front but boasts of a black train like a river of spilled ink. First, I reflect on the ensemble in the vanity mirror, debating on whether to follow Jade’s direction.

      Something in her command makes me believe this isn’t up for debate. And if she’s returning to Sky every night again, then I will have little opportunity to see him. Even if I have a nagging suspicion of her plans—an inkling at the least—I can still refuse to consent when I arrive. Just to see Sky is enough. No matter what Jade does, I won’t let her roots sink their flytrap teeth into me. She’s already swallowed my dignity. My willpower will be the last thing she will take.

      So, I follow the path to the Shed. The grounds are mostly empty, but that’s no surprise. At this time, most of the Flowers are occupied with all-nighter clients, finishing their sessions. All floating along the fantasies in their clients’ eyes whether playing mermaid on the ocean shore or Flower in the bedroom.

      “Time for your first lesson,” Jade announces upon my entry. “Consider this practice for Luc Aldaine.”

      I don’t stride forward from the doorway. Crumpled into a ball near the corner of the Shed are Sky’s pants. Jade has blindfolded him, plugged his ears once again, and left him with nothing but his drawers. As soon as I step forward, I notice his arm muscles flex, arms that are lynched above his head, held fast by chains. Sky’s nostrils flare; he can smell me.

      Jade approaches him from the side, then trails the tips of her nails across his cheek. He flinches but doesn’t recoil when she tells me, “Our interrogation last night was very enlightening. Kyle’s been a rather busy boy. Spent years helping girls into the Sanctuary without ever wanting anything in return…until the night he saw your Swan exhibit.”

      Jade produces a flogger, draws its edge across his neck, and continues, “He’s quite obsessed with you. But it’s time for you to relieve him of his burden. Take control of him today. And take control of yourself.”

      The director walks to me, no hesitance in her stride. “Understand the natural power you have lodged deep inside of you. Every woman has power over a man. Some wield more than others. Even if Force cannot be dominated physically, your mother always held a certain power over him. No one can ever satisfy him the way Serafina did…the way she does.”

      When Jade places the flogger in my hands, I consider using it against her for daring to speak my mother’s name. But each one of Jade’s words is a thorny briar carving a path through my skin, tangling around me, squeezing, drawing blood.

      “Make him rely on you as he does me. Assume control. Assume the burden and every drop of stress. Reach into his core and watch how he savors the pain because only through pain can pleasure be gained. Memorize his reaction, and you will understand his core. Break. Him. Down.”

      Jade removes the plugs from his ears, then the blindfold. His eyes land on me, taking in my costume, the whip in my hand. Jade straightens, waiting for me to approach him. And I do, but…how could I ever hurt him? Everything in me wants to bend into the haven of his chest, feel his arms warm my blood like he always does. So close now.

      From this distance, only I can hear Sky’s whisper. My body acts as a barrier. “Do it.”

      “No,” I breathe out. It haunts the air between us, screaming louder than a banshee.

      He whispers low enough so she can’t hear. “Damn it, Serenity. Do it!”

      I cup his neck, mimicking Jade’s action, buying time with what little currency I have in my possession. “Why?” I murmur.

      “Don’t let her know about us,” he practically seethes.

      And then, Jade sways toward me, places her hand on top of mine, and guides it. “Like this. Feel the force of the flogger as you snap it against his skin.”

      Sky takes the blow, clenches just a little because I don’t use as much power as Jade. The first couple of strikes don’t draw blood, don’t slice the skin whatsoever. And I keep pausing, waiting for her hand’s direction.

      “You’re not trying, Skeleton Flower,” Jade reflects, murmuring her nectar into my ear. “Don’t just be the fantasy inside his head. Feel the intimacy of this moment. Savor the physical sensation you are giving him, the body’s natural drugs that only you can release. The pain will drive him higher. And he will follow your every whim. He will push his limits just to please you.”

      When I snap the flogger this time, it does break the skin on his chest. Jade approves. “An adequate attempt,” she approves, stepping back, leaving iced air in her wake.

      Just one skin-starved line perpendicular to his heart. I bite hard on my lip, wanting to taste my own blood as much as I’m taking his. I snap the whip again. A third time. And then again until Sky’s fists turn whiter than my skin. Can’t help but memorize his facial expressions—the way his lips thin, the way his proud jaw clenches, the way the sweat droplets dribble down the sides of his face like moonstones. In this moment, he’s so utterly beautiful, and I feel like swallowing grit for thinking that way.

      Because this isn’t human. This is inhumane.

      When he shifts, thrusting his body so far forward it nudges mine, flecking the dress I wear with blood, I throw the flogger to the ground and turn, fleeing the Shed with Jade’s grin imprinted in my memory. Inside, the stale air is more ooze. My lungs drown in it. Can’t breathe until I’ve slammed the door behind me. Hands shaking, fingers trembling, I tumble down with my back to the Shed, arms cradling my face and knees curling to my chest.

      She is so quiet I don’t even hear the Shed door open, and I flinch when her hand touches mine. “It’s normal to feel overwhelmed, Flower. Your first time is always overwhelming. In time, you will learn more. You will harness that power, learn how to wear it like a crown. You will feel the intimacy of each deeply spiritual moment.”

      With Jade, it feels like half my body is lodged in the ground—legs all tangled up in earth and rocks and tree roots. As I try to escape, thrusting my upper half forward, I move nowhere. When she kisses the top of my head, I almost envision her lips singeing the hair right off my scalp, but it isn’t just Jade. The burn comes from somewhere inside me. Hotter than black pudding, it bubbles up in my stomach, chars the butterflies to ash before branching out into my organs and finally my blood.

      Jade retreats to the Shed to heal Sky, leaving me just in time for the burn to reach my skin. No choice but to get up, I make a beeline for the closest water source—the pool house. Ignoring the sign on the outside, I jerk the door open and dive right into the deep end, calming the lightning inside me, driving it down, down, down to cavernous vacuums where it can’t strike. But I’ll never forget the power I just felt. The force of each whip crack, the way Sky gritted his teeth, the way his eyes melted like a melody ripped of its chords so I could see its foundation—what it’s really made of. For the first time, I could read the massive manuscript that is Sky. I knew his strengths and weaknesses, knew how much he could take. I stripped him of his autonomy. Carried the burden. Sucked the control.

      And more than ever before, I’ve kindled the sadism in my soul.

      I am becoming my father.

      “Is it my birthday?”

      The deep baritone of the man off to my left provides a sudden distraction, and I flick my head to the side. He looks to be in his forties with close-cropped hair—Family style—standing in the shallows with Chrysanthemum in her full client costume. She’s sprawled out on the shallow end of the marble steps. The man angles his head to the side and surveys me, but Chrysanthemum braces her hands just a little on the marble behind her with her chest rising to address me.

      “Skeleton Flower,” she says, using my Garden name. Suspicious eyes pinched, she points to the door and informs me, “The pool is reserved this morning.”

      I eye her ensemble—the blue body paint of expertise trussed all over her skin with silver and green undertones to mimic scales even along her face. It accentuates her marigold locks even more, particularly with the silver flecks freckled all over her skin. Between the black eye makeup, the crimson claws she wears, and the prosthetic fins attached to cover her feet, Chrysanthemum looks like a siren lured straight from ocean depths.

      “I didn’t know the Swan was here,” the man comments while approaching Chrysanthemum with a sultry grin, his muscles flexed. Hungry and expectant. “And we don’t mind a little extra company, do we, my little mermaid?”

      He reaches over to cup her paint-scaled breast, and I don’t hesitate to scramble out of the water. Hear him snigger in response. “Fly away, little bird.”

      I look back just once. Wish I hadn’t. He was spreading Chrysanthemum’s thighs.
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      For the rest of the day, I barricade myself in my room, staring out the window, watching clients come and go, reading here and there, but find I lack the patience for words. Unlike Sky. No. Don’t want to think to think about Sky. So, I put the book down, glance at the table where my dinner is so cold it might as well be frost. The sun’s gone down, but I still haven’t managed to eat much. Everything tastes like congealed oatmeal.

      When I hear the knock at the door, I’m afraid it’s Luc, but I look through the peephole to see Forget-Me-Not standing there along with another Flower. Judging by the toasted brown skin and cocoa dark hair, I assume this is Chocolate Cosmos. She arches her head back, much too far, and when I open the door, Chocolate Cosmos’s eyes don’t center on me. No, in fact, she doubles over, and that’s when I notice the blood. One large splotch blots the gray nightgown just between her thighs. And there, I see the pronounced bump on her stomach. No wonder Forget-Me-Not didn’t want to call for her friend. Wasting no time, I open the door and usher them into the room.

      “I wasn’t sure where to go,” Forget-Me-Not tells me once the door’s closed. “She’s having a miscarriage. She needs help.”

      “Why don’t you take her to Jade?” I ask as she hauls Cosmos’s body to my bed.

      She shakes her head. “Cosmos isn’t as popular as me. Jade can afford to lose her. If she finds out Cosmos is fertile, she’ll send her to the breeding line. And Cosmos won’t do well there. And I don’t want—especially after—I—”

      As soon as her voice cracks, I touch her shoulder and then help get Cosmos into my bed. What can we do? She needs medical treatment, especially with a bump that size. When Cosmos shrieks once, it dawns on me who might be able to help.

      “Stay here with her,” I order. “I won’t be long. I know someone…”

      Forget-Me-Not doesn’t need to know anything else, and I rush away, skedaddling out the door as fast as I can and down a few different halls of the manor until I reach the numbered door I know to be hers.

      “Gale,” I call in a fierce whisper after I’ve knocked a few times, scanning the hallways and other doors on this floor.

      She opens the door. “Serenity.” Nightingale doesn’t phrase it as a question. To everyone else, we are the Skeleton Flower and Black Orchid. But to each other, we are Gale and Serenity.

      “I need your help.” I pour as much dire sound into my voice as possible.

      At first, I think Nightingale is going to ask me questions, but she glances at my frazzled state, my bare feet, and the nightgown and robe hanging loose off my shoulders. Then, without putting on any shoes, she issues out of her door and follows me down the hallway to my room.

      By the time we return, Cosmos is worse. Writhing in the bed from the pain, tears that have turned to rivers on her face. I smell salt and iron, copper and metal like Sky’s coin collection I always played with as a child. Only one other time I remember this much of the scent. The night Mockingbird killed Gull—the same night I killed Dove—the same night Mockingbird slashed me. Remember all the blood.

      But Nightingale knows exactly what to do.

      Cosmos screeches.

      “We have to keep her quiet,” Nightingale says to Forget-Me-Not.

      Then, she proceeds to search through the pockets of Cosmos’s nightgown. Puzzled, I simply observe and then see the half-gnawed pixie stick there. How did Nightingale know?

      “Crush this up and put it in water.” Nightingale hands it to me. “It’ll get into her system faster.”

      I do as she instructs, hearing another shriek while in the bathroom. My hands fumble, dropping the full glass of water before I punch the porcelain sink. My second punch is to crush the pixie stick, and I wipe all its contents into the water glass. The liquid turns milky. Nightingale lifts Cosmos up to help her drink. Within moments, what I assume is Bliss does its magic. Morphine would be best, but we don’t have that luxury.

      “There, she’s settling now.” Nightingale nods to Forget-Me-Not, who kisses the top of Cosmos’s head.

      I narrow my eyes when Nightingale lifts Cosmos’s nightgown, then wrenches her legs apart to determine. “There’s no cervix left. She’s fully dilated.”

      Forget-Me-Not understands even if I don’t.

      “The sheets are already stained. Might as well use them.” Nightingale looks around, finally gestures to the opposite side of the room. “Serenity, hurry and grab me that towel over there.”

      After I scramble over to the towel, I practically chuck it at her. She’s just in time when the unbelievably tiny and waxy preborn emerges from Cosmos. Covering my mouth to stifle a gasp, I stare at the pale, bloodstained body before it’s followed by the placenta. No spontaneous movement. No heartbeat. The baby didn’t make it. Too early. Listening to Cosmos humming during all this is the hardest part. Humming from her high with her eyes glassy as if sugar crystals cloud her irises. Her eyes wander without focus.

      I start to approach the opposite side of the bed from where Nightingale is wrapping the preborn in the towel.

      She asks Cosmos, “Do you want to see or hold—”

      Cosmos waves her head back and forth. Singsongs, “No, it wasn’t finished!” She circles her head to me and beams. “Can you hold my hand? I might float away!”

      From here, my eyes keep diverting to the bundle. So small, small enough to fit inside my open palm. Tiny lips open in a part, a gap no bigger than a sunflower seed. Hands just as tiny lifted to touch his shin. It was his. Not finished just like she said. And then, Nightingale hands it to me.

      “Take the elevator to the first floor. On the back side of the south wing, there’s an incinerator. Burn it. Forget-Me-Not and I will clean off Cosmos. Please take care of this.”

      Tentative, I accept the bundle. It feels heavier than I expected. It has substance. It has meaning. It had life not an hour ago. My mouth trembles. My eyes water. I never imagined this would be the first time I’d hold a baby. Hot tears drop like descending musical notes on my cheeks. Nightingale’s words echo like war drums in my ears. Incinerator. Incinerator. Incinerator. Cosmos didn’t even hold the preborn. How can I—

      When I see them lift her off the bed in her delirious state, I understand how I can. Because Cosmos is alive, and that’s what matters most right now. I remember Forget-Me-Not’s words about how Jade would send Cosmos to the breeding line. How Cosmos wouldn’t survive. She must survive now. It’s what she needs.

      Terrified at the idea someone will see me, I wrap all the sheets and bundle in one more towel, then place everything in a laundry basket. Blood still seeps through but not as much as before. The elevator is my largest concern. Adrenaline stokes my blood, holding back the tears for now as I repeat Nightingale’s directions. I want to do more. Wipe off the preborn inside the bundle more, say something to it. Some Flowers pass by me in the hall, forcing me to slow my pace. A few eye me because there are maids who do laundry, but it’s not such a rare event to see a Flower with laundry if the maids are late.

      I avoid the main wing area where many Flowers are wrapping up their exhibits for the night. Some will go to clients while others will return to their rooms, but most client appointments happen during the day unless one has reserved an overnight. With all the activities afforded here, daytime pursuits are more common.

      Once I reach the door to the south exit, I follow the little dirt path that winds behind a row of trees and bushes bordering the building. About midway down, I can make out the incinerator. I want to throw the laundry basket in with the bundle, but it’s too large. So, I put it on the ground and gather up the toweled preborn. I may not be the mother, but I think it deserves some words all the same.

      “You always knew her like no one else could. You heard her heart like no one else could. You touched her like no one else ever will.” I touch one meager hand to the bundle before opening the incinerator door and releasing it to the fire that springs to life after I push the button on the side.

      When I return to my room, more exhausted than ever, Forget-Me-Not and Nightingale are wrapping Cosmos in one of my robes. Her arms are limp, and I get the sense she’s coming down off her high.

      “What about her nightgown?” I ask, motioning to her bloodied dress.

      “It will go with the morning laundry,” Nightingale answers. “Cycles come and go here without success. It won’t be noticed.”

      “Thank you, Gale.”

      “Thank you for coming to get me.”

      Forget-Me-Not nods to us. “I’ll get her back to her room now. I don’t know what would’ve happened if—” Pausing, she surveys the two of us before sighing and kissing Cosmos’s cheek. “Thank you. You saved my cousin’s life.”

      “Cousin?” I wonder.

      She brushes away the hair on Cosmos’s face. “We were born two months apart. Our mothers sold us to a carnival when we were children. We were painted clowns until Jade paid a high sum for us. But once we came here, more clients asked for me over Cosmos. I just happen to be naturally gifted with many of the fantasies here. And Cosmos doesn’t try very hard.”

      I get the sense Forget-Me-Not compensates by trying harder for them both.

      Once Cosmos and Forget-Me-Not have left, I tell Nightingale that Magnolia will be arriving in a few hours to prepare me for my exhibit. It’s more an excuse to get out of my room, which still smells faintly of blood despite the constant circulation of fresh, cool air.

      Most exhibits are still open, so I can’t wander the main Museum floors. Instead, I buy time by searching for Magnolia. At first, I’m afraid she’s helping with the exhibits or tending to a client since she’d said one of her regulars was due to arrive soon. Even so, I make my way down the south hall of the third level until I reach her room. Knocking, I wonder if she might be helping another girl prepare but then remember Jade insists all other Flowers dress and apply their own makeup.

      Right after my knock, I think better of it, decide to wait until she comes to my room, but just as I prepare to leave, the door opens. Swinging it open a little more, I enter to find a private glass exhibit in which Magnolia stands inside. She’s dressed in nothing but pale pink paint and a smearing of white shimmer on each side of her body. She must have pressed some sort of button to permit the door to open.

      I avert my eyes, but though she’s blind, she can sense my discomfort.

      “Yes, Serenity…” I hear her say from the exhibit speaker. If there is a client here, I find it odd she would address me by my regular name. “Is there something you need?”

      “No…I…I want to talk to you about Cosmos.” I’m going to choose my words carefully, bring up my concern for the Flower without revealing anything about tonight.

      My eyes wander to her frame. So many times, Magnolia is the one who prepares me. I am used to the exposure. Not the other way around.

      “You don’t need to concern yourself.” She traces a line to her chest. “I’m extremely comfortable with my body. And we will speak tonight when I prepare you.”

      “I’m confused. Why—”

      Magnolia interrupts, already surmising what I’m going to say, “I have a client coming. Mother does not have me for public view. And trust me…you shouldn’t want to interfere.” She tiptoes on the last word. It is light. Not a threat. Just a simple truth.

      And then, I turn around. He is a good ten feet away in the doorway, but I can still feel the ice drifting off his body into mine. Colder than teacups left to crack in winter. I feel the cracking as he approaches me, his expression puzzled. One brow raises, the other low but not deadly.

      I swing my head around to Magnolia. “Luc’s your client?”

      “Why do you look surprised?” she asks, eyes alert and focused. “He has very refined needs, and I am the only one with the experience to provide them.”

      As soon as Luc reaches my side, he tries to touch my shoulder. “Serenity—”

      Careless of his inhibitor, careless of anything but the holocaust inside me, I feel the lightning rise once again. Like it’s striking a hoard of Skeleton flowers. Smacking his hand away, I raise mine instead. Too fast for him, I strike his left cheek, attempting to stun him for one moment so I can slip out the door, but Luc isn’t one to retreat in the wake of my fury. History repeats itself when his hand bars my wrist, but I’m not having it.

      “It’s not what you think,” Luc denies.

      Ignoring the pulsing under his wrist, I yank my arm, only managing to bring him closer. “I don’t care! Let go!”

      Gripping my jaw in his other hand, Luc holds my face still and murmurs so his warm breath feasts on mine. “Magnolia can remove the inhibitor.”

      I try to bite his hand, but he coils it around under my hair instead. I seethe in a fierce whisper, “Yes, I’m sure she’s very good at that naked.”

      “She’s not you, Serenity. She will never be you.” He tugs on my neck, but his lips only connect with my cheek when I twist my wrist and slither out of his grip. I’ve grown better at escaping unless it’s just an illusion with all credit to the inhibitor—a bad jester laughing in my face.

      I’m going back to my room.

      Suddenly, I can’t wait for my night with Neil. He’s more honest than Luc will ever be.
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      “You seem different,” Neil remarks after I come out of the shower already dressed in the customary white dress, some of my damp skin clinging to the fabric. “Even in your exhibit…you were somewhere else.”

      Feeling my hair drip again, I wind it to my front and wring out some more water before responding, “I have some…things on my mind.”

      Neil slides a chair out from the table for me. “Anything I can help with?”

      “Maybe.” I don’t deny it.

      Once I sit, I snatch up one of the petit fours—little confectionary packages wrapped in frosting. After I’m done, I pick up the small charlotte russe cake topped with a swirl of whipped cream. Famished from my all-day fast, I sample every treat on the table from ladyfinger cookies to macarons to chocolate éclairs to custard tarts to the floating island of meringue on crème anglaise. Nothing left but cream smears and crumbs within just a few minutes. And the butterflies in my stomach revel in the sugar rush, dancing with their wings creating sugared flurries.

      “Color me impressed,” Neil notes while finishing the last bite of his decadent chocolate cake. He’s left no crumbs behind.

      “If it hadn’t been for that first meeting, I’d think you are giving me all these aphrodisiacs for a purpose.”

      Neil reclines in seat, then folds his hands behind his head. “Who says I’m not?”

      I flick my eyes to him, but he only grins before releasing his hands to his sides and reminding me, “Not without your consent, Serenity. But the thought has crossed my mind countless times just as it has every other man in the universe who’s been afforded the pleasure of seeing you. I would even settle for a sample. But again…your choice.”

      “Can you tell me more about my sister?”

      Neil places his arm on the table, palm up and fingers curling. “In light of last night’s development, I’m curious to know if you have more questions about who I am.”

      “You’re a graphicker.”

      He nods. “I developed a talent for the camera from an early age. The Temple is filled with animated portraits and studios. I remember growing up more in studios than anywhere else. I made a name for myself in the industry. Of course, I go by a pseudonym. Perhaps you recognize the name: Nile Bedolo.”

      A hundred different images flash before me. Nile Bedolo is an internationally renowned graphicker who’s photographed model runways in Europe, celebrity boudoir shoots, foreign princesses, and even high-ranking Family starlets. His start was as the marketing photographer for the Temple for five years. Everyone still says photography even though everything is shot via lasers now. Featured in magazines all over the world, Nile Bedolo’s real name has always been a secret. Until now.

      “Time for me to be impressed.”

      “Do I detect a hint of loathing?” Neil slides his hand across the table, casually leaning it on its side.

      “I’m not fond of graphickers.” And not just due to my experience.

      “Hmm, I’ll try not to hold that against you.” He winks.

      I change the subject, fearing he might ask me why. “What about this Museum of yours?” I fold my hands on the table.

      “I have a name for it: The Fantasy Museum.” The title conjures images, and I bristle just a little until he explains more. “This Museum will be strictly for display. Not clients. If I intend to counteract this impending virus, I will want my subjects to remain as healthy as possible.”

      “Subjects?”

      “Throwaways, of course. Ones who have already contracted the virus or happen to be carriers. I’ve received a steep discount on ones from orphanages, Glass Districts, Carousels, graphicker studios—they are receiving the utmost of care now. Most are quite young. No more than children. Any one of them can provide a beacon of hope for humanity. Wouldn’t you say that is the very definition of a child, Serenity?” Neil leans a little closer to me to thumb away a smear of powdered sugar on my lip. His touch lingers.

      “And how do you want my help?”

      He taps my nose with the powder and then pauses. “Children from the Glass Districts or orphanages are simple to secure. But I want the children themselves to feel safe. What better way than to have the Swan as my main attraction? And children as young as twelve may make the choice to enlist in a Museum without their parents’ consent. With you at my side, every girl and boy will jump at the chance to—”

      “Boy?” I question, allowing the word to roll around on my tongue.

      “Do you think Museums only house girls? Yes, they are few and far between. And, of course, over ninety-eight percent of those placed in any facility are girls, but we are foolish to not consider the desires of women and men with other desires. After all, male strip clubs have always existed. But again, client needs will not be a factor. I will charge a simple exhibit fee and that is all.”

      I drum my fingers on the table. “So, how will your Museum/medical center function? Where does the money come from?”

      “I have some international sponsors. They are eager to find a solution to this virus just as much as I am.”

      “Where does this virus come from?”

      Neil raises a wineglass and swirls the liquid, eyeing me through its scarlet lens. “It mutated from an ancient strain as many viruses do. It’s already rampant in the Glass Districts. And while girls are tested at every turn, clients are not. And may I remind you how low our birth rate is?”

      “Forced sterilization in the Glass Districts doesn’t help.” I practically spit out the words.

      “Yes. When the first District required sterilization, girls gave their consent in return for working there.”

      I scratch at a dried crust of frosting on the table. “Thanks to recruiters.”

      “Yes, they are very convincing. Trained for that. After the economic crisis of last century, most girls would have agreed to anything for the chance to provide for their families—what with the elderly boom. Pity all those voices with any trace of hindsight were silenced or ignored.”

      My fingers go still. Scraping off the last of the frosting, I thread my brows together and demand, “What will your medical center offer?”

      “With time, a vaccination. The Centre prides itself on damage control and rebuilding the population through healthy child-bearers. I am focused on prevention. These carriers will not only receive protection and advanced medical care in my Museum, but they could also very well be the key to creating a vaccine. And once the vaccine occurs, it will be an incentive for any woman and man in the world. In exchange, women will become surrogates and men will become sperm donors. Any girl who signs up as a surrogate in my program will not only receive a stipend, but if she also recruits another to do the same, her family will receive a stipend as well. My goal is to raise the birth rate to a stable replacement growth and to eliminate this virus to the best of my ability.”

      Tired of sitting, I scoot the chair away from the table and wander toward the window to stare at the glowing lights around the courtyard lake. “Seems like an intelligent goal. So, why doesn’t Force share your dream?”

      Neil grumbles but ends his sentence with a grin. “Force is a believer in totalitarian control. He does not tolerate competition on any level when it comes to the Temple, especially regarding the Centre. And that is precisely what I am. The rumors of my endeavor are making him sweat, and I am relishing that.”

      “Tell me, Neil…” I add, crumbling bits of the frosting between my fingers, staining them pink. “What’s in it for you personally? Having me at your Fantasy Museum?”

      With that beguiling smile I’ve come to recognize, Neil rises to retort, “Revenge.”

      I suck the frosting from one of my fingers. “You really don’t like Force, do you?”

      “No.” Neil arrives on the left side of the window, just opposite me. “Our feeling of hatred is mutual. One can say it binds us together.” He reaches out to capture my hand, then slips my frosted finger into his mouth, sucking away the pink stain while I do my best not to shiver.

      “And you can get me out of here…and anyone else?” I confirm as he rubs his lips along the inside of my wrist.

      “Anyone. That little white Snowdrop and even that pathetic sap obsessed with you.” Neil tugs me by the arm, bringing me closer. “So, Serenity…I’ve been patient with you. Are you interested in my proposal?”

      I deadpan. “Very interested.”

      I’m not above accepting help. If this is what it takes to get us all out of here, then I’ll accept and gladly. Especially considering Neil’s promised no clients even if he does take a keen interest himself.

      Neil smirks and doesn’t release my wrist, though he doesn’t grip it like Luc. No, the tips of Neil’s fingers linger like petals on the surface of a lake. “But…” He tilts his head to eye me.

      “If you’re as good as you say you are, does that mean you can get my sister to your Fantasy House?”

      Neil kisses my knuckles once before raising his other index finger. “No…but I can arrange an introduction.”

      “What about my mother?”

      “One thing at a time, Serenity.” He taps my nose again, smile deepening.

      “One more thing.”

      Neil shrugs, waiting for my question.

      “Why would Jade agree to anything you’ve said? If she’s independent and owns this entire Key, why would she let you take me or anyone from here?”

      “Well, that’s simple, really. I’m her son.”

      As soon as my mouth opens, Neil kisses me, tasting of sugar and decadence. Rich and ripe as gold-plated summer fruit, Neil weaves his tongue into my mouth. The sudden action yanks a moan from my lips just before my lightning rears its head. Like a cornered cat, I pounce and stab my hands into his chest, pushing him away. Not offended in the slightest, Neil simply rights himself, tugging at the corners of his collared shirt before adjusting his tie.

      “Just a sample to satisfy my curiosity.” He winks and leans against the window while spreading the fingers of one hand. “Consider it a compliment. Your sister never tasted so sweet.”

      “You still haven’t told me how you know her.” I point an accusing finger at him.

      “I don’t think we’re on that level of trust yet.”

      “But enough for you to jab your tongue down my throat?”

      Neil sniggers. “A risk I will gladly take.”

      “Consider this warning—I’ll bite it off if you ever try anything like that again,” I threaten while narrowing my eyes.

      “Hmm…some men pay extra for kink.”

      Before I can consider a feral response, the knock at the door takes us both by surprise. Magnolia’s presence surprises us even more.

      “Serenity…” Her blank eyes settle nowhere even if her voice targets me. “Mother doesn’t want me interrupting your session, but given our earlier encounter, I wanted to let you know that Luc Aldaine is in the infirmary.”

      I force out the next word, strained to a whimper. “What?”

      “He’s in a coma.”
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      Luc’s body arrests him. Ambushed by whatever darkness worms its way through his veins and roams his mind like a dark horse.

      “I wonder if he can hear you,” Magnolia ponders, but I don’t move toward the infirmary bed. Can’t picture him like this. Like one of Mockingbird’s victims in the Aviary.

      Neil touches the small of my back, murmurs in my ear, “Go on, Serenity. Your pathetic sap awaits.” I can hear his grin.

      Just as I step forward, a female doctor opens the door to Luc’s room and demands of me, “What are you doing here? This man is stipulated no visitors.”

      Before I can object, Neil interjects with a cough, “Oh, Doctor, thank goodness you’re here.” He imitates a raspy voice. “I’m a client. I think I could be showing some symptoms.”

      He coughs again, wheezes a few times, and takes the doctor by the arm as I try to contain the laughter bubbling inside me.

      “I need some tests immediately in case this is an epidemic. Feeling feverish and dizzy and—” The closing of the door muffles the rest of his words. I’ll have to thank him for that later. And I’ll make sure Luc does, too. If he recovers…

      No, I won’t think like that.

      “What happened?” I ask Magnolia, approaching the bed. Just one step forward, but it’s progress from the door.

      “Mother must have installed a fail safe.”

      I take a few more steps. Halfway to the bed now, I almost want to turn and run out, but Luc would make me regret it later. Even if coma patients have no recollection, it would be just like Luc to remember everything. Maybe I’ll tell him how ironic it is, considering our first meeting when I was in a hospital bed. More of our meetings after that took place in the infirmary—after I’d done something stupid. As soon as I connect with his eyelids, I almost imagine the corners of his mouth easing into a smile. Imagine curlicues of frost meandering into my skin from his own when I set my palm on the back of his hand.

      “How bad is it?” I bite my lower lip, smoothing my hand up to his arm.

      “We’ll know in another twenty-four hours or so. If he wakes, he’ll be out of the woods.”

      I turn to her. “Why did you tell me? After what happened earlier…”

      “It’s business, Serenity. Luc has been my client for a couple of years now. There is nothing else. Luc pays me to model so he may sketch. Sometimes, it’s more. Sometimes, it’s not. This time, it was a means to an end. I suggested the appointment to him because Mother agreed to raise the adrenaline level in the inhibitor for our appointment. And once you left, I gave him a knife so he could try to dig it out of his arm.” Magnolia motions to his left arm, bandaged just under his elbow. “Unfortunately, it didn’t work. This was Mother’s fail safe.”

      “Does she know you’re involved?”

      Magnolia shakes her head and approaches the bedside. “No. She believes Luc acted alone.”

      I thumb the birthmark around his elbow. “Why would you want to help us escape?”

      “Because I know why my mother has been training you. She has no intention of ever allowing you to leave here. She wants you to take her place as the director of the Garden.”
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      In the morning, I wake with the stickiness of nectar-like dreams on my skin that feels like Jade’s poison, but all I can smell is Luc’s spiced cologne on my clothes from where I’m still curled up in the bed next to him. Finally, the last thing I feel is his hand smoothing the curls away from my face. Immediately, I sit straight up to see his eyes cross mine like a blue whirlwind, taking me captive. Of course it wouldn’t take him long to wake up.

      He cups my cheek, toys with a curl or two of my hair. “I tried.”

      “Stop trying,” I threaten.

      He hisses back, teasing, “Never.”

      Before we can say anything else, the door opens. Magnolia enters with a warning on her lips. “My mother wishes to speak with you, Serenity. After doctors performed a series of medical tests on Neil, which turned out to be negative, and with what happened to Luc, she wants a word with you. I can’t imagine they will be pleasant.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll stay with him,” she volunteers, and I try to anchor the wave of jealousy rolling around in my stomach. Just as she’d said—it’s business. Why should I care anyway? Why should I care if he sleeps with anyone? Especially when I think of Sky.

      “Go,” Luc urges just as his finger drops from my cheek.

      Before I make the trek to Jade’s room, I slip down one of the adjoining infirmary hallways. She can stew a little longer, and I need to see Neil. It’s quiet, and I only bump into a nurse or two. A few other Flowers wander the infirmary halls. Many come for supplement or contraceptive patches or replacement filters.

      Finding the door marked with the patient name Bloode, I check to make sure no one sees me just before issuing inside. He’s awake and watching a news bulletin when I enter, but he flips the remote switch and welcomes me with open arms.

      “Well, hello there! I’ll wager by your presence the pathetic sap pulled through.”

      I nod and approach the bed, try not to stare at the loose hospital gown betraying his chest hair. The gown manages to make his muscular frame look unflattering. Remembering my first experience with a hospital gown, I do my best to incinerate the image, but it hangs around like a plague. There are times I still rub the tattoo on my shoulder, wondering if Luc’s brand will always haunt me. But then again, it’s Jade’s brand now.

      “He pulled through.”

      “So…tell me then, why are you bestowing your magnanimous presence on me?”

      “When can you get us out?”

      Neil adjusts a pillow behind his back. “I’ll take it up with Jade. I know she’s arranged for a new wave of international clients, so, patience is required. You and Luc, then?”

      “And Snowdrop. And the man Jade has locked in the Shed,” I manage to breathe out.

      Pivoting his head, Neil inquires, “Friend of yours?”

      “No.” I will never call Sky just a friend.

      “Ahh…” Neil adds knowingly before raising a finger. “Another pathetic sap?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You have been a busy little femme fatale, haven’t you? Hmm…I’ll need a distinction. What should I call this one? Chump? Dupe? Sucker, I like that one.”

      “And what does that make you? A fool?”

      Neil chuckles at that and reaches for the remote, pausing before he clicks anything. “No strings attached, remember? You are a means to an end just as I am to you. Don’t try to deny it. Even if I admit you fascinate me, and I may help myself to a sample every now and then, let’s not pretend either of us has any sort of predilection to one another. Mutual respect and an enemy will do fine for now. Throw in a morsel of magnetism, and we’re a match made in heaven.”

      “How long, Neil?”

      “Patience, my darling. All things come to those who…” Neil trails off, and I take it as a signal to depart. No need to keep Jade fuming.

      Despite everything, the Museum still goes on like it always does. During the week, exhibits open later, so I still have some time. Even if we only came here a little over two weeks ago, it feels more like two months with everything that has happened. Magnolia still hasn’t discovered who is behind my attacks. Fortunately, they’ve stopped. Hopefully, they won’t start again. Otherwise, Neil might have to speed up getting us out of here. If he can’t get Sky out, I’ll never leave. Somehow, I’ll find a way to get to the Shed today.

      Judging from the bags under her eyes and the way her hands tremble as she tries to brush her hair when I enter her room, I can tell Jade’s spent time visiting Sky this morning. More blood. More torn flesh. Just as long as she doesn’t hand me the whip again. As is the norm, all the drapes are drawn to spill darkness into every corner of the room apart from the white patch that is Jade’s naked form as she faces the vanity mirror. Her nakedness unhinges me, and Jade knows it. It’s her battle gear.

      “You spent the night with Luc,” she states with an undertone bordering on ferocity.

      “I did.”

      “Mr. Bloode paid a good deal for you. And it’s the second time in a row that you spat in his face.”

      “We had a conversation. He’s not interested.”

      Not more than a second after my words, Jade chucks her lipstick holder, toppling other makeup products and causing me to flinch as she stands and advances toward me. “I am growing tired of your wasted opportunities, Skeleton Flower. You keep forgetting the first rule—he is a man.”

      Jade tearing my dress strap is like the thwack of her whip for the first time. Sudden, unexpected, and painful as she jerks it down to expose me. She needles her fingers into my bare shoulder while winding my hair around her fist to hold me still.

      “This is what he’s interested in! This is what all men are interested in! This is your first weapon!” She twists closer, bare chest pressing against mine, her eyes harnessing mine. “It preoccupies all their thoughts. It stirs their blood and loosens their tongues. It is the only way to succeed in this world. If you don’t, they will devour you. And I’ll be damned if I let that happen to someone with so much potential!”

      With that last statement, Jade shoves me so hard I stumble to the floor, landing on my side but catching myself with my hands. I spread them on the floor, lingering for a few moments, feeling my breath journey across my bare collarbone. Jade continues to stand over me, her pale, dominant legs only inches from mine. A fleeting thought has me considering tripping her, but there’s another undertone to every word she spoke. I recognize it. Because it’s the same undertone my mother used when she talked about her time in the Temple. With Force. It’s melancholy but on a far deeper scale. My mother’s is only as deep as the inside of her dreams. Jade’s is deeper than demon lies. Jade wears her hurt like cold ash on her skin. Like she doesn’t care. But I wager there’s hell in her heart. Every thrust of her whip, every come-hither glance, every measure of control reflects the fire there.

      “Who devoured you, Jade?” I murmur, remaining on the floor so she won’t view my words as a confrontation.

      Jade’s voice breaks. “It doesn’t matter. I devoured him in the end.”

      “It matters.”

      “Serenity…” Jade breaks from my Garden name, lowers herself to the ground alongside me, and cups my cheeks. With tears glistening in her turquoise eyes, she bows her head to mine. “Don’t waste what you have. Devour them before they devour you.”

      “Neil doesn’t want—”

      Jade’s spine turns rigid, and her bony fingers press into my flesh when she interrupts, “Neil is a man. He lies like every man.”

      “No faith in your own flesh?”

      She rises, unsurprised by my knowledge. “No. He may be my son, but he still has the flesh of his father. Force.”

      Ruptured. Every single butterfly inside me. Nothing but wings slit into pieces. Burnt traces of antennae and thoraxes from where my lightning seared them. That familiar smile. Those eyes—wrong color but right shape. Different mouth but tongue no less deceptive.

      Neil is my brother.
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      “Half-brother actually,” he corrects me just after I’ve returned to confront him, finding him in the subterranean pool since he said he felt like a swim after the doctors released him.

      I pace near the stone ledge while he rises to observe me, water trickling down his pale chest before joining the pool at his waist.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I prefer my anonymity. It’s why I changed my name. No association whatsoever with my father.” Once he nears the stone ledge, he plants his hands there.

      Drawing a fist to my mouth, I bite one knuckle, breathing in little gasps as I remember the taste of him like honey and wine. Banishing the memory, I squat like a feral cat before him, my eyes narrowed to lethal slits and teeth bared as I attack him. “You sick—”

      I don’t get far.

      Neil seizes me by the arm, wrestling me into the pool with him. Underwater for only a moment, I grapple with the surface and with him, my arms more like wild tentacles until he clenches them behind my back and drives me right up to the stone ledge. All the Jade-like charm in his eyes drains. He siphons it. Banishes it and rouses Force’s thunder, yet with breath just as sweet as pastries housing strawberry secrets.

      “Now, you listen well, my little darling,” Neil snarls with his hair sending droplets onto my face and his chest flattening against mine. “I haven’t spent all this time and money for you to back out over an unfortunate DNA technicality. I still plan on getting you out of here. You and your precious pursuers. And you will be the face of my Museum. And together, we will take down the damned origin of our existence. You are in this now. For better or for worse.”

      “For worse,” I hiss.

      Charm returns in his knowing smirk. I don’t even get a chance to curse before he crams his mouth down on mine, lips prying me apart to sink his tongue inside, but I refuse to duel. Instead, I bite just as I’d warned. My turn to smile when he retracts with a prick of blood thanks to my teeth.

      Throwing his head back with a laugh, Neil releases me and sniggers. “You look just like our father. A match made in heaven.” He swirls his hands in circles in the water. “My brains and charm. Your beauty and spirit. Nothing like your sister. The differences are subtle but there. Her rack is not as full as yours.”

      With a wink, he motions to my shoulder strap. After leaving Jade, I’d managed to tie it back together, but thanks to Neil’s water tussle, it now floats free again. My hasty fingers fumble to tie it, to cover myself, but Neil rolls his eyes and reaches for the strap.

      “Don’t touch me!” I shrink away.

      “Shut up, you saucy wench. Come here.” He grips my arm before tying the strap in one skilled motion.

      I push him away just after he’s finished.

      “If you ever come near me again, I’ll eat your heart as a delicacy!”

      “Trust me, it’s not that delicate,” Neil advises. “I’ll discuss your release with Jade this afternoon. Now, if you don’t mind…I’d like to finish my swim.”

      After saluting me with a bow of his head, Neil dives into the water. His skin absorbs the shock from my eyes when I catch one glimpse of his naked rump.

      Jackass.
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      In a matter of minutes, I’ve reached the Shed and flung the door open wide just before crashing my body against the bars again and again. Try to pretend they are a wall of roses. When that doesn’t work, I get down on my hands and knees and gouge my fingers into the earth, tunneling them into the mud, careless of how it soils my dress as I shovel it behind me.

      “What are you doing, Ser?” Sky asks after a minute or two, tone both curious and annoyed.

      “I need you, Sky. I need you without these in the way,” I state while striking the bars before continuing to dig.

      “Ser, what’s today’s date?”

      Curious he’d ask me that. Maybe he doesn’t want to interfere with what I’m doing. After spending our first years together, Sky knows not to interrupt me when I’m like this.

      “May twenty second.” I say nothing else.

      “Happy Birthday, Serenity.”

      My hands pause from their tunneling. “What are you talking about? My birthday’s not until December.”

      “Your parents changed the date when they forged new papers. Your spring birthday is your real birthday. Snow on the ground would’ve made it more difficult to escape.”

      “So, that means…”

      The lie of December snaps like a cobweb thread. Nothing left of the intricate design I once knew. Nothing left of the protective tapestry that covered my life. After my mother’s background in the Temple, I can’t blame her for trussing me up in lies. For keeping me from the world and its carousel of horrors. But I still wear my emotions like a cactus wears needles. The one thing I keep from my past. So, I grate my fingers into my skull, leaving mud prints all over my forehead.

      “You’re seventeen today. Why? Does it feel that much different?”

      I don’t answer. Just keep digging.

      “What happened?”

      “Neil Bloode is really Nile Bodelo.” I jam both hands at once into the mud, hauling clumps to the side.

      “World-famous graphicker,” Sky notes through gritted teeth. “Does he want you in his studio or something?”

      Shaking my head, I toss a handful of mud against one of the Shed walls. “No, a Museum. A Museum and medical center because his plan is to study the carriers of the disease and create a vaccine. He wants to surpass the Temple.”

      “Ambitious. Why does he want you?”

      I shrug and lean back on my ankles, planting my dirty hands on my bare legs. “He says if the Swan is the face of his Museum, no girl will turn down the opportunity to enroll. I’ll become a recruiter, Sky. And I’ve accepted.”

      “Say what?”

      “He can get all of us out of here. You, Luc, Fawn, Nightingale…all of us. And he’s given his word to arrange a meeting with my sister.”

      “And your parents?”

      Sky isn’t clenching his fingers yet, but he does curl them in anticipation.

      I resume digging. “One thing at a time,” I say, mimicking Neil’s words.

      “So, why are you upset?”

      That’s when I pause to look up at him, meet his eyes—softened but always warm like browned butter. It’s never a chore for Sky to rip down any of my barriers. His are stronger than these iron bars, but for some reason, mine are dandelion blossoms. All he needs to do is blow on them, and I’ll shatter. Luc needs more effort. More gradual, but he brings out the lightning. Sky’s eyes are the metal rods that can harness it, and he can handle the fire and ice any day.

      Closing my eyes, I grip a giant wedge of mud and rest my head against the bars. “Neil Bloode hates Force as much as I do. Because he’s my half-brother.”

      Sky does screw his fingers into a fist then. “What. Did. He. Do?” He suspects why I’m acting this way.

      “He’s seen me, Sky. And he came onto me…kissed me.”

      Sky strains at the chains. They shudder, tremble from his superior muscles, and with one more enduring jerk, a link fractures like a bone breaking. Only on one chain, but it’s enough to give Sky more leeway. Enough for his one arm to reach through the bars to cup my face, to rub his thumb across one of my tears. His skin is impossibly warm, and I can smell the sweat in his palms, welcome the salt path he leaves on my skin when he holds my face. I fold my hand into his—white, pint-sized fingers a sharp contrast to his desert-sand ones. Unlike Luc, Sky offers no promises of slaughter. No garish images of a hot iron poker driven straight through Neil’s chest to give me a bleeding-heart shish kabob. Sky’s just…with me.

      “He says it will take some time.” Moving closer to the bars, I kiss the back of Sky’s hand. “He says I need to be patient.”

      “I’ll keep waiting.”

      “Jade will punish you for that…” I motion to the broken chain.

      “Let her.”

      “Are you going to tell me why you’re doing this?”

      Sky fans out his hand, presses it against mine like a brown wolf nuzzling its white pup. “Don’t you understand yet, you silly, insufferable girl? I’m showing you.”

      “Showing me what?”

      Sky rolls his eyes once before smiling. “You and you alone hold my heart, Serenity. Nothing can shatter my promise to you. Or crush my faithfulness. I’d rather spend a hundred years in this Shed before giving my heart to another. I’ll suffer this a thousand times and more if that’s what it takes to win yours. That is my fantasy if you want to call it that. I can’t promise you magical islands and stardust every night. But I can promise you that I will love you every day. I can promise you love for our children if you want them. I can promise to grow old with you. Promise you will always be as beautiful in my eyes as you are now. You are my one everything. My one choice. My one love. My one bride.”

      Sky’s promise is the crashing of a great wave. With an undertow powerful enough to swallow me and carry me down to deep water where there is nothing but his words in the silence, nothing but his faithfulness drowning me. Holding my breath, I linger, treading on the promise like it’s the water I always crave. And Sky’s eyes are the golden patterns the sun designs on my skin through the water’s lens, always drawing me back to the light.

      When I move, the moment shatters in the wake of my knee nudging something hard. Narrowing my eyes, I peer down, noticing something white in the dirt below me. Suspicious, I burrow my fingers into the mud, trying to pry the object from the earth, but it’s too big. Instead, I unmask its bulbous shape, feeling the raised indentations across its top. As my fingers rub downward, they connect with two holes. I jerk away, feeling like I’ve just swallowed some pill that turns my veins to thin icicles because I know what the object is.

      A skull.
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      The next thing I know, I’m embarking right through the lobby of the Museum, making a beeline for Magnolia, who is speaking with three different clients dressed in expensively tailored suits that reek of power and prestige. They register surprise when I stray into the lobby, their haughty eyes alert while one parts his disgusted mouth in such a way it reveals incisors.

      “Magnolia,” I start to say, but the formidable girl interrupts me in a fierce whisper.

      “You can’t be here, Skeleton Flower.” She tries to pull me aside, but one of the clients places a firm hand on her shoulder.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demands in a thick foreign accent. Judging from his features, which include a strong and prominent chin, narrow upper lip, and hooded eyes, I suspect Ireland. “We’ve traveled a long distance, Magnolia, and we received a mutually exclusive guarantee from our advance fee.”

      It dawns on me that he’s referring to my restricted entrance. They all regard me with puzzlement. I wager that’s not only from my presence, but also from my ragged and filthy state—not to mention my dress still damp from my impromptu swim earlier.

      Magnolia smooths aside my blunder like turning cold butter back into cream. “Please forgive this unfortunate faux pas, gentlemen. We do our best to grow our Flowers in a fertile environment. Sometimes, though, the transfers do bring their own thorns. As you see for yourself, the rumors regarding the Swan’s nature are quite true. Considering this, your first exhibit showing will be complimentary.”

      Another wave of international clients just as Neil predicted. The man who spoke before seems satisfied with Magnolia’s offer. Just as she sets a hand on my shoulder to urge me out of the main wing, the foreign client suddenly steals my hand into his, thumb pressing down hard on one of my knuckles just before his lips plunder the skin there, inhaling.

      “I look forward to seeing more of you, Swan,” the client murmurs, his warm breath drowning my hand.

      Steeping my blood in lightning, I show him how true the rumors are when I smack his hand away and threaten, “Touch me again, and I’ll wear your fingers as a charm.”

      The other two clients laugh, but the first one narrows his eyes to a pinprick just before Magnolia announces, “Please feel free to wander the main floor exhibits, gentlemen. The Flowers will change shifts within another hour. Thank you.”

      As soon as Magnolia leads me out of the lobby and down one of the side hallways to the elevator, she finally launches an attack. “Have you lost your mind?” She pushes me into the elevator as soon as the doors open.

      “If I have, I lost it a long time ago.” As I roll my eyes, I remember the old line I used to recite every now and then. We’re all mad here. It’s never been truer.

      “Those are prestigious clients. Garden sponsors,” she clarifies even more. “You shouldn’t have done that. You may as well have invited them to your bed. Have you learned nothing?”

      “I’ve learned what’s buried in the Shed.”

      As soon as I say the words, Magnolia stops the elevator. The lights turn dark. Despite that, I can see Magnolia’s armor. Her foamy eyes are more focused than an owl swooping to pluck its prey.

      Her declaration comes quickly. “Those bones are not to be disturbed.”

      “They aren’t buried very deep,” I retort, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      Magnolia folds her hands in front of her just beneath her bust. “They don’t deserve a deep grave. No resting place. No honor.”

      “Why the Shed?”

      When she doesn’t answer, I don’t bother to tread carefully. She and I are beyond that now. Time to unzip the secrets from her skin. Time to ground her armor into chalk dust.

      “Men haven’t been the only ones beaten there, have they?” I surmise, advancing toward her. “That Shed is old. Never been rebuilt. And despite all Jade’s technology, she doesn’t use any security upgrades.”

      For the first time, Magnolia steps away from me, hands uncurling from their controlled placement.

      Almost mercilessly, I continue, “Who abused Jade, Magnolia?”

      “My father did.” Terror puffs in her eyes for one second like a vapor.

      “Her husband? Boyfriend?”

      Magnolia shakes her head, retreating into the corner of the elevator. Her eyes flick to the buttons, but I lunge for them first, blocking her access. Take a millstone to her armor.

      “There was so much blood.” She stares into the corner. Her milkweed eyes sank into a memory I cannot reach. “He made her watch. The whip and the blood. She couldn’t get through the iron gate. He made her watch.”

      “Your father?”

      Magnolia nods. Whispers, “My grandfather. My father.” She stares down at her hands. “His blood in me.”

      The knowledge slams into me like skulls battering my body. I remember what she said to me. Sometimes, you can’t fight back. Magnolia’s grandfather was also her father—and Jade’s father. Jade is her mother and her sister.

      “How old were you?”

      Magnolia doesn’t speak. Just lifts four fingers to the air before murmuring, “Mother was younger. She was his pretty white flower. His pretty Baby’s Breath. But she became Jade that one day.”

      “After she found him in the Shed with you,” I decipher.

      “She hated her mother more. For doing nothing. But Jade didn’t do nothing.”

      “And she took over the Garden after she killed him,” I surmise.

      That is how Jade fulfilled her fantasy. And every moment spent in the Shed since then is her reliving the moment as best she can. That’s why she only prefers one type of man.

      Slowly, I scoot over, giving her access to the elevator buttons. Magnolia pieces her world back together, fuses the armor again, sews up all the chinks, but now I can see the inner veins—the cracks.

      “You sent Chrysanthemum, didn’t you?” I ask once we reach my floor. With her hands placated in front of her, Magnolia nods. I lick my lips, determining, “Because your mother wants me to take over the Garden.”

      “Mother is sick. Mother is scared. But I will take care of her now. I take care of everything. She thinks I can’t see. But I see everything.”

      She stops before my room. Turning around, I kiss each one of Magnolia’s nearly blind eyes, knowing she would be far more capable of running this place than I ever could or would. Solemnly, I tell her, “You see more.”
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      I think of my mother that night. I think of Jade in the Shed. She wears the guise of a dominatrix, but she’s just a pitiful little girl inside. And my mother was the one who ran and spent every night trying to tame the nightmares that whip her mind. Now, Force has her in his cage again. I can imagine him sliding the whip across the edge of her skin, brandishing it like a gun filled with blanks, teasing her with every swing. My mother can’t run again. Not this time. Instead, I must run to her. And my father will learn just how similar he and I really are.

      The first time Kerrick and I met in secret was on a weekend Force had gone to Russia on business. Kerrick loaned his heart to me that night. Mine climbed up on its shoulders because it was too weak to stand on its own from carrying the weight of two lifelines. My belly was already swollen from them.

      These past few months have lapsed into a tranquil hush. The scars of my back just a memory. Kerrick does not kiss them. He knows I don’t want the reminder. A snap of a recollection, and I can feel the whip again, can smell just a hint of sweat and cologne, but I banish him from our weekend. Nothing but Kerrick bending to kiss my pregnant belly as I stare at the snow shuffling from the sky like angels emptying sugar shakers.

      “I’m going to get you out of here someday, Serafina. I’m going to get you all out of here.”

      Some promises cannot be kept…

      It was the first and only time my mother alluded to anything in her journal regarding my sister. I would’ve kept her closer to me. Perhaps my mother knows that, knows how mad it would’ve driven me—knowing I have a twin. My mother is patient, meant to endure, to carry in silence, to weep only where pillows can sample her whimpers and tears unless Kerrick kisses them away. She is meant to bear the pain and suck it into herself. That is my mother’s strength—even if she doesn’t see it. My strength is the battle. A holocaust of lightning and blood. And I have two men willing to fight to the death alongside me.

      One knock on the door, announcing his presence.

      Hunched over just a little, Luc braves one hand on the wall while the other holds a plate where a proud cupcake perches like a teacup.

      I slump against the door and sigh just a little, gratified. “You spoke to Sky.”

      “Your birthday should be celebrated. May I come in?”

      “What flavor?” I double-check first before bidding him entry.

      “Devil’s food with a rich chocolate cream-cheese frosting and chocolate ganache center.”

      I open the door. Forget the fact it’s almost midnight. My guess is Jade has gone to the Shed. It must be Luc’s first chance to visit. Snatching the cupcake from the plate, I carry it to the bed where I pounce like a greedy cat and devour half the fist-sized cupcake in one bite. Careless of the crumbs or the way the frosting smears my face, I practically swoon against the pillows and close my eyes, reveling in the sugar rush. I leave the other half on the end table.

      Luc approaches the bedside, lowers onto the end. “My brother told me about your plans. About Neil Bloode.”

      I rub some frosting with my thumb. Bringing it to my mouth, I suck the sweetness off while eyeing him. “How much did he tell you?”

      He leans toward me. “Enough. I know what Neil did to you, though neither of us know the details.”

      “Probably better that way.” I stare up at the ceiling. “Regardless, I have to trust him. He’s the only one who can rid us of all these chains. My Garden ones. The ones in your body, and the ones keeping Sky in the shed.”

      “Yes, but we all know the chains binding us to you are far stronger than the ones imprisoning us.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” I warn, twirling my finger in the remaining frosting. “It’s my birthday. I call the shots. What did Jade do to you?”

      “She has a punishment in store for me. I can’t presume to know what it may be, though I suspect it will involve you.”

      When I begin to lick the stickiness off my fingers, Luc rolls his eyes and hands me a napkin from his pocket, muttering something unintelligible under his breath. Ever mindful of his inhibitor, I scoot away when he gets closer, but he touches my hand.

      “As soon as we are well away from the Garden, I will be more than happy to dispatch him for you,” he offers. I know he is referring to Neil.

      I shake my head. “And you’d be biting the hand that feeds me, Luc. He’s going to help me find my sister. And my mother and…Kerrick. Neil might not respect my modesty, but he respects my privacy. Which is more than I can say for you.” I roll off the bed, then amble toward the window, easing away the drape’s edge.

      I hear him stand, feel his breath behind my ear after a minute or so. “Do you want to be alone?”

      I don’t say anything. How can I? My thoughts have found solace in themselves most of the day. What I want are Sky’s shackles to turn into a child’s crude paper links. What I want is to place a stick of dynamite inside Luc’s arm that will enact a search-and-destroy mission for that damned piece of technology while leaving his flesh and blood alone. What I want is to leave Jade’s backyard, leave her to the abuse that deals its wear and tear through the years, since it’s obvious none of her Shed endeavors will ever fill her.

      Luc’s lips are soft on the back of my neck, his fingers softer as they travel up my bare arms. How can his breath ignite my blood right before his touch chills it?

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “Careful, Luc,” I warn without turning around, tilting to nudge my nose against his chin.

      “How long, Serenity?”

      I shrug. “One more round of international clients. That’s what Neil suspects.”

      “I won’t stop. I will be with you at every exhibit.”

      “I know.”

      He dips his head low, tugs at the dress strap on my shoulder to expose the tattoo there. I wonder if his mouth will turn the silver to hoarfrost when he kisses the skin. Even though it’s not his symbol anymore, he’s still reminding me of his prior claim. The telltale vibration stirs beneath his arm. Upon Luc’s deep inhale, I realize it’s his way of controlling himself.

      “Someday, I will take you away. Away from everything. You will choose whatever destination, and I will take you there.” Slowly, Luc cups my chin, pivots my face to his, and nestles his thumb onto my lower lip. “Nothing but water and my love to surround you.”

      He bends lower to kiss me, but I answer in the shadow of a whisper. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” An echo of my mother’s journal.

      I won’t either. I won’t make promises to either man. Nor will I spare their feelings. One or both will get hurt. That is a bitter lemon I will suck because it doesn’t matter what I do. Life is a cruel kiss. It dazzles and dazes, promises and paralyzes, sensationalizes and saddens. Full of demons and ghosts. And I will chase mine. I’ll hunt the ghost of my twin until her face metamorphoses. She is so close. Bliss. Mara. Bliss. Mara.

      Serenity. Swan. Skeleton Flower. Swan. Skeleton Flower. Serenity.

      They are all part of me now. Luc is chasing a mirage. Sky is trying to keep his grip on the past to remind himself why he suffers in the present. And I am trapped in waist-deep earth with the silhouettes of my family just out of reach. Their voices echo like distant wind chimes. No rest until I find them. Until I reach my family, I will never settle. Nor will I stop fighting my body because I refuse to believe my feelings are stronger than the choices of my heart and mind and soul. Maybe Magnolia is right. Maybe there is no perfect alignment. But I’ll be damned if I don’t get as close as humanly possible.

      And Sky—or Luc—will just have to wait.

      Perhaps, I think, whoever waits the longest is the one who genuinely loves me.

      Perhaps.
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        P u n i s H m e n t

      

      

      After Luc has left, it isn’t long before I receive another visitor. An unexpected one.

      “Cosmos?” I taper my brows as she sashays into my room.

      She raises a hand. “I won’t be long. I just wanted to thank you for your help.”

      Cosmos doesn’t look me in the eye at all. Not even after she sweeps past me. That’s when I notice her eyes wandering without focus. Similar to the other night.

      “Are you on Bliss?” The thought pops out before I think about how it sounds. Ignoring my question, she weaves her way around to my table.

      Giggling, she points to what’s left of my cupcake on the end table. “Chocolate,” she squeals. She dips her finger in the whipped cream dollop on top, blissfully sucking off the sweetness.

      “Go ahead.” I give her permission, though she’s already indulged. Most Museum girls’ diets are more regulated. They don’t have an Immortal implant to burn fat cells like I do.

      Giggling again, she steadies her gaze on the partially eaten cake, staring at it.

      For her, I imagine there is little gravity in the room, so I take her hand, but she doesn’t say anything. No, Cosmos is far too caught up in the cupcake for that. Keeps dipping her finger in the whipped cream and dabbing the table, forming fluffy white splotches on the cloth as if she’s drawing.

      “Cosmos…” I try to confront her about the previous night. “You shouldn’t be seeing clients after what happened.”

      Cosmos plants her head on the table, drawing invisible designs in the air. “Magnolia takes care of it. She takes care of everything. She sneaks me pain pills sometimes. The Bliss helps for the rest.”

      “How do you even get it?” I ask, almost afraid my question will go unanswered when she closes her eyes.

      “I have a friend.” She giggles. “I spend lots of nights alone. Not like Forget-Me-Not. Bliss keeps me company.”

      “Are you taking more because of the other night?”

      She nods and shrugs at the same time. “It wasn’t finished. Why should I care?” she mumbles before her arms go limp, mouth opened. A little louder, she croons, “Your table is comfy.”

      Then, her eyes roll backward before her eyelids become their blanket with her head lolling. Sighing, I help her onto my bed. Once she’s situated, I ease the sheets over her, tucking her in before tiptoeing out of the room. Leaving Cosmos to sleep it off, I start progressing down the hall only to bump into Mockingbird.

      She blinks once before scooting around my body. “Excuse me.”

      Raising my brows, I watch her flit away. Same movements as in the Aviary. Body language is all there, but with her mind wiped clean. Just as she’d said—she became a blank slate. No hint of recognition in her eyes. No reminder of her ‘fast hands’. Just glitter-coated irises that can no longer see the darkness of her past. I remember Mockingbird was the first one to welcome me to the Aviary…

      Where in the world did you find her?

      You should know to never tell a secret to the Mockingbird.

      Remember the clap of her hands like the beat of tiny wings.

      I sort of hatched here. It’s my home

      Never would have figured you for a wildcat given you’re so tiny…except for your rack of course.

      I smile, thinking of the Mockingbird I once knew. Now, she is just Amnesia Rose. Regardless, I will still visit her display. The memory of my scars doesn’t mock me anymore. Or haunt me. Mockingbird’s spirit has passed from one plane to another. Nothing left. Not even a ghost.

      I watch her disappear around the next hallway while I meander down this one. There is no way I can stay in my room with Cosmos trying to float down from her Bliss high. Bliss is still a popular tool for recruiters to get girls to enter the Glass District or a Museum. Addicted girls are much easier to control. And it becomes a coping mechanism. Along with dissociation, inurement, survival instincts…their minds just floating, floating, floating. Except in my case. It’s my heart that floats. Sky says I’m already so lighthearted I can grow my own wings at any time. Or is it lightheaded?

      “Skeleton Flower.” Magnolia’s voice interrupts my musings as I round the corner. “I was just coming to get you. Mother sent me.”

      I ask her why, but Magnolia provides no answers. When she escorts me to the elevator and pushes the button for the top floor, I realize we aren’t going to the Shed. I have no idea what to expect until she opens the door to one of the viewing rooms outside my exhibit, and I step inside.

      Darkness impregnates the room. Not so much as a bobbing candle flame, but it doesn’t matter once the exhibit spotlights flood to life and roll across two figures in the center—one who kneels on the stone with his hands bound behind his shirtless back while the other stands over him dressed in nothing but a leather bustier that plumps half her ivory breasts. Tiny chains of crystal flowers drip from the sides of her hips along the lace edges of her bottoms. In her hand, Jade carries the routine flogger, though I never expected her to use it on—

      “Luc.”

      This is his punishment.

      “Good, Skeleton Flower,” she commends with a nod to my viewing room. “I want him to hear your voice before this commences. He should understand that actions have consequences.”

      “Get on with it, Jade,” Luc bristles, unlike Sky who never offers words. They both hold their own in opposite ways.

      “And I’ll remind you not to try anything,” she advises him, keeping her spine rigid. “At any moment I choose, I can turn the switch to make the inhibitor fully functional again. But obviously, I want your adrenaline to pump freely for this experience.”

      “Go on.” Luc flexes his muscles once, dragging air into his chest. “I’m ready.”

      At first, Luc just winces when the flogger comes down despite its electric charge. Displeased with his lack of emotion, Jade snaps her wrist with more force, drawing blood this time and causing him to shake. So far, she’s only whipped his chest, but it doesn’t take long for her to crack the leather strip across his back. Where she’d usually brush Sky’s skin with the instrument or whisper syrupy words in his ear or disrupt his senses and touch him to stir the caldron of intimacy, this is the complete opposite. Here, there is just fire and blood—a worthy example that her rules are meant to be obeyed.

      Whenever her whip licks Luc’s skin, it returns me to that time in the Shed where I struck Sky with the device. The essence of that power, of seeing the ribbons of sweat blossoming on his face, of watching how aware Sky was of the pain because he owned every chunk of it. Like he drew it into himself, wore the pain as a badge of honor—like a warrior’s battle scar. Not Luc. He doesn’t channel the pain. I can see the hollow he’s excavated in his eyes. As one with a history of dealing pain to others, Luc shuts himself off from it. In these moments, where does he go? Does he travel to his Aviary? Or to his tree that swings bottled treasures in the wind? Does he lose himself in digital ink from his voxel sketches? In the lines and curves of every girl who has crossed his path through the years?

      “That’s enough, Jade!” I stumble upon my voice without realizing it. More aware of my fist pounding against the glass, I barely register my words until she stands in front of the window, confronting me like she can unearth my eyes from beyond the one-sided pane.

      “You want him, Skeleton Flower? Come and take him.”

      She chucks the flogger into the water—a curl of blood trickling from its end. The water will be cleaned before my weekend exhibit. I’ll demand it.

      Part of me expects to find Luc doubled over on his side, but after I open the closest door just in time to see Jade exiting through another—securing her robe over her leather ensemble—I discover he’s sitting in the same position, head raised in my direction…waiting. Rolling my eyes, I ignore the water splashing around my knees as I dash through it to reach him. As liquid from my body splatters against his open wounds, he shakes his head once, the motion so slight it’s more of an irritated twitch. Like it’s a hummingbird flicking its wings against him, and he’s shaking it off. My fingers hurry to scoop up translucent aqua to rinse the blood from his back and chest. Luc doesn’t even flinch. The once-blank canvas of his eyes is now gone. Replaced with the stable blue I recognize. The smile is a surprise, however.

      “What?” I worry my lower lip between my teeth.

      He shakes his head, smile curling more. “You just seem disappointed,” he mutters while I work at the knots around his wrists.

      “I’m not disappointed. I’m angry.”

      “For trying?”

      “Yes. And for not trying.”

      “Explain,” Luc invites just as I untether the ropes and drop them into the water before he rises without leaning on me for support.

      I hurl the question at him before turning away, “How did you do that?”

      “Do what?” He follows me out of the exhibit, blood dribbling from his chest, which is infused now with sun-stricken gold from time spent in the Garden. Too damn beautiful with his delicate muscles.

      “You went somewhere in there. The pain…it didn’t affect you. Like your body responded, but you weren’t aware. You didn’t care.”

      “Serenity…” Luc catches up to me in the hall, touching my arm, but I notice him wince and roll one shoulder. “I’ve trained since I was a boy in the art of dealing torture and enduring it. Jade is making a professional point. Nothing else.”

      “Is that why you said it wouldn’t work on you? The domination?”

      “Why?” He leans closer, fingers fluttering up the skin of my arm with his lips twitching into a grin. “Do you want to dominate me?”

      “No.” I retreat, but any other words catch in my throat before I can utter them. They stick there like a wedged hedgehog, its needles nicking my vocal chords. I do my best at summoning up an explanation, but it doesn’t work.

      Instead, Luc does the speaking with his thumb pressing on my wrist. “If it’s what you want, I’d be pleased to let you. If you want my blood…” He draws my wrist to his chest. Urges the fingers into the open wounds so their pads can taste his blood. “It’s yours,” he finishes. “But I won’t give for nothing.” A lift of his finger is his reminder. “I will belong to you alone. But if you are mine, you are mine. And we can spend our lives learning from each other. Our pain, our pleasures, our limits and barriers.” He reaches up to cup the side of my throat. Breathes warmth onto my face. “Our bare hearts. I imagine if you look into them, Serenity, you will find them similar. Same veins of passion, of fire and ice and power that cannot be crippled. Instead, let’s cripple the world together.”

      It’s the second time I run from him. Make it farther than the hallway. Make it to the elevator where I hurry to push the button again and again. Ready to crush the button when the elevator doors finally open, giving me sweet access. Inside the walls, I can breathe again—at least until Neil’s hand blocks the doors just as they prepare to close. I jam my hand against the ‘close’ button, backpedaling into the corner before gripping onto the railing, almost thinking I can flatten the metal. I screech instead, thrashing my head like a caged owl.

      “Impressive,” Neil muses just before stopping the elevator. “Your display in here and his out there. He’s correct. You know that, right?”

      “I know he’s right,” I snap, temper hot enough to kick the wall. “Shit! Ow!” I fumble to grab my wounded foot, picturing a bruise forming around my toes.

      “You’re pretty cute when you curse.”

      “Shut up,” I yell, the daggers shooting from my eyes warning him not to get too close.

      “He’ll make a good addition to our team. Him and Mr. Muscles in the Shed. What should we call ourselves, I wonder? Team Take Down Force? No, too long. How about the Bad Bloods? I think we can agree we’ve all got bad blood in us.”

      “What are you blathering on about?”

      “Wake up, Serenity. Stop trying to deny what’s inside of you! Don’t try to pretend to be someone else. Trust me, I tried that for many years. We’re our father’s children. Deny your genetics all you want. They’re still there, cackling away in your DNA. We all have our own talents and strengths. And I learned to use them. Not just lose myself in them. Took me a long time to come out of the fog—to realize they can be used against others. Like Force.”

      He plants the heel of one shoe against the elevator wall, folding his hands behind him as he continues. “I’ll be the team leader of this mission. Luc can be the strategist. Kyle the muscle-bound protector. You’ll get the fun job—you’re the beauty and the bait. The one everyone will be staring at.”

      “His name is Sky,” I correct, shifting two steps to my right to press the button. “And you can get us all out,” I confirm just as Neil sweeps aside to permit me the use of the elevator.

      “Beyond any doubt. But you’ll just have to be patient.”

      “Not one of my strong suits,” I admit. The elevator shakes again, descending lower.

      “I’ve noticed.”
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        A  C h o I c e

      

      

      On Saturday when the sun prowls the horizon, demanding the sky to bleed, Neil finally knocks on my door—just after Magnolia arrived to prepare me for my weekend exhibit. At least he knocked. Most of the time, Luc never does. Sky just used to pound and threaten to break down the door. My lips curl at the stray thought as I bid him enter while Magnolia gathers my curls into a clump to give her unfettered access to my face. Not a novelty like my first time, I know what to expect. Her fingers fashion minor changes, but overall, the presentation is the same. Same white eyelashes. Same shimmery eye makeup. Nothing but a white shift to cover me—one that will turn translucent from the punishing rain.

      Distracted by Magnolia’s artistry, Neil lingers in the mirror behind me, one curious eye quirked as he views the preparation. Before I can interrupt his musings, Neil voices them. “You know most men are so simple. But as a graphicker, I can appreciate this. People often underestimate how much effort goes into a single picture.”

      “Or an exhibit,” I add.

      “Indeed.” He winds to the left side of my body opposite Magnolia, raising a fist to his chin. “I look forward to capturing your angles, Serenity. Your lines will make for a lovely addition to my Museum.”

      Lifting at the statement, I flick my head to the left and upset Magnolia’s progress. “You spoke to Jade?”

      “We have reached an arrangement, though there is little choice for her after I used my connections. You see, most of Jade’s Garden sponsors happen to be business associates of mine. Despite how much Jade wants to keep you, she will not jeopardize the well-being of her full flowerbed for the sake of one. She is far too intelligent for that.” Unlike Luc.

      “Yes, she is,” Magnolia agrees before brushing more shimmer across my face.

      I glance to the girl I can now call my friend. “Do you think she will ever—”

      “Don’t concern yourself,” Neil interrupts before he advances to his half-sister’s side. He places his hands on her shoulders. “When our dear mumsy is gone, Magnolia will run the Garden in her place. I will simply own it.”

      Jade sweeps into the room without bothering to knock. She’s dressed professionally in high-waisted, billowy black pants with a long-sleeved shirt crisscrossing beneath her bust while sweeping the sides of her body to the floor in a weeping-willow style. Jade carries herself like an empress. Her hair accomplishes this even more with its high-ranking position on top of her skull, twined with oriental-designed chopsticks holding the ashen strands. She’s wearing another set of digitized flower earrings that fan in and out. Except these blossoms actually shrivel and come back to life. They are hypnotic.

      Folding her fingers along the white skin of her exposed midriff, she voices her approval at my costume. In the next breath, she barks an order at her children. “Leave now.”

      Magnolia obeys, footsteps trailing into quiet servitude. More casual than his sister, Neil taps my nose before winking and exiting the room.

      Just as she had the first day, Jade coils my curls one at a time around my head, spouting expectations. “Your four exhibits will conclude this weekend and the next. After which, my son will escort you out of the Garden with Luc Aldaine and Kyle Trinity. It’s one of the reasons I agreed to my son’s proposition. We both know that young man will trail your heels like the dog he is. Even if I can’t be secure in you taking control of my flowerbed here, it’s a small comfort to know you have taken my lessons to heart. Perhaps you will take it all the way to Luc Aldaine. I just wish I could see your progress on Kyle. I’ve enjoyed the fire in your eyes and how my training has progressed.”

      Jade misunderstands my intentions. That is a good thing. She knows nothing of mine and Sky’s true relationship. She has never once assumed affection on my part. Why should she? I have my father’s eyes. If Jade suspects the touchstone between us, then she will kill Sky out of jealous revenge and misguided disappointment over the real relationship. Jade requires cold detachment. Like a dragon protecting its golden keep. Lust and fever. No room for devotion or love. To her, both read as weaknesses. Jade will never allow for weak spots. Shaped and molded by her hand, I am her craftsmanship and she is unleashing me back to the world. She’d sooner slit Sky’s throat than let that weakness slip through her fingers to corrupt her prize, because Sky is my opposite. Away from Jade, Sky will quell the violence in my blood. Luc would invite me onto the scaffold before handing me the executioner’s axe.

      “Meanwhile, I will have you there every night for the next two weeks. We will not waste a moment’s worth of time.”

      More pain for Sky then. Most likely from my hand.

      “Luc Aldaine will watch your exhibit just as Neil will. But my son has not arranged for an after-visit. Of course, you are free to invite him for meals, but there is little doubt as to the nature of your relationship.”

      “Why did you want us—”

      “Blood means little to me, Serenity. Magnolia comes from blood mixing with blood. Despite the crude and malevolent means, I do not repulse its ends.”

      I consider her words, try to scrub away the permanent stain in my memory from imagining Jade’s father raping her, of him robbing her of what means most to a girl and then parading her around as his Jade Flower to whatever men he chose. In the end, Jade must feel she had the last laugh, but I can still recognize the bruised eyes, the shadows sucking life and love there, leaving nothing but nightmares and coping mechanisms. They are the same eyes in the Unicorn photograph I’ve carried with me all throughout my childhood. My father—Kerrick resurrected my mother’s eyes with his love. Who does Jade have? Magnolia is the one she depends on, but Jade bears only a muted love for her. A love of reliance with no bond. Neil’s chilly indifference to his mother also reveals a lack of emotion and intimacy. So, Jade limps on—a seed that grew despite the thorns choking it. Inside, though, she withers, struggling to breathe on the stale air of the Shed that will never fully satisfy her. That is the Jade I see.

      “Will any other clients—”

      Jade interrupts, suspecting my question before it loosens its threads, “A visitation perhaps. But we both know you’re not ready for seduction. You see…my clients expect a certain measure of seduction. Their expectations are high. And you are not ready to meet them yet. Practice makes perfect. Perhaps by next week, after some time the Shed, you’ll be ready to form an appropriate vessel for your strength.”

      “Magnolia says shutting down is your only form of control.”

      Jade seizes hold of my chin, burrows her eyes into mine, and hisses, “Exactly, they turn their bodies off. It’s how they survive.”

      How they survive. To do anything else would be to reckon with the pain and the horror of their existence. Even if their bodies reckon with it on other levels…I think of Cosmos. But I don’t want to turn my body off. I don’t want to just survive.

      “It’s the way of the world,” Jade continues, raising her own chin. “Many girls are born with life, but they are reared for this world from an early age. Forged smiles and counterfeit come-hither gazes…are what all clients want. But you are like me. Wild, unbreakable, untamable. So, I must teach you to enjoy it. Not to pretend you want it, but to actually crave it. To turn it on its head. Because you and I—we can’t go numb.”

      She pauses, eyes almost vacant, voice hollow. “I came so close one night. The same night I discovered I was pregnant. I almost took my life then. Every night for months after, I took the knife to my skin to keep from going numb. Every time he pressed his withered lips to my growing belly. After she was born, I didn’t need the knife for a time. But then, I caught him opening the door to her room when she was only three.”

      I close my eyes, but Jade digs her nails into my neck, prompting me to open them. “No, Serenity, I didn’t retreat to my knife that night. It was the first night I decided to seduce him instead. I adopted that pretend smile, that mock seduction. It was the first time I was aware of my own power—those moments I stripped off my clothes and went skinny-dipping in the pool in order for him to see. When I saw him on the grounds, I led him to the Shed. For the first time, I gave myself willingly there because as soon as I did, he let down his guard. And when he did, I plunged the knife right into his chest. Just an inch from his heart so he would bleed slowly. So he would be aware of the pain I inflicted. All the blood thrilled me.”

      The image opens its door to me, and I can imagine a younger version of Jade kneeling in the pool of blood, her glittering eyes reflecting off the knife.

      “I felt such fire that night.” She closes her eyes as if she’s reveling, breathing in the memory’s pleasure like a candle’s sweet fragrance. “For the first time, I took back what he stole from me. I made him feel it with my whip. Every blow a reminder to him of the hell I endured at his hands—a punishment—until he bled even more of his miserable life on the ground. After he gasped his last breath, I kept his bones in my Shed as a trophy. Inherited the Garden because I was his last seed after my weak mother died. He’d tamed her into submission long before my birth.”

      Jade’s eyes appraise mine, shifting back and forth. “We can’t survive numb, Serenity. It’s not in our nature.”

      Jade is wrong.

      No girl can.

      No girl should.
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      This exhibit doesn’t leave me cold like the first time. Even with the rain spray leaving my skin more exposed than a hooked wriggly fish, I accept every drop. I don’t dissociate, not even when the music carouses its melody into the air. For once, I don’t escape into the music like the underwater solace in the Swan lake. No, I feel every plump drop—all sharp as shattered smithereens from a thousand blades.

      This delicate thing called the past that we use as an excuse to define us. Tonight, I don’t withdraw into it. Kissing it goodbye, I leave my past behind to skip into the wind, but I also don’t lose myself in the tempting glow of the future. Thoughts of Force flee. I accept the skin of the present as it stitches three masks right onto my face. Serenity, Swan, and Skeleton Flower all coming together.

      Shedding my old self like a cicada shell, I stand in the rainstorm and recognize my new entity. More than just Serenity, more than lightning and fairy tales and magic dreams and water in her veins. I don’t know exactly what she is made of yet, but I will learn in time.
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      The client has arranged a visitation—at the subterranean pool. Good things never happen there, but third time’s a charm?

      No, it’s too quiet. No movement from the pool. No one to greet me when I arrive. And then I see the body in the corner of the grotto. Biting my tongue to keep from screaming, I approach the body to see if he’s still alive. The pool of blood blooming around him puts any wondering thoughts to bed. As soon as I get close, I recognize him from the lobby—the same man who’d confronted Magnolia regarding my forbidden entrance. The hooded eyes from oozing soft seduction are now vacant as dried flowers. No more rogue mouth curving into a grin. Why I should feel so much pity for a sex buyer is beyond me. But I do.

      Pity caves to shock when a girl rises from the grotto pool with a dagger clutched in her hand.

      “Chrysanthemum,” I hiss her name, treat it like a sore, a lesion I must scratch.

      “Mermaids are faster than swans.” She tosses the insult my way, crouching in the water before placing the hairpin back in her coiled bun. No intent to attack me.

      “Why?”

      “You took my client from me. I’m just returning the favor.”

      Recollection summons me—that day in the pool when I interrupted Chrysanthemum with her client.

      “He doesn’t call me his little mermaid anymore. He just calls me Swan. Asks me if I can turn my hair white. It’s all your fault!”

      Chrysanthemum’s voice breaks, and I catch the difference between pool drops and tears. “He doesn’t see me anymore!” She whimpers, arms trembling. Her hand reaches up to tear the strap of her dress. “Just sees white skin and hair, beautiful breasts that aren’t mine. If I steal your hair, will he love me again? Will he?” Between sobs and whimpers, Chrysanthemum babbles on and on. “I wear paint for him. I wear scales and fins. I can wear your white skin, too. I’ll wear your hair. I’ll wear you…” Intent to carve, Chrysanthemum lifts a hand, reaching for her hairpin again.

      That’s when I lunge for her. Amidst the splashing of the water, I hear the knifelike pin clatter to the pool’s base. I hold her down in the water like she’d done to me in the fountain, but I release her sooner.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Chryssie.” I hope speaking her nickname will be enough, but it isn’t. Just a fire spark in her wide eyes before they narrow again, painting targets on my eyes, on my skin, on my breasts.

      Something glints in the water, rising to the surface, and I’m not going to be fast enough. Somehow, she’s discovered the hairpin, clutched it between her toes. She transfers it to her hand within seconds.

      “Mermaid against sylph. Chrysanthemum to Skeleton Flower. Who will win?”

      Chrysanthemum licks her lips, swiftly bringing the hairpin down just as I grab her wrist to block her. Her muscles, developed from all her time swimming with her client, overpower my more subtle ones.

      “Amnesia Rose!”

      The new voice wrecks me with its reminder. Someday, I know I will look back at the irony of this moment. I should have known some things would remain the same. She’d explored every passage, every nook and cranny of the Aviary. Why did I think it would be any different after her blank slate? Predispositions, behaviors—they linger like distant echoes in her brain, though I never could’ve imagined her jumping onto Chrysanthemum’s back. Mockingbird’s nails rake into Chrysanthemum’s skull. She always loved drama.

      Too stunned to do anything, I feel the thrashing of the water around me as the two girls fight—a frantic tumble of hair and hormones, arms and emotions, shrieks and savageness until Jade’s voice disrupts everything. It is her whip that brings both girls to a standstill. Electrifying skin without breaking it when the director cracks it—once, twice—in lashes against first one, then the other’s, backs. Chrysanthemum bows into submission, returning to the little Flower she is. Mockingbird winces, latching onto the pool’s edge for support.

      “Amnesia Rose, Chrysanthemum…go to your rooms now. I will deal with you later. Skeleton Flower…” Her voice is a snap. “Come with me now.”

      In a rush to get out of the bloody water, I scramble out of the pool, soaked shift cleaving to every curve, tighter than a dragon’s scales. Fitting since there’s probably more venom in my veins than blood. All I can see is Shane’s face doubled over in the water, his Irish smolder deader than a flower turned to dry dust. Maybe if he was anything like the others, my hands wouldn’t be trembling right now. This wouldn’t feel like loss. When I glance behind just before we leave, Seedkeepers are hoisting his body out of the water. Jade prepares for everything.

      With lightning in my belly, I follow Jade to the Shed, imagining crackles tingling out of my fingers.

      Jade raises the iron gate. The sight of Sky hanging like a limp doll only propped up by the chains does nothing to stem the electricity. It feels raw, set ablaze. Sky doesn’t deserve it, but he’s the only one who can handle it—the only one who ever can. Luc always shoves against it, tries to bury it, to freeze it, but it always catches up to him somehow, whether from my nails on his face or my punishing words. Some things he just can’t prepare for. My routine with Sky is far different because he channels my rage, lassoes it. Now, he’s swallowing it.

      Sky’s head snaps to attention at the sight of my near nakedness, but he turns after one glimpse. Slams his eyes shut. In three long strides, Jade closes the distance and grabs him by the throat, thrusts his jaw forward so he faces me.

      “Look at your fantasy,” she coos delicately in his ear. “This is as close as you’ll ever get to her. She’ll take you from here, and you will be her first. How does that strike you? So close. Your life force just out of reach.”

      When Jade steps away from him and hands me the flogger, I see Sky’s eyes crumple like burnt leaves, but I know his heart is stockier. Stronger than me, Sky sucks in each crack, each blow, each snap. He drinks my anger with every whip strike. Anger at Force for what he did to my mother. Anger at my mother for lying to me for years. Anger at Luc for introducing me to the Swan over and over until she became a part of me. Anger at Jade for stripping me until I am nothing but skin and Skeleton. Anger at her father for what he did to her and Magnolia. Anger at Neil for recognizing the bad blood inside me— the blood we share. Anger at Chrysanthemum for killing Shane. And finally— Anger at Sky for coming after me because he knew damn well what would happen. At the end of it all, Sky’s back isn’t recognizable. Too much flesh and not enough skin with wounds reopened because the whip has pried them apart like fingers opening a precious scroll.

      I drop it. Adrenaline deflating like a bubble expands too much. It bursts. I want to sink into the ground. Proper place for me. I don’t feel like just a Skeleton Flower. More like Stag’s Horn Fungus. Dead Man’s Fingers growing from rotted wood. All my insides are decayed. The lightning is gone. Now…now I see myself for what I am. Cinders and soot and ash. The temporary rush is never worth this. All I feel is rank mold growing on top of my butterflies. Sky doesn’t deserve this.

      Love and violence can never mix. There is no fine line between them. There are miles bound by intimacy, affection, honor, and respect.

      I won’t run away this time.

      Jade closes my fingers around the lip of the healing bottle, startling me, before pointing to the water bowl and cloth. She also gives me the skin-splicer.

      “You are getting stronger.”

      She departs without saying another word. Invisible roots are dragging my ankles back. The length of time it takes for me to reach Sky is pitiful.

      “Sky…” My voice cracks as I try to garner an explanation, a pithy excuse, an apology.

      “Don’t, Serenity,” he warns. “I know what your mother looked like for years before you did. But you’re not him. You hear me?” He flicks his head to the right, eyeing me as I press the cloth to his wounds and cringe with him. “Ser, look at me.”

      Pausing, I meet his deadpan gaze.

      “I’ve always been able to read you, Serenity Lace. You look like you just swallowed a thistle bush.”

      “But I wanted it, Sky.” I try to deny his words. “In the middle of all that, I wanted it.”

      “We all have our demons.” He shrugs it off.

      Except my demon is built right into my DNA. I try to remember Sky is Family, too. And he has other demons to reckon with. Ones I see every day.

      “You don’t look like he does.”

      Sky winces when I dab at the blood on his back, ensuring the antiseptic gets inside before I fuse the skin together. “What?”

      “You don’t look like Luc when he’s in pain.”

      Sky smirks. “How do I look?”

      Wringing out the blood and rinsing the cloth again, I touch my fingertips to his arms. “You feel it.”

      “Yeah.” He coughs, clears his throat, and adds, “Been feeling a lot of different things in here. Makes one aware of how much they can take. My pain limits have stretched more than they ever have. Why didn’t you run this time?”

      “It was…overwhelming. But I couldn’t run from you. Not this time. It’s just—he used a whip, too. How do I know—”

      Sky grunts, interrupting with a shake of the chains. “What does your mind tell you?”

      “That it’s wrong. But it feels right.”

      “What’s stronger than your feelings?”

      I close my eyes and drop my head on his shoulder, recalling his words from when we were younger…

      I stare at the butterfly I’ve caught in my glass Mason jar. Restless, it flutters. Wings fanned in and out, in and out. I tap the glass once, beaming at the prize, wondering for a moment what it will look like pinned in a frame, its flutter-less corpse decorating my wall.

      “But she’s so beautiful, Sky,” I protest, hugging the glass to my chest. “She makes me feel like I can fly just by watching her.”

      Sky touches the top of my hand, urging me with his soft eyes. “I know, Ser. But remember what we promised? Nothing should ever be locked in a cage.”

      “Because of Mom.”

      “Right. And what’s more important than feelings?”

      “Love.”

      “And what is love?”

      I don’t think. Just duck under Sky’s arm to press my lips to his. Even in the cold Shed, they are warm. Like him. He tastes like sweat and salt, but my tongue can still pick up a trace or two of the earth just after the rain because that is my Sky.

      With my cheek pressed to his, mouth bowing upon his, I finish, “A choice, Sky. We always have a choice.”

      “Good girl.”
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        N i g h T i n g a l e’ s  C h o I c e

      

      

      Last exhibit.

      At one point at the end of the week, I brush past Chrysanthemum in the hallway. As soon as I notice her eyes—blanker than wispy tulle—I understand she’s nothing more than a slate wiped clean. That’s why I haven’t seen her since she murdered Shane. No more bounce in her step. No longer does her hair flick back and forth like a dancing marigold. Instead, she wears it in a bun now. This Garden is filled with other blank slates, skin whipped into quiet servitude or minds lost in Bliss-filled clouds so they can feed men’s bodies every day and night—like Cosmos. Whether Cosmos will ever come down from her swing in the clouds is a mystery, but if she ever does, it’s a long way to fall. At least I know Forget-Me-Not will be there for her. I wish I could take them all with me.

      Jade continues to escort me to the Shed, monitoring my progress with Sky. Over the past few days, she moved onto interrogation, training me in the art of coaxing information from him. All related to me, Sky was forced to surrender the finer points of his fantasy. What he felt during my Swan dives, what he wants when he looks at me, what he wishes for our future—but I can still tell there are pieces missing. Parts he doesn’t want Jade to know. He hides the undercurrent by only showing what’s on the surface. Last night, he’d related a dream he’d had in the Aviary, one involving a Swan dive in the lake especially for him. Rather than listening, I’d blocked my mind, focused instead on memories we’ve shared. Like the one spent at a lake house over a year ago.

      

      “Are you done?” Sky asks me from the bank as I approach the shallow end.

      Taunting him, I fan my arms above my head and float onto my back. “Maybe. Maybe not!”

      “Your fingers must be prunes now. You’ve been swimming for hours. You finished swimming with your relatives?” he calls, referring to the native fish who reside here.

      “I’m mastering their language. You should learn it. It’s quite interesting. Lots of gloops and croaks and grunts and squeaks.”

      “Fish don’t squeak,” he disagrees.

      “Yes, they do,” I protest, pushing up to stand with my hands on my hips. “I know I heard a squeak.”

      “When?”

      “Um…” A little sheepishly, I crinkle my nose. “When I tugged on its pectoral fins.”

      Despite the night all around us, the full moon exposes Sky when he rolls his eyes. He shakes the towel clumped in his hand. “Out, Serenity,” he orders.

      “Have to catch me first!”

      I don’t wait for him to fume. Diving under the water, I caress the lake like a designer judging fine silk. It will take Sky longer to catch up with me. Since it’s dark, it will also be more difficult for him to find me, so I take my time, sucking up the hide-and-seek moments, surfacing only when my lungs start to whine.

      I rise far from the shore. Way out here, the water is deeper. My legs ache from the cold, but as long as they keep moving, they can create pockets of warm currents. I almost regret my action when I notice Sky’s expression as he swims toward me. Those lips of his have compressed into a familiar thin line—a sign of frustration. It’s normal for his curled waves to impede those deep-set eyes of his, but now, his eyes are bare and heated. Bubbling chocolate orbs boiling over the sides of a cauldron. His muscles alone would be enough to strike fear into the heart of anyone…but not his eyes. Only when he squinches them and narrows his lips do his eyes turn a shade of deadly, but Sky could never scare me. To me, he’ll always be dreamy. Okay…dreamy with muscles.

      “I knew I’d get you out here one way or the other.” I splash him a little just as he pumps through the water.

      “You’re shivering, Ser. You’re going to make yourself sick.”

      I shrug. “What’s a few days in bed with you granting my every request? We both know you’ll do it.” I poke his chest.

      He recoils, rolling his eyes again. “Yes, I’m your indentured servant for life. Happy? Can we go in now?”

      “Do you realize you look like a water god?” I flick one of his biceps. He turns at the motion, threads his brows. “Like Poseidon.” The compliment comes out on a whisper.

      “Are you done?”

      “Oh, lighten up, Sky!” I nudge him, but Sky shoves me away.

      “Stop, Serenity. You’re fifteen, and I’m nineteen. Things aren’t the same anymore.”

      Nothing is the same anymore.

      

      “Skeleton Flower…” In my room, Magnolia garners my attention. The memory dissolves like dying frost before the morning sun. “You’re ready.”

      “Thank you for your help.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      I touch her arm just as she prepares to cap the body paint. “I know. It’s what you’ve always done. You try to be the best. You try to hold yourself together. That’s how you fight every day. You’re my exact opposite,” I reflect.

      “I cannot dupe myself like most girls. Can’t let my body and mind go to fog from Bliss, but I also can’t burn like you. I’m not numb, but I don’t feel everything. It’s enough for me to simply…be.”

      Only body paint as our barrier, I weave my arms around Magnolia’s frame. We come together as friends, our white skin mirroring one another’s, ghostly hair wisping together. As soon as Jade turns the door handle, Magnolia steps away and hands me the transparent Skeleton Flower shift.

      “Wait,” Jade interrupts, causing us to pause. “I want to look at you first. This is your last exhibit here, and nothing must be left to chance.”

      Her pinched eyes study me. Even her fingers have eyes when they arrest my arms, turning limbs over to inspect Magnolia’s body paint—a host of white vines and glassy Skeleton Flowers. Finally, Jade nods, leaving me free to adopt the shift. Magnolia departs, but Jade lingers, fingers my curls.

      “You have practiced well this week.”

      She refers to our Shed rendezvous, how we’d experimented with different floggers and brands of whips. The device is a wonder. Fuses the skin back together, regrowing cells without the necessity of stitches. Only so I can open them again.

      “At least I can comfort myself with this. You are learning. Your flesh is sharpening.” She tucks a few strands of hair behind my ear. “You remind me of your father. You will crush men. Perhaps you will even accomplish what I cannot—learn the secrets of the Temple. I have no doubt you will meet your father soon.”

      I have no doubt of it either. But I already know the Temple’s best-kept secret—my twin. Neil will lead me to her. As much as I want to believe I can rescue my mother and Kerrick, as much as I want to believe Bliss is within my reach, another voice in my head, one that sounds faintly like Sky’s while we were growing up, warns me that riding into the sunset on magical horses is just a fairy tale. No amount of wishing will make it real.

      As soon as I enter the exhibit, I wonder if the walls will crumble around me because I feel like my fingertips can shatter the glass. My lightning is ready to strike the water and boil it into steam. I stray from the center of the exhibit, leaping off the stones. Convinced the Aurora Borealis has taken refuge in my eyes, I lunge for each window, clawing at the glass. A she-wolf with fire and ice in her veins. Might as well end with a resounding bang. Let them look if they want. Let them salivate. Let their eyes roam across every inch, every curve and curl and camber. In my mind, I whip each ogling iris and pupil into blindness. It is I who plasters their faces in hot tar and seals their mouths so they can suffocate. Down to the very last window, I pursue them with a smile. Manipulative. Some devious marionette plotting the murder of her master. The cold raindrops almost simmer when they land on my fiery skin.

      As soon as the music pummels to silence like a fist connecting with a jaw, I end on the stones, dropping and crumpling with my arms wrapping around myself, denying them their one last moment to see me. Victorious, I raise my head when the spotlights turn dark.

      Jade opens the corner doors to collect me.

      At first, I thought she’d be disappointed, but the haughty eyes and smirk betrays her pride. She doesn’t lead me to my room, but I recognize the familiar hallway and the door she opens. Inside is Neil, though he stands before the glass window, the viewing chair still spinning from his sudden departure. He welcomes me with a towel in one hand and my own clothes in the other—my willowy skirt and peasant blouse.

      “Stupendous,” he exclaims as Jade closes the door behind me. “Our limo awaits.”

      Untarnished jubilation from the thought of leaving the Garden and never returning injects into me. I advance toward him, peeling off the saturated shift and seizing the towel from his hand to wrap it around myself. Wringing out my hair, I eye Neil from the side, matching his infectious smile dead-on.

      “I have a remover available if you want to wash off the body paint.” He directs a hand to the table behind me, motioning to the bottle.

      Part of me wants to forget the paint. Let it dry for all I care. Don’t waste time. You can do it later. But then, I remember my last act in the Aviary—toppling the Swan sculpture, rejoicing at the sight of all that wrecked glass. Right now, I decide this will be my breaking moment, my final act. Ridding myself of the white curse on my skin.

      Careless of Neil, I sweep toward the chair, drop the towel, sit, and then uncap the bottle. Tonight, I am the queen with the secrets. He is nothing but a trickster, and I recognize every one of his antics. Nothing he does will pillage this moment. Whether he tries to tease me, intimidate me, goad me, provoke me, exasperate me, or just plain gawk, I don’t care. His eyes aren’t surgeons dissecting me anymore. To me, they have straitjackets on.

      Lathering up a rag with the remover, I drag it across each arm, closing my eyes and reveling as the white starts to smear. After soaking the rag in water, I bring it to my face, wiping away shimmer and sparkle, tearing at the Skeleton eyelashes. Cloth rinsed, I pour more remover, scrub the paint and silver flecks from my legs, from my thighs, from my belly, and finally from my breasts until the water is the color of an iced cake. After drying myself once more with the towel, I stand, secure my undergarments, and end with the peasant blouse and skirt, the latter kissing the floor. I march to the door, ignoring Neil, but pause when he doesn’t follow right away.

      “There’s something different about you.” With his fist planted on his chin, he seems to ponder his statement before he drops his hand and approaches me. “Out there and in here, you’ve acted like a goddess. Like you’re untouchable. You act like—”

      “Don’t say his name!” I strike at Neil fast in warning. “He doesn’t exist right now!” If my tongue could drip acid, it would. Neil touches his fingertips to his cheek, light, amused. “I am not him! Like you said, we have our own talents. Even if they come from him, we can still damn well use them against him.”

      “Hmm…” Neil cups my chin, indenting his thumb just above. “And you wonder why men fawn all over you.”

      He leans in, but I exhale nightshade into him at the same time. “Finish, and I’ll filet your eyeballs over a bonfire.”

      Neil snickers before shrugging with a tilt of his head. Releasing me, he retreats. “As a graphicker, I’m quite fond of my eyeballs, and since I fully believe you’d make good on that threat, I’ll refrain from a sample.”

      “Ever,” I clarify.

      He stretches out his hands. “Can’t lie. No promises.”

      “We might share DNA, but mine will strangle yours in your sleep if you ever try anything with me again, Neil Force,” I spit, stinging him with our biological surname.

      After raising a finger to signal me to wait, Neil meanders to the table where a champagne bottle rests. My devious grin mirrors his but for different reasons as he uncorks it, spilling a confection of bubbles over the lid. As he approaches, Neil tips it back, swallowing a hearty draft before offering it to me. I scrutinize the bottle, rubbing the wet drops between my fingers. Quick as a flash, I hurl it as hard as I can, aiming for the exhibit window. It doesn’t break, but the bottle does. Gratified by the smithereens of glass and spilled contents, I turn around and open the door, hearing Neil mutter behind me, his tone playful.

      “Bloody waste of a good year.”
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      “I’m not going with you, Serenity.”

      To say the least, Nightingale’s statement stupefies me.

      “I’ve thought it over for the past two weeks, ever since you told me about Neil’s offer.”

      She drums her fingernails on the table while I gape at her from the opposite side. “I’ve spent years accustomed to life in a Museum. Ever since Luc scraped me out of life as a Family stripper,” she declares while nodding to the former director who stands behind me with his hands draped around my shoulders. “Even though Skylar can get me safe passage to the Sanctuary, it wouldn’t be the place for me. More than that, I believe I can do more good if I stay here.”

      “How do you figure that?” I want to know.

      “Cosmos.” All she has to do is speak the one name. It dissolves every excuse, every persuasive argument.

      “Gale, after everything…” I reach across the table to take her hand, but Nightingale retracts.

      Luc interrupts, answering for her, “Do not take Nightingale’s word lightly. Her mind has always remained firm.”

      “It’s Black Orchid now,” she reminds us before straightening in her seat and swinging to the side. “I will miss Snow.”

      She inclines her head to the slight child I’ve come to love, the one with the white skin, doe eyes, and deer-brown hair who stands next to Luc, pleating her arms together in front of her, elbows bumping. Nightingale pats her hair a little.

      Stricken dumb, my first reaction is to stare back at Luc. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out except a croak trapping my words.

      “Please don’t come visit me,” Nightingale requests. “It’s better this way.”

      “What if—” I stop myself.

      It’s foolish to ever consider the world will actually change. Sure, a pebble in a lake creates a ripple effect—one life at a time—but it isn’t enough to launch the full-fledged tidal wave to drown the industry. I don’t want Gale to be a part of it. I want to drag her right out of the Garden, prop her on a paper boat, and then watch her go sailing away to the Sanctuary. Words are more powerful than a croak this time.

      “I’ll miss you, Gale.” I stand up and hold out my arms, approaching Nightingale, but she raises her hand, stopping me.

      “Life goes on. What’s done is done.”

      When she rises and pecks my cheek, it isn’t a kiss of friendship. Nightingale is far too emotionless for that. For her, it’s just business. She let down her guard in the Aviary, but she’s returning to her routine. From an early age, a life spent dancing and singing before countless Family business transactions and poker wars has bred this appetite in her. I have to let her go, even if I will never understand.

      Luc must notice the rage bubbling inside me because he pivots to address Fawn, “Stay with Nightingale for a moment.”

      He ruffles the girl’s hair, then secures a hand around my wrist and begins to tug, getting me just within reach of the door. Once the inferno starts, he has to drag me. Slamming the door behind him, Luc thrusts me against the wall, wrestling against my crazed arms and pressing his strong hand to my mouth to swallow my owl-like screech.

      “Don’t do this,” he warns, jutting his arm farther into my chest like it’s an iron bar. “It’s not your choice.”

      I bite down on his hand, my words scratching him, “You can convince her! You’re the one who rescued her from that club. She’ll listen to you.” I dredge up the memory, hold it over his head.

      “You can’t change her mind like this. It’s her way of life. For most, it’s all they know and all they can ever know! But this isn’t the District. Jade will care for her here. Nightingale has lived her entire life with eyes following her. You can’t erase that overnight. And you can’t force her. It’s her choice.”

      “It’s the wrong choice.”

      “It’s the only one she knows how to make. Better a life she understands than one that’s unknown.”

      “Want me to punch him, Serenity?”

      “Shut up, Neil,” I yell at the man who stands a few paces away, enjoying the display.

      Luc settles his eyes on Neil, advising him, “Your fist wouldn’t even land, Bloode.”

      Jade is the one who interrupts the three of us. “If you’re quite finished saying your goodbyes, Serenity, I would advise you to leave before I change my mind.”

      “But we know that won’t happen. Will it, Mummy?” Neil ambles away from the wall to strap an arm around Jade’s shoulder.

      Slowly, with the grace of a feline, she unwinds Neil’s arm and replies, “A gardener always tends to her Flowers or they will wilt.”

      “Wouldn’t want that to happen,” he purrs before motioning to me. “Ready?”

      As soon as Luc releases me, I address Jade, my voice bordering on menace. “Kyle.”

      “We will orchestrate his release into your custody together. I trust Luc Aldaine can more than handle him.”

      “I’ll handle him,” I warn her, keeping the inner secret to myself for the present. Secure in her assumptions, Jade wears a satisfied smile. One of the last images I will cherish of leaving the Garden will be the expression on her face.
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      It’s more than I could have hoped for. I hold the flogger Jade placed in my hand, which she apparently considered a gift, but I fling it to the ground as soon as Jade unhooks the chains. I savor her surprise from my action.

      At first, I think Sky will slump to the ground from his aching muscles, but he doesn’t. Instead, the first thing he does is grab Jade by the shoulders and heave her against the Shed wall. Pursing my lips, I breathe in the moment, savoring the brutality in his eyes that catches her off guard. Those eyes form ranks like soldiers gearing up for battle. And his voice is a sword at her throat.

      “You are very fortunate I was raised a gentleman because I will never hit a woman,” he announces, his shadow besieging her.

      I let Sky have his moment, let him unearth his strength that has been buried far beneath the Shed for almost a month. The Garden has had its eye on us both, determined to entomb us in different ways, but Sky and I will always go on. A vast mountain overlooking deep water—a protective sentry taking the beatings of my storms—but no matter what happens, those storms will never drive him away.

      Though initially surprised by Sky’s behavior, Jade rights herself as soon as he releases her, stumbling a little, still weak from his wounds. “Skeleton Flower will handle you now.”

      She reaches out to touch his cheek, but this time, it’s me who seizes her hand, shirking it away.

      “Yes, I will.”

      Malice toward her pouring from my skin, I take Sky’s arm, wrap it around my shoulder, and glorify in her expression from my too-intimate action, the tension around her eyes that has turned her irises to emeralds on fire, brows lowering, nostrils flaring when I finish, “Just like he’s always handled me.”

      Now she knows more has united us than just the Shed.

      For the first time, Sky leans on me for support as I help him to the Shed door, leaving behind the wilted stench forever but hearing Jade’s last words lashing my back.

      “I named you well, Skeleton Flower. No flesh. Nothing but bones.”

      I slam the Shed door.

      “Good to see you, brother.” Sky nods to Luc before I bristle at the sight of my own half-brother.

      “Any other secret bodyguards you want to bring with you?” Neil inquires while lighting a cigarette and blowing the smoke in my direction.

      I shake my head. “No. Just these two.”

      I appraise both men, flicking my gaze back and forth, considering them. The man who slaughters for me. The man who suffers for me. Then, I turn my eyes on my half-blood brother and order, “Get us out of here. Now.”
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        T h E  F a n T a s y  M u s E u m

      

      

      It’s everything Neil promised and more.

      Whether that’s due to its location on an island Neil owns in upstate New York that we have to reach by boat or because it’s a fully furnished, red-roofed castle sitting on top of a flourishing hill, I can’t determine. Perhaps both! After having traveled most of the day, it’s sunset when we arrive, but the spectacle is no less awe-striking.

      Neil begins with a tour as he leads the three of us up a winding stone drive with a retaining wall on our left because of its location on the St. Lawrence Seaway. As soon as we left the Garden, Sky arranged for Fawn to be taken to the Sanctuary. Part of me wonders if I will ever see the mysterious Sanctuary. If Bliss will ever go there with me…and my mother. Patience isn’t a strong suit of mine, but I contain myself, distracted by Neil’s castle story.

      “My father deeded this was part of my inheritance since I would never receive the Temple. Some stock, of course, but that is the extent. This was originally constructed as an elaborate hunting estate. It has four stories, twenty-eight rooms, a boathouse, a tower, turrets, tunnels, and even dungeons and secret passageways.” He almost whispers the last part as he leans closer to me, knowing I’d find the notion impressive. “Tons of granite were quarried right from a nearby island to build this beauty. Come, the children will be getting ready for bed now.”

      He leads us through double rough-hewn doors into the massive medieval entryway complete with stone archways and columns, rolled tapestries, and armored knights standing guard near the enormous marble fireplace. It’s like stepping into a modern Dark Ages since the fireplace is undoubtedly a gas one, along with electric lights. We don’t linger long in the entryway as Neil guides us under a tunnel-like arch to the staircase.

      Since the Museum is still weeks from its grand opening, it’s a relief to see no lines forming outside, and I don’t have to worry about whether I can come and go. Drained from the journey, exhausted from everything that has occurred over the past month, I am equally relieved when Neil announces, “I’ve reserved the royal suite for you, Serenity. It can house up to six, so I think you’ll find it worthy for the Swan. I have other dormitories built for the children, but the rooms in the Castle are designated as exhibits. I think you’ll be pleased to know they are moving exhibits.”

      I love everything about the castle. From the stone archways and iron candelabras to the arched windows and rich textile rugs. Alone, the breakfast room enthralls me, and I know I will never eat in my bedroom again. With all its glass windows spilling the Canadian sunset—an overflowing orb reflecting off the seaway and casting colors of lush gold and red along the hardwood floors and white stone walls—the room would lure anyone. Not to mention the iron candelabra chandelier hovering over the table like a golden crown. On each side, open doorways spill into a music room with bookshelves that Neil explains is for the children’s use. Mostly digitally animated books. The flying kind, too.

      “Our island is self-sustainable,” Neil boasts. “We grow our own food and breed our own animals with some help from the island just across from us.” If he were any prouder of himself, he would have to grow a rooster’s comb. He has more than enough right.

      “I will give you a guided tour of the exhibit rooms tomorrow after you’ve rested, but I will show you to the royalty suite now.”

      Before embarking forward, Neil cups my elbow, earning the rigid spines of both Sky and Luc, but Neil bristles and states, “I know the concept is extremely unsettling, but I would prefer to escort Serenity by myself.”

      I nod to Sky and Luc, reassuring them, “It’s fine. Sky. Just bring my carrier up later, please? With my mother’s chest,” I request. That’s the most I’ve spoken to him since we left the Garden.

      They really have no need to worry. Between my earlier promise to Neil and the looming figures of Sky and Luc, there is no chance that Neil will try anything. So, I permit him to escort me. Part of me considers it ironic. Despite the Family’s close ties with its biological members, blood doesn’t hold the same sway as it used to. Culture has loosened its bindings, turning the strength of DNA linkage to something thin. In a world where child brides are common, it isn’t such a rare notion to consider brothers and sisters sharing themselves. Raised in the depths of such a world, Neil’s lack of respect for our combined DNA is understandable. Inexcusable but understandable. As far as I’m concerned, our hatred for our father is all that unites us. I can more than handle Neil. Right now, he doesn’t overwhelm me like Sky and Luc.

      Needless to say, I fall in love with the royal suite—the ghostly white drapes in front of several grand windows giving me an unlimited view, the queen-sized bed with a pure wood canopy, the writing desk on the side of the room, the hardwood floors and splendid white rug before the couch situated in front of the bed, and, above all, the bathroom with its deep white tub and an untarnished view of the water from beyond the open glass panels of the window. Other than the lake house our family has visited, this is my dream home. The prospect of a bath under starlight with the melody of the waves in the background is irresistible.

      “The royal suite makes up part of the entire wing on this floor. My room is the other, so I’ll be close by if you need anything,” Neil informs me.

      Fanning my arms out and dropping to the bed, I proclaim before he can leave, “Thank you.”

      “What was that now?”

      “You heard me.” I roll my eyes.

      He smiles once and then advises, “Get some sleep. You’ll have an active day tomorrow.”

      I rise to my elbows. “What are you plotting?”

      “That would be telling.” He winks and closes the door.

      The sound of the water tantalizes my skin when I toss my clothes to the floor and dip into the steamy bath, remaining under the water for a solid six minutes, timing myself and stretching my ability to hold my breath. It’s a simple task—one I can easily focus on, one at which I can better myself. When I surface and look outside, the cold sea air chills my face, neck, and chest so curls of steam escape my skin.

      What on earth am I going to do about Sky and Luc? No, I can’t think about them. Too much time has passed already since my mother fell back into Force’s hands. If we are going to act, it needs to happen soon. As I submerge all but my nose into the water, I remember another time in another bathroom when I was still a little girl…

      “Serenity!” my mother exclaims when I open the door, not realizing she’s just finished her bath.

      “Sorry, Mom,” I apologize, ready to close the door even as she twists a towel around herself.

      “Do you need to go?”

      I shake my head. “I just wanted to borrow your brush. Mine broke.”

      “Again?” My mother chuckles, securing the towel and holding out her hand. “Come here.” She reaches for her hairbrush propped on the counter, and I lower to the bath ledge so she can tame my tangled strands. “Your hair is a wild beast,” she remarks. I wince when she tugs, but her touch softens from my action.

      I peer up at her from the side, my eyes straying to the marks on her shoulder. Ashamed of them even after all these years, my mother moves parts of her hair to each side of her shoulders to eclipse the whip marks. Some have faded to silky fine lines—so faint the sunlight can catch and erase them like mist.

      “Do they still hurt?” I ask the question I’ve wanted to for years now.

      “They are scars, yes. They are the reason we have to keep running.”

      “I know,” I say in my simple child’s voice, accepting what will always be. “What if he finds us?”

      My mother shakes her head, pauses from brushing. While she still clutches the handle, she wraps her arms around my body. “He won’t. I’m going to keep you safe. You’re my Serenity.”

      “Don’t worry, Momma. If the Vampire takes you away again, I’ll find you. And I’ll yank his fangs out with my hands. And I’ll put them in a glass jar so we can look at them whenever we want.”

      My mother kisses my cheek. I can feel the smile in that kiss. Smell her sweet breath on my skin. And I seal the promise all around her and in my heart forever.

      I never understood why she seemed so sad right after that kiss. Now I do. I reminded her of him.

      Minutes later, I’m standing in a silk robe, curls wet and limp down my back, as I knock on Neil’s door.

      He groans right before he opens the door, shirtless and wearing nothing but boxers. “I told you to go to sleep,” he almost snarls.

      “I can’t.” I shove myself through the door and into his room, a smaller version of mine.

      “Make yourself at home.” His sarcasm prickles me, but I ignore it.

      I stop when I notice all the photographs on the walls. And on the ceiling. Mostly black-and-white with only a few colored ones sprinkled through in the spaces like pops of magic. Everywhere I look, there are girls. All shapes and sizes wearing costumes made from delicate lace or dried roses to chains of diamonds or autumn leaves. Others wear even less. My eyes center on a black-and-white photograph near the center where a girl stands in the middle of a winter-infused landscape in naught but her skin, the only dab of color coming from her scarlet berried lips.

      I glance at Neil, motioning with one finger. “All yours?”

      He nods. “All mine. Beauties. All of them. The photographs, too.”

      His wink holds more malice for me this night. Impossible to separate his profession from who he is, but I still try. Because whatever else he may be, Neil is still my…brother. Plus, he got us out.

      “These are some of my best works, but unpublished.”

      I sigh. If there was time, I’d come up with stories for each. All ending with a trip to the Sanctuary. Here, they are like genies in bottles. Their magic free for him to view whenever he pleases.

      “Are you going to put me up there?” I stare hard at him.

      He tilts his head, places one hand against the wall, and smirks. “I might. Depends on how well I can do you justice.”

      “What sort of exhibit do you have in mind?”

      “Aldaine and I have concocted a brilliant scene for you. Since you’ve stepped onto the pages of a fairy tale, what better position for you than a queenly one?” He comes off the wall and starts toward me, but I step away, knocking into a stately armoire as he reveals, “You’ll make a wondrous Snow Queen, Serenity.”

      “And our bargain?”

      “Protection and privacy as promised. Only certain clients will be privy to your exhibit to keep knowledge of your whereabouts to a minimum.”

      “What about my family?” I stiffen, straighter than a quill when he flattens his back against the wall right in front of me, printing his skin against a nearby collage.

      “Give me one month. My scientists have already unearthed some breakthroughs. One month, and I’m confident I’ll not only have secured a vaccine, but also the connections I need to deal Force a worthy blow. I’ll give his Centre shared control of the vaccine in exchange for Serafina and Kerrick.”

      “And Bliss…er…Mara?”

      “I doubt she will ever leave the Temple, but I can arrange an introduction. And after your mother and her husband are free, we will unveil the Snow Queen exhibit to the world. One night only. Your grand finale. At the end, you can ride off into the sunset with your family and whichever pathetic sap has secured your heart.”

      I shake my head, but I keep it soft, try to hide that it’s dressed in fear. “What if we don’t have a month? My mother—”

      Neil reaches out to brush the crests of his knuckles over my cheek to assuage my fears, “Force spoke of no other woman but your mother. No virgins he’s dressed in jewels or taken to his bed have ever captivated him. Serafina stole part of his heart when she left with you no matter how black it is.”

      That’s true. She stole it even though she never wanted it. And it poisoned her until she walked right out of the Temple doors. Left only it’s memory in her scars. Except now…

      “He’d never kill her,” Neil says. “And if her daughter’s strength is just a shadowy reflection of hers, then she will endure.”

      Is that a compliment? I collapse into it. Into him. Neil is warmer than I expect, and I feel his muscles tighten around me, squeezing like I am a plump berry he wants to suck the juice from. His pushing me away a second later comes as a surprise.

      “I’d rather not see my eyeballs filleted,” he explains, then escorts me to the door.

      I roll my eyes. “You really need to get over that. And yourself,” I respond.

      “Working on it.” He plants a hand against the doorframe. “Someone like me…let’s just say I’ve never been denied anything.” When he closes his eyes and inhales in memory, I frown. “Bounties were endless!”

      “I got it,” I practically snarl as he chuckles right before I close the door.

      As soon as I step into the hallway, Sky arrives with my bag.

      “Thank you,” I murmur once he’s placed it on the bed, cringing a little as he stands. More scars for my mind to collect.

      “Sky…let me see.”

      He blinks once at me, expression unreadable as if he wavers between his options. I guess he decides it isn’t worth a quarrel because he pulls the shirt above his head, baring the marks riddled all along his chest and back. They’ve healed well.

      “All for me.”

      Sky grunts, eyes narrowing but managing to say, “For you.”

      I almost press my fingers to one on his chest, but I push away all the feelings surfacing. Sky without his shirt on is…too much. Depleted, I slump onto the bed, legs dangling off the edge but relaxing into the generous duvet. Mimicking me, Sky sidles up next to me. I raise a hand, pointing to the wood canopy. “The bed in the lake house has one of these.”

      “Mmm…” Sky acknowledges.

      I turn my head, bumping my nose against his. “So, that’s your fantasy? Skinny-dipping in the lake every night?”

      “Less fantasy. More hope. But I’m certain we could come up with a few other things,” he hints, pressing his forehead against mine.

      I turn away. “You know we’d drive each other mad.”

      “We’re already mad, Ser. We’ve driven each other mad from day one. You drove me mad the first moment I laid eyes on you. You were beautiful then, and you’ve only grown more so every day just as you will continue. Inside and out.” He brushes a finger to my temple.

      I contrast his words with Neil’s. How not one speck of my anatomy should go to waste. Except Neil doesn’t know about the implant. How long will it delay my aging? Whatever the case, for Sky, my beauty will never fade. It will be as fresh as new lightning. And for Luc—I can’t deny the artist in him. Even if he wants it for himself, his intention is still to capture my beauty. Like Neil’s imprisoned photographs, Luc wants to bottle up all my curves—possess me, both in body and in his holographic sketches.

      “Take your time, Ser.” Sky reads me well. “But I won’t share you. He already shared the Swan with the entire world. I’ll be damned if I share Serenity with anyone else.”

      Irony wouldn’t exist if the subject of our conversation hadn’t knocked on my door and entered before I could so much as grant permission. Maybe a holdover from our time in the Aviary since he never knocked then. But then again, neither did I when I stole into his room that one time.

      Both of us are sitting on the bed when Luc enters, studying our image.

      “I came to reveal the exhibit for you,” Luc informs me.

      I rise from the bed. “Thank you. I know. I just spoke with Neil. The Snow Queen.”

      Swan. Skeleton Flower. Snow Queen. How many personas will I wear before it’s all said and done?

      Sky grimaces. “As if you have the right to showcase her like one of your damned Birds again.”

      Luc approaches, midwinter eyes lashing across mine as he reminds us, “It seems you’ve forgotten the graphickers I killed, the Museum I surrendered, the Hatchery I lost, and even losing my own body to Jade’s control. And none of us should forget that this is Serenity’s decision.”

      The former director strides toward me. The closer he gets, the more Sky’s muscles tighten. “And I think we know how much the exhibit thrills her.”

      As soon as Luc’s hand reaches up to cup my cheek, Sky shoves Luc’s chest, forcing him back. “I don’t give a tinker’s damn if you’re my blood. Don’t touch her again!”

      Unlike Sky, Luc keeps his cool. Maintains the calm he’s harnessed throughout the years from his days as a Family assassin. “Drop this pointless spectacle, Skylar. We are both equal candidates for her heart.”

      “Wrong,” Sky corrects him. “I’m the one who knows her. I’m the one who loves every speck of her. You just love all her good parts. I love her mind, her heart, her body, and her soul, and I’ll take the bad with the good any day of the week.” His massive shadow reminds me of a great black wing. It would overwhelm Luc if Sky was two inches taller. Or if he had Luc’s brows. “Put that in your pipe and smoke it because there’s no world where you can ever love her as much as I do.”

      Never mind. His words are overwhelming enough. But Luc’s brows narrow.

      Having had enough, I throw my body between them, my voice marching right into their midst. “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”

      I point to Sky and Luc. “You and you…just—”

      Frantic, I try to snatch at pointless words until I finally stumble on them. “You know what? Get out. Just get out!”

      They speak in unison. “Serenity—”

      “Out!” I scream and fling the door open wide, slamming it hard, shaking the wall from the impact.

      I tear the silk robe from my body, crumple it into a ball, and disappear under the sheets for the night.
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      I smell him first.

      It’s potent. Cinnamon-laced dark coffee. Unrecognizable. Undistinguishable.

      “Put some clothes on, Swan,” he murmurs before I even open my eyes, while I am still frozen and feigning sleep. A poor attempt since he knows. “I can deliver you to your father naked, but he will dock the bounty.”

      I open my eyes once to see the gun barrel aimed at my head, but it wouldn’t matter. Surprise is a rather formidable skill of mine, and the bounty hunter is about to learn that. Over the past few months, I’ve learned to be more than careful. Even before the Aviary business, Sky taught me well. Never sleep without a weapon, especially if I decide to sleep naked. Less than a second later, I plunge the blade right into his chest, discovering just how messy knives are. The gun goes off as I suspected it would, but my sudden action throws his aim off, so the bullet shoots through one of the windows, corrupting the glass.

      Sweeping the sheets around myself, I discover how the darkness has betrayed me. It isn’t the chest but closer to the shoulder near the collarbone. A growl erupts from the bounty hunter’s mouth, but men in his field are accustomed to injuries. And pain.

      “I’ll make you pay for that, Swan,” the hunter snarls before he raises the gun, intending to use it as a club this time. Though the knife I hold glints with his blood, it isn’t about to deter him. But the second voice does.

      “No, I will make you pay.”

      The low tone in his voice is familiar; it’s the same one he used for the graphickers that fateful night.

      “Drop the gun,” Luc commands a moment later with his own weapon trained on the back of the hunter’s head. The bedroom door isn’t even open. How did Luc get in here?

      The hunter follows Luc’s order. At the same moment, Sky bursts through the door, alerted by the gunshot. First, he takes stock of the situation before Luc directs him to pick up the gun. Sky does but pauses to check on me.

      “All right, Ser?”

      With pursed lips, I nod and tighten the sheets around myself.

      “What do we do with him?” Skylar asks his brother while tapping the barrel of the gun against his open palm, jerking his head to the hunter.

      “I’ll deal with him,” Luc responds. “Fortunately, the environment provides prime opportunity for body disposal. The river is quite deep,” he announces while pressing the gun farther into the base of the hunter’s skull, finishing with, “and the currents will carry any evidence straight to the Canadian coastline.”

      “We also have a giant oven if you’d rather burn the body,” Neil proclaims as he pokes his head in, distracting Sky and me but not Luc.

      “Luc, how did you get in here?”

      “I’ve been on the terrace all night. After our conversation earlier, I erred on the side of caution. You almost went over the edge tonight. Good to see you’re adjusting so well.”

      Pinching my lips together, I half-growl. “If anyone else is hiding in my room, they better come out right now or so help me!”

      “My death won’t make a difference,” the hunter spits, interrupting us but directing his words on Luc. “Force knows where she is, and he’s raised the reward. There will be others.”

      “And I’ll deal with them one by one. Now move.”

      The hunter salutes me, brows drawn low to tell me, “It was a pleasure watching you sleep, Swan.”

      On my knees, I seethe, but Sky cups my shoulder, halting any action on my part. Instead, I call just as Luc leads the hunter out my bedroom door, “It was a pleasure stabbing you!”

      “Serenity…give me the knife.”

      I don’t even realize it’s still gripped in my fist until Sky sets his hand on top of mine. Squeezing it too tight left handle marks riddled into my skin, but it’s not until I surrender the object that my fingers tremble and I realize some of the hunter’s blood has found its way onto my hand. A more pressing matter demands my attention.

      “How does my father know?”

      Still in his boxer shorts, Neil enters the room and grumbles, “Jade. I should’ve known all along that it was too simple to secure your release from the Garden. That last stunt you pulled with your beau must’ve sent her over the edge.”

      “He was hiding in my room,” I point out.

      “He was a Temple-sanctioned hunter. Like Luc, they have their own ways of getting into places.” My half-brother snarls and threads his fingers through his locks. “This changes everything.”

      “Everything?” I flick my gaze to Sky, who hasn’t left my side.

      “Like he said, Force won’t stop. And I can’t jeopardize the progress I’ve made here…or the children I have under my protection. I can use my connections to dissuade Force, but I doubt it will do much.”

      Sky shakes his head. “We will keep her safe.”

      “And if Force dictates other methods to get her attention? Like killing one of the children? Or perhaps one of my scientists working on the vaccine? I can’t take that risk.”

      “He was hiding in my room…” I murmur again.

      Neil remains glib. “Yes, I think we’ve established that.”

      “Ser?”

      “What are you going on about, Serenity?” My brother glares at me.

      Sighing, I bite down on my lower lip and say, “I have an idea.”
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      After banishing Sky and Neil from my room so I can dress while we wait for Luc to finish ‘cleaning up,’ I ponder how the hunter hid in my room without Luc or Sky noticing. Not in the bathroom or the closet because I used them both. Under the bed was the simplest hiding position, so why there? Because it’s obvious…

      

      “Under the bed? You’ve got to be kidding me!” Sky expresses his frustration after he’s spent at least an hour searching the lake house for me.

      I scoot out with ease, my skirt ripping a little, but Sky’s reaction is far too precious. He always says I am a champion hider. With my petite body, I can worm my way into the tightest of places or cover myself to resemble a cushion or some inanimate blanketed blob.

      “I knew you’d never look there. It’s way too obvious,” I tell him as he helps me to my feet.

      “Hiding in plain sight…” Sky muses while sighing, his breath blowing a curl of my hair in the process. “Fine, you win. See, you can be clever.”

      I stand on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Don’t worry. You’ve still got the brains.”

      “My brains, your brawn,” he says, rehearsing our inside joke because one doesn’t always need to have muscles to have brawn. One just needs a good set of guts.

      

      For some time, I reminisce until Luc returns. Finally, I summon all three for a meeting. At least Neil wears a pair of jeans over his boxers now, but he remains just as relaxed as ever with his chest bared.

      As I lower myself to the settee in front of the fireplace, I observe all three men. Luc is the most hypnotizing. Sultry eyes, stately stance, controlled bearing—and the beauty of his fashioned cheekbones and shapely mouth is enough to invite anyone. Both a delicate artist and an executioner.

      In contrast, Sky is his own breed of beautiful. Lionhearted and rugged, he wears his scars unashamed. Anger over the night’s events starves his mouth to a thin line. Muscles that can seal me in like the leather binding of a book. Like my pages belong there.

      Last, I observe my half-blood brother. As much as he is a pain in the ass, his irresistible charm leaches from every pore in his pale skin. If this fails, I will miss his casual humor, his artful banter with me as I try to forget our other shared memories.

      All three men wait in their different forms: Neil slumped into the leather chair, legs propped up over the armrest, Luc standing on one side of the fireplace, arms almost statuesque at his sides, fingers curled, and Sky on the other side, crossing his arms over his chest, ample muscles bulging.

      Finally, I purse my lips and relay my plan of action.

      As expected, the two in front of me don’t hesitate to say in unison, “No!”

      “It could work,” Neil opts, clearly intrigued.

      “Shut up! You’ve known her for five minutes,” Sky warns, accusing finger pointing. “You don’t get to have an opinion.”

      Neil shrugs but stands to confront Sky. “Au contraire! I’ve known parts of Serenity my whole life. And since I’m the only one in this room who shares her blood, I’d say I have more than enough right. Besides, a man’s castle is his…castle.”

      “Don’t you have anything to say?” I tilt my head to ask Luc.

      He shakes his head once, resolute. “There is nothing else to say. It’s out of the question.”

      “And my choices don’t matter, then? Just like in the Aviary?”

      Luc steps toward me, eyes closing midway. Firelight warms them even more. “Your choices always mattered in the Aviary. But I did not give up my Museum to keep you out of the Temple just so you can sneak into it!”

      I sigh. Always knew the day would eventually come where he’d use that against me. So, I fold my hands in my lap. The only words I can conjure up are, “Things have changed.”

      “Damn right they’ve changed,” states Neil. “And you’re all missing the silver lining.”

      “What silver lining?” Sky’s hand forms a fist, and I worry about whether he will throttle Neil.

      “Force’s death.” Neil’s answer is a surprise to us all.

      “Explain,” Luc invites him.

      Neil starts pacing, finger tapping his mouth as he speaks, “This is a prime opportunity. Once a month, the Temple holds auditions for the penthouse. Only virgins are accepted into the program. They perform a medical test at the Temple, then model the candidates, photograph them, and send their shoots to Force for inspection. He chooses one candidate as the grand prize winner. She wins a day with Force. Twenty-four hours in the penthouse. I’ve watched them happen every month. He gives the winner a tour, wines and dines her, and then beds her at night.”

      “Element of surprise lost as soon as he sees her photograph,” Sky points out just what I am thinking.

      “There’s a certain procedure I can arrange right here before the process.”

      This time, it’s only Luc who objects. “No, I won’t allow that.”

      Sky rubs his eyes. Am I the only clueless one here?

      “What procedure?”

      “It’s temporary,” is the first thing Neil adds, answering me. “It’s lengthy, will take all day, but it’s a temporary craniofacial prosthesis—an implant that will wear off within a matter a couple of weeks. Since the committee doesn’t check for anything other than a routine medical virginity test, it won’t be noticed. And it carries no long-lasting side effects or harm. You’ll feel some discomfort, but other than that—”

      “How will it work with my current implant?”

      “I can override it…temporarily.”

      “Get to the point, Neil.” I urge him along, avoiding my automatic cringe at the thought of Force just breathing on me. “If you think I’m going to let Force get me even near his bed—”

      “Serenity,” Neil interjects, presenting his case with palm open. “After seeing the aftermath of what you did with the hunter, I doubt you will flinch once from the prospect of killing your father.”

      “How?”

      Neil smiles, revealing, “Poison.” He taps his chin, explaining. “Contact lens. New technology my scientists just designed. It won’t affect your eyes, but all you have to do is remove it, crush it in his drink, and Force will be dead within minutes. Heart attack will be the assumption.”

      “And how can you guarantee she’ll be selected over the other candidates?” Sky tries to poke a hole in Neil’s ironwork plan.

      “Guys…” Neil rolls his eyes once before jerking a thumb to me. “Have either of you seen her naked?”

      I hiss at the same time Luc voices a straightforward ‘yes.’

      Sky replies with a grim ‘no’. It doesn’t escape my notice when Sky’s eyes level with Luc’s like he’s bringing down the weight of stone towers on the former director.

      Crisscrossing my arms over my chest so my fingers knead my shoulders, I close my eyes and bring up another objection. “You’re forgetting one thing—what happens when I’m caught?” I question. “Won’t Force’s security just kill me?”

      “I’ll be nearby,” Neil announces first. He follows with, “You’ll be arrested, but once they administer a DNA test and find its match, you’ll be released.”

      “Why?” I wonder, struggling against the breaths that grow shallow from the possibility of undertaking this whole scenario.

      Neil drops his arms to his sides. “Oh yes, I may have forgotten to mention one little thing. See, Force changed his will after meeting you for the first time. Once he’s dead, you inherit the Temple. He’s left it in your name. Congratulations.”
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      Shortly after Neil unearthed his revelation, I exited the room and returned to mine. It was simple because all three men had started arguing, two presenting their biased reasons why this is a ridiculous, horrendous idea. In some ways, Neil knows me better than either Luc or Sky. Perhaps he can recognize the resolve in my eyes. Part of me fears where that resolve comes from. Aching, I hope it’s from my mother. I buck at the thought of facing Force again. My hands tremble.

      “I won’t allow this.”

      Startled, I wince from my position on my bed. Even after all this time, he manages to arrive without a sound.

      Luc places his hands on my arms. Pivots me around to face him. “Do you understand me?”

      I almost pull back, but I give him this much. Luc is not accustomed to losing control. “We’re not in the Aviary. You can’t punish me anymore. You can’t stop me.” I shake my head.

      “Yes, I can.”

      He seals his mouth onto mine, plunders his way inside. I taste nothing but dark water and cologne. There is no sense of earth anymore. Nothing to keep us from floating away. So unlike Sky. Luc’s touch is the frost slipping past the thin barrier of my skin. And his artisan hands with their delicate fingertips bearing the gunpowder stains of his past capture my neck, then my curls. They journey from my neck, tugging at my blouse so he may thumb the feather on my shoulder—he kisses his own brand, yanking a slight gasp from my mouth. My body rises ever so little once his lips rub my neck, travel to my mouth as he slowly, carefully dips me onto the bed. With my elbows supporting me, I close my eyes, flushed when Luc devours my mouth again. He sucks on my lower lip. I gasp when his fingers travel to the strings of my blouse. Opening my eyes, I meet his gaze. He reads the war in my eyes. Still, he risks one step onto the battlefield by tugging on the strings, undoing them in the breath of a second.

      “Luc…” I whisper, struggling to control all the delicious feelings inside me. My fingers flex when he toys with the neckline. “Please!” I arch my neck, almost whimpering when he edges the fabric down ever so little so he may kiss my bare cleavage.

      Too much fire in my skin, and he’s creating more with every kiss. Ironic because he’s still ice. Ice and fire at every turn. No choice but to moan when his ravenous hands slip the blouse even lower just before he lulls me back onto the bed so my spine flattens against the sheets with him just above me. He removes his shirt, tosses it to the floor, then pins his naked chest to mine.

      “Luc.”

      I start to breathe an interruption, but he swallows it instead, mouth so hot it brands me. For one moment, I try raising my hand, but my nails don’t make it to his skin. Instead, he jerks my arms above my head and presses against me even more. He gives no relief to my already-swollen mouth. With his other hand, he jerks my leg up so fast my skirt crumples to my hip so his hand may cup my bare thigh. And then, he coils my leg around his hip, urging me even closer just as my peasant blouse falls around my elbows, exposing more of me. He’s more insistent than ever, more possessive than any other night, and anyone who saw us would have no doubt I belong to him. But another force, more powerful than this one, erupts in my heart with the reminder that while I can belong to Luc, he can never belong to me.

      Desperately, I summon up my lightning. Feel the force of thunder and raging water deep inside me. It supports me, granting me what I need to break his hold.

      He tries harder, too hard. Kisses me deeper.

      “Stop,” I whisper-gasp. I press my hands against his chest, creating a barrier, thin but enough.

      Luc pauses but still hovers above me, not ready to release me. He eyes my swollen mouth, gaze venturing lower to my bare, quaking chest, my shivering hands, one of which rises to cup my forehead. I shake my head once. Tears come. They caution Luc, and he restrains from kissing me again. Just watches as the drops slide along my cheeks.

      “I know what you’re trying to do,” I utter, tone meant to dissuade him. “You know I won’t go if you do this. Don’t use it as the perfect excuse. You don’t get to do that.”

      “Serenity—”

      He leans toward me again.

      “No,” I exclaim, my voice rising, but I lower it to a whimpering plea. “Don’t do this, Luc.” I almost whisper the strained words, summoning more of my willpower no matter how thready it seems in this moment.

      He lets me rise slowly, lets me cover myself with my blouse again as my voice comes out almost broken, shattered like the swan statue at the Aviary, “I shouldn’t have to fight my body this much.”

      Caught off guard by the statement, Luc raises his brows once. “I never believed—I…” Shaking his head, he kneads his temple.

      “What?”

      This time, he moves slowly, cautiously, toward me with one finger raised. I hold my breath when he touches my blouse strings, but he only ties them this time. It takes just a moment, but he doesn’t hesitate to cup the side of my neck and kiss me one last time. Just a brushing of his lips against my upper one. And then, he slams one fist against the bedpost to my right. A force so great it rocks his knuckles, bloodying them and splintering the wood.

      “Damn your fight, Serenity!” Luc screws his brows so low, but it doesn’t frighten me like it used to. “Damn your heart, your will, and your mind! And damn me…because I thought I could convince your body to give them to me. It was too perfect an excuse. A perfect excuse to give me everything I’ve ever wanted and needed. And by tomorrow, it will all be gone. Once you step foot in the Temple, I’ll lose you forever. Goodnight.”

      I want to say something, stop him somehow, deny his words, but their potency is all too present. If I don’t succeed, Force will win. If I do succeed, he’ll win in another way. Because the Temple will be mine. Swallowing me no matter what I do.

      I’m still panting in the wake of Luc, cheeks flushed, feeling splintered the way the wood has suffered under the former Aviary director’s aggression.

      I turn to the window. See Sky walking along the grounds. Hands in his pockets, eyes on the ground. How he gets when he’s thinking.

      Scrambling out of the bedroom, out of the castle, I take the route he did until I find him by the river or the seaway, perhaps both. His pants are rolled up to his knees; waves ransack his feet. Water is a welcome relief, and I find it’s still warm after I’ve made my way to the rock-spackled slope to the shore. Pushing my skirt up so it collects at my thighs, I soak my legs in the water, close my eyes as it laps at the skin there, and sigh.

      “Serenity…”

      I don’t look at him, just murmur his name. He settles beside me, reclined on his hands, feet bare and ankles crossed in the water.

      “Something you want to tell me?”

      He shifts to his side, propping his elbow and leaning on his hand before touching one finger to my cheek. I flinch at the touch. But not because of Luc. I’m almost there. Almost sure. But I still can’t get over the cauldron of memories between myself and Sky. Some I don’t want to revisit.

      I stir the pot anyway. “When you were in the Shed, Sky, when I had to…the first time.” I don’t say it. “Did you ever…” I can’t seem to find the right words.

      Sky gives me one blank stare first before answering. “Jade isn’t completely wrong. Some men stretch themselves to the breaking point. Her method is one way they cope just as it’s a coping mechanism for her. But for me…what hurt more than the whip was seeing what was going on in your eyes.”

      He exhales, turns to the side, and then looks up at the night before rubbing his face and tugging out the leather strap holding his hair. His waves are strips of dark crushed velvet.

      I remain quiet until he’s ready to say more.

      “I won’t deny you’ve got some of your father in you. I won’t deny that’s part of who I saw in the Shed. But I still remember how hard you fought. Not just Jade. But yourself.”

      “That’s just it.” I shake my head, tilt it up to the stars again. “I don’t want to fight it. It’s overwhelming—everything I felt in those moments, seeing you like that. I left parts of myself in that Shed. Traded them in for someone new. A new Serenity.”

      At hearing him collect a breath just to let it go, I face him again, watch as he takes my hand in his, traces the bare curve of my arm before kissing my palm. “We all walk through seasons. You’re in one now just like I was in the Shed. Even when I saw nothing but fire in your eyes, I still believed in the girl beneath the surface. The one holding onto her magic in this screwed-up world. She’s not her mother, and she’s not her father. She’s just Serenity.” He kisses the back of my hand, mouth drifting across every single one of my knuckles. “And I’ll love her through it all. Even when she’s in a fog. And I’ll do whatever it takes to bring her out of the haze.”

      I was afraid he would say something like that. I’m not ready yet. Not ready to feel the love I have for him. Too afraid it will bring the lightning again. I don’t want to use it against him like I did in the Shed. I zero in on those scars again. Just their edges. My eyes descend lower. The Shed awoke a lot of feelings in me. It’s the first time I’ve ever lingered on my thoughts, wondering what it would feel like to rake my nails, gentle, across every curve, every sinew and muscle, everything that makes Sky—Sky. Noticing my wandering eye, Sky smiles, but he does nothing more than chuckle and squeeze my hand.

      I deadpan because there’s one last thing I need to know.

      “What are you going to do, Sky?”

      He blinks but seems to register I’m talking about mine and Neil’s plan. For me to walk into the Temple.

      “Say what you need to,” I urge.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t have to say anything. By now, I’ve learned you’re an unstoppable force.”

      “But you’ve always been an immovable object,” I point out.

      One side of his mouth turns upward, but this time, Sky weaves one arm around my shoulder, careful but nurturing. “I’ll be the immovable object behind you this time. All you need to do is look back, and I’ll be there.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’ll be there, Serenity,” he whispers the promise. “I’ll always be there.”

      “What are you talking about? Just tell me.”

      Sky shakes his head with a smile creasing the corners of his mouth. “You know it doesn’t work like that, Ser. I’ll show you. You’ll see when you need to.”

      After a moment, he leans over to say, “You’re shaking. Come here.”

      He doesn’t summon. He doesn’t command. He coaxes me. Lets me crawl into his lap. His arms don’t devour me but cradle me instead. Like the thunder he is, they rock me and safeguard me. A million microscopic sentinels from his skin slip right into mine, marching through my blood vessels and lining up to form an unbreakable defense around my heart. Sky’s sentinels make friends with my butterflies.

      “Don’t you want to stop me?” I ask as I nestle closer into his chest.

      “No.” He cups a hand around my head, fingers wading in my hair. “I just want to love you. Want to love you through everything. No matter what storm you choose to stand inside, I just want to stand in it with you.”

      “It’s you, Sky.”

      I knot my hands into his clothes because I’m just not close enough. Huddled into a tiny ball in the shield of his arms, closer than the hairs on his arms, I’ll never be close enough. When this is all over, I know Sky will be standing beside me. And that means more to me than anything Luc can ever do to my body.

      “It was always you,” I whisper before kissing his neck right above my head.

      He leans down and kisses my mouth once before correcting me, “It will always be us.”

      I remember his scent like the raindrop-speckled moss. Remember his sweat and scars and thunder and earth grounding us together. Remember his callused hands as his thumbs circle my cheeks and he changes the angle and depth of the kiss, sinking deeper with me. By the time he finishes, my mouth is swollen and my nails have dug crescent marks into the back of his neck. A few strands of his hair stick to my fingers. Too winded for much movement, I lick my lips.

      For the first time, I ask him, “Why do you stop?”

      He knows its curiosity—not a signal.

      Sky surrounds, his assurance rough. “Because I know you. I know all your weaknesses, and I won’t take advantage of them. I know how hard you work against your own body. If I don’t put in my fair share of effort, then where will we be?”

      “Like the rest of the human race?”

      Sky smiles at me. “Exactly.”
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        T h e  T e M p l e

      

      

      “You’ll blow them away,” Neil murmurs behind me, twisting around to plant a light kiss on my jaw.

      The procedure didn’t take as long as I believed it would. Within a couple of weeks, the prosthetics will begin to wear off and this new face will peel away to Serenity. For now, she is Sera Verity. Just close enough to my mother’s name to pique his interest. Close enough to my name to remind him. She is beautiful in her own way. Alien to me. I miss the intensity of my stare, but my eyes are softened in favor of carrying my mother’s gentle grace more than my haunting one. My cheekbones are plumper—face a little rounder and nose more curved. My lips are thicker but not as wide—more heart-shaped. Nothing has changed about my body.

      “It’s time,” Neil reminds me.

      All I must do is walk across the skyway from the Centre where Neil used his connections to sneak me in under the radar. Now, it’s time to pass through security to the third level of the Temple where the auditions will take place.

      “Thank you for everything. We couldn’t have done this without your help.”

      I insisted Luc and Sky remain behind. Not confident in my ability to accomplish this with them nearby. Besides, someone would recognize them if Force has any sort of warrants out for their arrest.

      “By tomorrow, I’ll be in the penthouse with you. We’ll drink afternoon tea and poke his corpse. Go on, Serenity.”

      After I progress through security and announce I am here for the auditions, they sweep me for weapons. I gulp when their hands linger in places they shouldn’t. Quite common for Temple security.

      First, they direct me down a long hallway with nothing but glass walls on my right-hand side, extending a view of the streetways. My first step in the Temple reminds me of the Aviary. So much glass everywhere. But where Luc’s taste adheres to clean and modern, my father’s penchant for the abstract echoes everywhere, especially when I round the hallway corner into the lobby where hundreds of glass balls in every shape and size hang from the ceiling, along with glass sculptures embedded in the floor like stalagmites that depict digitized moving art of abstract nudes. At a desk in the center of the room sits a young woman with blonde hair, well-groomed and polished, quite becoming, and it both puzzles and encourages me. That a woman can have a career other than the common one.

      “I’m here for the audition,” I announce.

      After she takes one look at me, she pinches her lips together. Her eyes are a pearly gray, but whenever she moves her head, the shifting wisps within them betray digitized contacts. “You’re early.”

      “I know.”

      She rolls her eyes, the fog inside vaporous, and groans a little before motioning behind me. “I’ll set the program up. On the screens behind you, you will find a series of questions as well as a form to fill out. Once you’re finished, I’ll notify the nurse practitioner that we have an early candidate. Perhaps they can squeeze you in.”

      She resents the extra work my presence demands. Showing up early was Neil’s idea. Even if it’s an entire day early. If my profile hits Force’s desk first, he won’t bother with any other candidates—at least, that is my brother’s prediction.

      “You realize if you leave the building or even this vicinity, we won’t hold your space,” the blonde woman notifies me.

      “I understand. I’m not planning on leaving.”

      It’s not like I’ll be able to stomach any food in the next twenty-four hours anyway.

      “I’ve met quite a few ambitious candidates in my time. I am one of them. I admire your resolve,” she commends me just before I turn around to occupy my time on the screens. I wonder why they aren’t volumetric screens or at the very least holographic, but I suppose Force saves those for the higher levels. Cutting costs where he can.

      The form itself is more difficult because I have to summon memories of my forged background. With Sky’s Sanctuary connections and hacking skills, he navigated his way into the Temple system to create a false profile for me. All my answers must line up with that profile.

      Birthplace: Augusta, Maine. Parents: Orphan—with my father’s penchant for lost girls, it’s a safe option. My background is simple but untainted. A girl with an orphan’s smile coming to try her chances in the big city. No other job prospects. Desperate and lonely with just a touch of bruising. That is what my father likes. The ones who are fragile enough to fracture without breaking completely—the ones who will endure. Like my mother.

      Now, for the questions.

      I take my time, but I don’t have to. My answers aren’t even rehearsed, even though Sky showed me the application questions beforehand. I know my father too well. Questions like: Why do you wish to meet Director Force? What will you look forward to most during your visit? How will you please Director Force?

      The answers come naturally to me. First, I appeal to his sense of pride and ego but with a tint of longing.

      
        	1.  Why do you wish to meet Director Force?

      

      As the director who achieved the most fame to the Temple overnight, Force must wear his power like his cologne—not heavy but just enough to lure even the most unconvinced skeptic to his success. I can only hope to bask in the scent of him.

      I adorn my answers like my mother would.

      
        	2.  What will you look forward to most during your visit?

      

      Just him.

      I say nothing regarding the penthouse, but I leave him hanging, wondering about the possibilities.

      
        	3.  How will you please Director Force?

      

      I will please him however he desires. This is his Temple, and I am merely his guest. And a guest must show her gratitude.

      The Garden taught me how to hold the poison on my tongue just long enough before spitting it out. I never swallow.

      After several more questions, I submit the application, and the blonde secretary stands and exits through a door to the left of the lobby desk. I wonder if it’s a medical testing center. My assumption is confirmed when she returns with a nurse practitioner.

      “You’re in luck. We have one available,” the secretary announces. “The graphickers won’t be here until tomorrow, but you may get your medical test out of the way.”

      This level boasts of a world-class medical center. I imagine there are multiple within the Temple. On my way to a private room, I glimpse a waiting center filled with Temple girls, multiple rooms—some with closed doors and others open to reveal medical equipment and beds, nurse’s stations, and even a lounge where a piano hologram plays.

      The practitioner is a man. Late forties, I’d wager, but with medical scrubs and ID tag. But after we enter the room and he directs me into the hospital gown before motioning for me to lie on the medical bed, I have to close my eyes and swallow a quaking breath or two.

      “Have you ever been tested before?” the nurse asks, approaching with a digital instrument, his medical mask already in place.

      Not awake. I think of the Glass Districts, of the hospital before the Immortal Treatment. “No.”

      “It’s a remarkably simple procedure. You may feel a slight discomfort but no pain.”

      I like him. I like him even more when he compares different eras while he spreads my legs and injects the device deep into me. “You know, fifty years ago virginity testing wasn’t reliable whatsoever. This device reads if the hymen is broken—whether via penetration or other activities such as aggressive sports. It can also determine if it has grown back or stretched within the past twenty-four hours as well as picking up on any trace amounts of foreign fluids. Can you believe that in some cultures, they’d admit a water test where the girl would have to hold her breath underwater while a person walks a hundred steps? If she lasted that long, they would believe she was a virgin.”

      I snicker a little. I’d pass that test with flying colors. If he knew I had an Immortal Treatment implant, I wouldn’t be a candidate since it returns me to a virginal state within forty-eight hours.

      I hear a hum before the buzzing sensation erupts, but it only lasts a moment or two. A beep less than a minute later signals a negative reading for breakage.

      “I will log your virginity results into the database. You are free to change back into your street clothes and return to the lobby.”

      “That’s all?” I slide off the bed.

      “That’s all. Graphickers will arrive tomorrow. Selected girls will be taken to individual studios where you will get a chance to choose whatever costume you desire. They will photograph you and send your results to Director Force, who will choose the winner by the end of the workday. The winner will enjoy an overnight stay in the penthouse suite complete with private five-course dinner just after. Good luck, Sera!”

      I exit the room, not bothering to mention how I don’t need it.
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      I don’t even have a tough time choosing a costume. Dozens more girls arrive to compete. Some are turned away, and I know it’s because they didn’t pass the virginity test. I am one of the first ones led to a graphicker studio.

      To say the least, the studio is overwhelming with its 3D holographic surround screen, laser projectors in the walls, microcam wallpaper and flooring, and the racks and racks of costumes. Smart fabric for most of them. Lingerie comprises the main lineup. Lace, chiffon, silk, leather, satin—nothing is left out. One body scanner and printer rests near the costume racks.

      Donning his sensor gloves, the graphicker directs me to select a costume and then take my place in the center of the surround screen. Not leaving the room, he photographs me as I make my selection, using his sensor gloves. Without reservation, I adopt the numb Snow Queen I never got to play. I guess this is my Snow Queen exhibit. Removing my willowy skirt and the peasant blouse, I discard them to a nearby table and strip out of my bra and underwear. The graphicker slowly moves each gloved hand to the side for what I imagine is to zoom in on my faux face just before I approach one of the accessories tables and reach for two glowing moonstones, which I attach to my nipples. Next, I slip into some lace panties, ribbons dripping down my thighs in a teasing effect. Releasing my hair from its braid, I leave it crimped like a horse’s mane, wild and flowing as it brushes my back. Finally, I use what I learned from observing Dove and Magnolia and print the white paint I want before applying it myself. Most girls would use the body printer, but if my entire time in the studio is recorded, I imagine Force would appreciate the manual applicator. After rubbing diamond shimmer on my body, I approach the stool.

      Considering all the high-tech clothes with animated strings and even makeup, my costume is relatively simple. But I know Force. He puts on an extravagant display in his Temple. But for him personally, less is more. I try not to make myself sick at the thought of it.

      Up until now, the graphicker’s gloves haven’t stopped moving. He will select one main profile photo while Force is free to sift through other footage to his satisfaction.

      If there can be one benefit about my experience in the Garden, it’s made me all too comfortable in my own skin. Baring it seems effortless. And that notion is unsettling.

      Now, I become the Unicorn, striking the best pose I remember from my mother’s Temple photograph. Within a matter of moments, the shoot has ended. The graphicker says I can change again, his mind already elsewhere.

      Once I exit the room, I see lines forming with dozens of girls eager to present themselves to the challenge. Not one of them gives me pause. And when they announce the finalists, I’m unsurprised to hear my false name among them. The final announcement of the grand prize winner makes me straighten my shoulders, a smile of tentative obedience blooming to conceal the blood-filled rage hovering inside me.

      Time for Sera Verity to meet Force.
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        F a t H e r  a n d  D a u g H t e r

      

      

      In so many cases, the lines between love and hate are blurred. Not in mine. For me, they are intertwined, bound closer than fire and smoke, than wind and sea—than twin souls in a womb. Vengeance is my quest, but love controls the reins. Love for my mother and my real father—not my biological one. Love for the sister I don’t even know. Temptation to hate lunges into my blood, nose-diving straight for my heart, but my love is stronger. A love of ice and lightning backed by thunder. Wild as a swan. Cold as a skeleton. Because I am so much more than just Serenity.

      I am Swan, Skeleton Flower, Snow Queen, and Sera all coming together.

      Ruled by one—Serenity.

      “It’s by far the most expensive penthouse in the world. Force is looking forward to offering you a personal tour,” the escort announces, pressing the elevator button from the third level to the highest.

      Even with the increased speed, it takes time to reach the top of the world. At least the elevator music is tolerable. Better than the high-pitched soprano voice of the escort who keeps showing me information from the minicomputer implanted in his arm, which he waves around like a battle-axe. Even menial tasks require effort, producing sweat on his brow. It doesn’t surprise me that my father would choose someone like him as an escort. The thin, pinched man is a far cry from Force, who may be a devil, but who is an attractive one, nonetheless.

      The escort says he’s not permitted to step foot into the penthouse, and I wait for the elevator doors to open. There is a sensor slot, but whatever security system it hides cannot be opened by us. We must wait for admittance by whoever is on the other side. The double doors slide apart a few seconds later. I don’t even pay attention to whether they close.

      As soon as I take my first step into the multi-leveled penthouse with its lofty ceilings and endless windows on one side rounding to avenues unknown, my father greets me. Hands folded casually behind his back. Head dipped in a not-so-subtle way. Tailored clothes reminiscent of an imperial lord with crimson detailing etched into his black vest. Unsurprising my father thinks of himself on the same level as royalty.

      When I approach him, I notice the recent tattoo on his neck—the one inlaid with diamonds branded right into his skin. A moving tattoo of a diamond-encrusted serpent. Sera would be drawn to him. Serenity is more interested in the backdrop—a glistening waterfall streaming against a glass wall that stretches from floor to ceiling and disappears into the penthouse level above this one. The rushing sound is a welcome white noise, especially when my father addresses me.

      “Welcome to my world, Miss. Verity. I can’t tell you what a pleasure it is to meet you.” He exaggerates a mock bow and scoops up my hand, but instead of kissing my knuckles as I expect, Force draws me closer and brushes his lips across mine. A feather-light kiss…but a kiss all the same.

      The butterflies in my stomach all regurgitate vomit, but I must swallow it.

      I adopt a smile. Not one that swoons but one that measures and treasures as if grateful he is all I imagined he would be. What I would rather focus on is the glowing swan imprint that has been engraved into the waterfall’s backdrop. A second later, the swan’s wings begin to move, fluttering up and down.

      I turn back to Force, who compliments me. “I was impressed by your profile and the theme you touched on in your photography. It tempted me beyond compare,” he expresses, finally releasing my hand. I let it hover just above his palm, playing at yearning.

      “Very encouraging to hear.”

      I say nothing else. My mother is a woman of little words. She doesn’t need much, considering how striking her presence is. Like me, she can woo any man into her embrace, but through opposite methods. Our styles couldn’t be more different.

      “Would you care for a tour first?” Force gestures to the penthouse.

      I adopt a coy motion, tucking my hair behind my ear. “This is my first time in the Temple. Whatever you think is best…Director Force?”

      “Simply Force will do.” He settles a hand on my lower back, and I try not to wince at the touch that feels more like porcupine needles slowly sinking into my flesh. Come to think of it, my mother never mentioned his first name in any journal passage. There are no records as such either. In the news, he’s always referred to as Force. His one name reflects his inflated ego.

      He guides me around the hallway, regaling me with the Temple’s reinforced structure and shatterproof glass, which could take the force of a bomb and not break. More animated Swan art echoes on the walls until we arrive in the main penthouse area where a glass piano plays on its own. Off to my left and right are two winding glass staircases connecting the upper and lower level rooms―which are entertainment and dining areas―to the intimate living quarters and interaction rooms. Force leads me to the lower level. More moving walkways and glass stairways guide us into a tunnel. On both sides and above our heads is one great tank stretching down the linear, gargantuan hallway. Mesmerized by all the exotic species, I touch the side of the glass. Fish scatter on my movement.

      “Those are some of my favorites,” Force coos, curving down to touch my hip while gesturing.

      Little wonder Force would hire the greatest genetic minds for his own private use. Inside the next tank are miniature versions of whales. Much of the scientific community is at odds with such creations—earth activists staging many protests at the genetic abnormalities of growing smaller versions of such great creatures. Whoever is right or wrong is not my concern. And I can’t help but allow my heart to soar at the sound of the whales singing through speakers embedded in the walkway around us.

      Force leads me to a relaxation room next, just adjacent to the lobby. A glass table rests in the center facing a volumetric projector along with an inviting white couch equipped with sensors that mold to an individual’s body structure with matching chairs. I’d wager this room is used for business introductions. With the glass bar on the far side complete with drones for creating drinks, I’d suspect cocktail hour. Force orders champagne for us both, and it doesn’t escape my notice the drones are in the shapes of swans.

      “The patio off to your left leads to the glassed-in skyway that will carry any individual I choose to the other side of my penthouse.” At least Force’s hand joins his other now behind his back. Casual pride. “Four terraces for each one. Glassed in, of course.”

      The terrace would be much more welcoming if it wasn’t a cage.

      It’s like a giant snow globe. Of course my father would keep everything glassed-in. No opportunity for suicide attempts. No escape whatsoever. No chance to so much as feel the uninhibited breeze on one’s face. Nothing but the numb world he’s created.

      “At night, any one of these terraces can double as a planetarium. Perfect for cloudy nights. Below the conference room to your right is a private room with an interior pool and jacuzzi. Naturally, the Temple houses an infinity pool on the roof, but I prefer both options.”

      There is a sense of regality in his voice, but it’s a mad regality. Power unchecked. That is my father. He does not shy from it; he embraces it.

      We move on.

      The conference room boasts of sprite lights showing highest-ranking Temple models throughout its history. My sister is not among them. Much of the light sources function within glass spheres of assorted sizes and shapes, the highest quality glass I can imagine. Most of the décor appears new and evokes swan themes. Good to know my performances left an impression on him. It’s like seeing my symbolic ghost out of the corner of my eye everywhere we go.

      Force takes my hand on the winding glass staircase, and I smooth my other along the railing as he relates this level. “I reserve the ballroom on this floor for business or pleasure parties. The dining room downstairs will seat up to fifty. The end of the tour will commence on the roof where you will see the pool and the glass sculpture garden. I’ve arranged for a rooftop dinner,” he alerts me. “I thought you might be the type who would appreciate that.”

      His wink might be considered juvenile to anyone else, but I recognize it as a hint of crazy.

      “Afterward, we will enjoy a private massage followed by a swim and then dessert.”

      Part of me wants to ask why he doesn’t want to just get on with it, but that is a Serenity response. Sera will be patient, will cater to his every whim no matter how much I want to get to the bedroom and crush the contact lens into our final glass of champagne.

      A magnificent chandelier embellishes the air dangling from the ballroom ceiling, each glass ball hand-blown and tiny as a bubble to comprise a magical unity. Like they’re all holding hands and huddling against each other for warmth in the cold, lifeless suite. As soon as we enter the room, Force lifts a finger. At once, all the bubbles magically come to life. Through centrifugal or magnetized force, they begin to move, pirouetting and twirling in a borderline hypnotic dance.

      After some time, we finally reach the rooftop. More swan motifs up here. Despite the high glass walls on all sides, there is nothing but open air and night and starlight above our heads. Darkness only serves to accentuate the army of glittering buildings below us. Like foot soldiers with glinting swords ready to follow their sky-city general wherever he should lead.

      The Temple really is…seductive.

      A square table covered in a white tablecloth sits near the pool. Swan server drones bring forth the first course of hor d’oeuvres followed by the soup, entrée, cold preparation, and then a cheese course. As stipulated earlier, dessert won’t be served until after the swim. Throughout the courses, the Serenity inside me wants to gorge herself silly. After all, she’s looking forward to having the last laugh. But Sera would eat properly, grace in every bite like Serafina, though that’s always been difficult. I must remind myself to slow down and not to rush.

      All through the meal, Force asks me about my past and my raising. I spent hours training with Neil to ensure my answers aren’t rehearsed. It feels simpler to slip into Sera’s skin while still housing the real Serenity. The ease of it even encourages me because it means I do carry some of my mother inside me. She is who I need right now.

      Once dinner is done, my father takes me by the elbow and gestures to the staff members who appear, carrying with them two portable massage chairs. One of few areas where Force employs staff. They provide a blanket screen where I may strip off my clothing, but they are full body massages. I try to enjoy mine, but with Force close enough to reach out and brush my arm with his fingertips, it becomes difficult. Reminding myself of the poison prize at the end of all this, I stomach it, practically squash the lightning. The hot stone massage helps me to relax. Midway through, Force shows some amount of respect by keeping quiet and allowing Sera to relish the sensations. Perhaps it’s his way of seducing her, of lulling her entire body into relaxation so he may reap its rewards once she has let all her walls down. When she is fully ready to accept him with open arms.

      After the massage is complete, I rise to sit on the bed with the blanket still wrapped around my frame.

      Force holds out a hand to the pool, suggesting a late-night swim.

      “I have pool wear ready.”

      It’s a small comfort to know he isn’t requesting a nude dip. I wouldn’t put it past him, but maybe this is his idea of building up, of honing his anticipation. Changing behind the blanket that a drone now holds, I’m surprised to find the suit doesn’t accentuate my breasts as much as I thought it would. The white crochet lace bikini is rather fitting, sweetheart neckline understated and flattering with delicate lace detailing dripping over the sides of my thighs, freeing me to swim without having to be concerned if the suit will fall off.

      As soon as I slide into the water, I realize I’m in danger of shedding Sera’s skin. This is where I must be the most careful. Sera was raised in upstate New York near the mountains. No lakes or great bodies of water, unlike where Serenity was. My guise wouldn’t have had much opportunity to swim. I can’t descend underneath the water and let it compose my blood like I want to. No matter how much I want to stray to the deep end, I remain in the shallows and let the water nurse my chest and no farther. I focus on the glow of the pool spotlights and the synthetic candles lined in the corners and resting on tables around the rooftop.

      “Do you have a preference for dessert?”

      It seems strange he would ask such a question as my dinner preferences weren’t noted whatsoever. In any case, chocolate seems to be a safe option, but I try to wrap my head around Sera and what she would say.

      “What is your favorite dessert, Force?” I ask with a hint of a smile, circling my hands in the water.

      “I have a sweet tooth, I’m afraid. A rich indulgent cake will be just the thing for me.”

      So, that’s where I got my sweet tooth. Even now, it beckons. If I could have, I would’ve spent a five-course meal of nothing but desserts.

      “I will have a plethora for you to choose from. After all, there is no one perfect dessert in this world. The options are endless.” Is that supposed to be metaphorical?

      Force is a good swimmer. His arms pump under the water, driving it back, muscles in his shoulders expanding until he pauses to rest against the back wall. That’s when he motions for me to join him. Sera wouldn’t refuse, so I swim for him, but I try to take it slow, feigning a lack of ability with clumsy movements until I reach the wall alongside him.

      Force cups my chin. Turns it to one side and then the other, observing my faux face. “Something about you, Sera. I can’t quite put my finger on it.” He raises one index finger to the air in front of my face. “But there is something…something.” He almost singsongs the last phrase.

      “Perhaps you will know by the end of the night.”

      He thumbs my chin, purses his lips with a nod. “Perhaps. But I think I’d enjoy some dessert first.”

      After we’ve changed into our previous clothes, swan drones carry out tray after tray of dessert options from lemon truffles to sexy chocolate cheesecakes to opulent sundaes adorned with gold leaves and dusted with edible gold shavings served in crystal goblets with imported champagne caviar. Specially designed sugar swans complete the ensemble. As much as I want to help myself to a bit of everything, I dig my fingernails into my other hand to prevent it from sampling anything but a small truffle.

      Force, with his extravagant sweet tooth, helps himself to a blend of a chocolate cake with champagne jelly and rich chocolate pudding. His svelte figure would surprise me but for those moments I watched him swim.

      Dessert takes time, but I know what’s coming. I try to keep myself from trembling.

      Then, I remember. The graphickers, Finch and Raven, Gull and her abusive lover, Seedkeeper, Forget-Me-Not’s evicted child, and Cosmos’s dead child…Shane. Death is something I’ve touched. Strengthening my resolve, I think of my mother. I think of my real father. I think of my sister. Somewhere in the Temple. Time for me to deal death, too.

      At last, “Will you join me downstairs for a bath, Sera?”

      Just as Neil predicted, Force holds two champagne glasses in one hand, thin glass clinking together.

      The statement is so simple, so revealing. Time to stop stretching the anticipation. Time to stop playing games. Force knows what he wants. And it will always be on his terms, which is why he leads me to his bedroom where he can set the playing field. Neil was right about everything.

      Once inside, Force pops open the bottle of waiting champagne and pours two glasses.

      “Permit me a moment,” Force addresses me with a light touch on my shoulder. “I will run the bathwater and call for you soon. Feel free to get comfortable.”

      Code word for ‘feel free to take off all your clothes’.

      First, I lower myself to the bed, then remove the contact lens quickly and carefully so it doesn’t break too early. I don’t waste any time before slipping it into the drink. It dissolves instantly.

      I undo the ribbons of my blouse first, but take a sip of champagne from the untampered with glass to steel myself. Force returns a moment later. Not disappointed I’m not naked yet.

      “Celebratory toast first?” I play coy, smiling.

      Force returns the grin. Lifts the glass. So close. He taps his to mine. Three. Lifts it to his lips. Two. Blinks once, smile creasing, head tilting. One.

      “Oh, Serenity.”

      Zero.

      My shoulders don’t sink. His revelation doesn’t collapse me. On the contrary, it rouses me. Over a day spent with this mirage on my face, over a day spent with this pretend character, over a day and it was all for nothing. Lightning saturates my screech when I charge for my father. I know what will happen, but it is the only action that feels natural. Desperate to unearth Serenity and her lightning.

      Force’s hand comes down, flinging me to the floor so I knock into the end table. A second later, he breaks the champagne glass, grabs a chunk, stoops before me, and brandishes it at my throat.

      “You thought I wouldn’t recognize my own daughter?” he mocks me. “I had my suspicions as soon as I saw your profile. After all, you look so much like your mother.”

      I narrow my eyes and try to swipe the shard aside, but my father takes a clump of my hair in his hand and pulls hard. “But there is my spirit, yes.” He rubs his lips against the side of my forehead. I thrash against him, but he yanks on my hair again, eliciting a yowl from me. “It’s good to finally have you home, daughter. Would you like to know what betrayed you? I have spent hours studying every video feed of your performances. You could never hope to hide yourself in the water. You also never once asked about the Swan symbols. It’s as if you knew why. Any other girl, I would’ve taken right to my bed. It was a good plan.”

      I growl at him before demanding, “Where’s my mother, you sick, demented bastard?”

      Force stares right into my eyes, piercing them with his own replicas. “We both know you’re not ready to see your mother yet, are you? Not with this face. She wouldn’t recognize you like I did.” He drags his other finger down my cheek. I try to bite it, but he jerks my head back again.

      “The disappearance of my bounty hunter also made me suspicious. Should have known Neil would try something. That erratic boy always has a hidden agenda. It’s why I never considered leaving my empire to him.” He cups the side of my face, his hand like a chain while the other draws just a drop of blood from the shard at my throat. “I haven’t spent all this time as Temple director not to learn a few things. I may seem chaotic, but rest assured, my daughter, there is order to everything I do. I have no doubt you would’ve followed through with your plan even if he concocted it. You are your father’s daughter.”

      Eyes predatory, I hiss and bring one of my fists up, but my father grips me by the wrist to stifle my attempt. “A couple of weeks’ isolation will be just the thing to calm you down. And for that ridiculous face to fall off.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You will see your mother again soon. And that toadstool of a thief she calls a husband.”

      “My sister! What have you done with my sister?” I hurl the words in his face.

      “Ahh…” Force raises his brows. “Now, that is an entirely different question. With a monumental answer. One you will have to wait for.”

      Before I can say or do anything else, my father yanks me up by my hair, causing my scalp to protest in pain. Next, he gets his arms around me, hand gripping my waist and dragging me across to the room opposite of his where he chucks me through the door and slams it behind him.

      I try the lock. Smash my body against the door. I try anything I might get my hands on, but there is nothing breakable in this room. He has seen to that.

      Instead of speaking to me with a muffled voice through the door, my father instead cackles beyond the speakers.

      “I can’t tell you what an enjoyable evening it was, Serenity.”

      I kick at the door, frustrated. “What are you going to do?” He knows I’m not talking about just me.

      “Just as I told you before, daughter. I have plans for you. So many plans. And until your face wears off, you will remain in your room for as long as it takes. Pleasant dreams.”

      I pound on the door, slam my body up against it, but it doesn’t budge. Everything in this room taunts me from the swan paintings and chandelier far above my head to the white bedspread with tiny embellished digital swans that flutter wings and swim on the fabric. Even the curtains have swan details. Projected onto the ceiling are swans everywhere. It’s all too much. Suddenly, I’m far too caught up in my failure even to take the winding staircase down to the first level of my prison room. We worked so hard.

      Slumping to the floor with my back to the bed, I curl my knees to my chest and start to sob, muttering apologies to everyone I can think of. I apologize to my mother and Kerrick for failing to free them; to my sister for failing to find her; to Neil for failing after he did everything he could to get me this far; to Luc for choosing this route despite everything he gave up for me. Almost finished. I apologize to myself.

      Only one person left to apologize to.

      I say his name.

      “You never have to say you’re sorry to me.”

      I collapse.

      I soar.

      I sink.

      I fly.

      I ignite.

      The voice, it’s soft, muted, coming from somewhere above me.

      “Ser.”

      He says the one word, the one name he’s always called me just before he opens the vent shaft and drops into the room just a few feet from me. I don’t waste any time before jumping into his arms, wrapping my legs around his waist, and kissing him senseless even if it feels awkward with these heart-shaped prosthetic lips.

      “Sky.” I stare into his eyes, my fingers threading around his neck.

      “Told you I’d always be here.”

      “How?”

      His smile is more expansive than this sky city from top to bottom. “Kerrick’s schematics are very thorough.”

      It all makes sense now. Every word he’d said to me. This is Sky showing me like he’s always had to. Part of our never ending, revolving-door dynamic.

      “I’m here until the prosthetics wear off,” I explain to Sky. He needs nothing else. He already heard everything I’d confessed during my private apology seminar. “He said I’ll see my mother again.”

      “That means she’s alive.”

      “Can you get us out?”

      “That all depends on what cards your father plays.”

      He’s the joker in all of this.

      But now, I have an ace up my sleeve. Sky.

      Force may have planned everything down to the last detail. Our blood may bleed the same insane colors. Our minds might operate on the same frequency. But if that’s true, then he must have some inkling of how crazy his daughter will be. I will go above and beyond. I will defeat his expectations at every turn. I will show him just what a force of nature I can be. For once, lightning will compete on the same playing field. I will set the stage and name the stakes, which are higher than the heavens. Fully prepared to beat my father at his own game, I will bring down his empire no matter what it takes. I will topple the Temple.

      With Sky by my side. Just like he said, it will always be us.

      

      To be continued…
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        Don’t miss book 3 in the Uncaged Series, The Temple, coming April 22nd, 2019!

      

      

      Trapped by Force, Serenity is required to become Yang—the bearer of her father’s dark Temple legacy. Her new persona requires using a whip on her shell of a twin sister, but Serenity has even bigger problems. Most chillingly, a series of corpses with swan symbols carved in their chests. More than ever, Serenity needs Sky…and he will be there to protect her. No matter what it takes.

      
        
        Get your copy today!
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        	“This world grooms children.” Discuss how our culture grooms both boys and girls. How does grooming differ? Write/discuss examples. (The documentary Liberated: The New Sexual Revolution is a good resource for this).

        	“Too many black gloves on the street. Not enough strong, calloused hands like Sky’s to help.” Consider how the majority of men who are not sex buyers and who don’t exploit women. Discuss how much they could change the culture by speaking out and standing up for not just girls they know but for those who are exploited and trafficked. Do you believe silence in the face of evil is evil itself?

        	Serenity references how the minimum age for “sex work” was lowered after legalization and how fake ID’s are used for children. Discuss other avenues where this is the case. Consider the ramifications of legalizing/decriminalizing “sex work” in full. Will this protect children or enable traffickers to funnel them into brothels easier?

        	Discuss the scene where Serenity encountered Forget-Me-Not. Did Forget-Me-Not have a choice? Research the link between trafficking/rape and abortion. Can abortions from pressure/coercion/force while “in the life” be truly counted as choice? Research the demand for pregnant women and girls in the sex trade and discuss how this is related to abortion.

        	Serenity ends up involved in two related experiences with Forget-Me-Not and Chocolate Cosmos. Discuss her reactions. Were they negative? Positive? Would you have done anything different? Why or why not?

        	Magnolia addresses how buyers enjoy the fight and how shutting down can be the only method of control for a rape victim. Discuss this survival strategy and the negative perception of why some people accuse rape victims and those in prostitution of “asking for it”, “taking it”, or “enjoying it” simply because they didn’t struggle or fight back.

        	By now, I’ve touched on dissociation, Stockholm Syndrome, drugs, etc. Another survival strategy is the illusion of choice. Serenity recognizes that “to do anything else would be to reckon with the pain and the horror of their existence.” Rachel Moran delves into this in her book, Paid For and how industry girls use this as a survival strategy. Discuss how it has influenced perception of girls “choosing the life” and this current trend of “sex work”? In light of this, can consent be fully recognized or even known?

        	Serenity makes her choice at the end of this book. Discuss why. Compare Luc and Sky. Why is Serenity’s choice the better of the two? Do you believe Luc can be redeemed?

      

    

  


  
    
      Thank you for reading The Garden; I hope you enjoyed my book!

      Want to be the first to know when I release new books?  Here are some ways to stay updated:

      
        	Like my Facebook page.

        	Follow me on Twitter

        	Visit my website: www.emilybethshore.info

        	Sign up for my newsletter

      

      If you loved The Garden, please tell your friends about my book and consider leaving a review. Reviews are like potato chips; you can't ever have enough of them. Thanks for reading my book!" ~Emily Shore
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        Nita Belles: In Our Backyard: http://inourbackyard.org/media-publications/
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        Women At Risk, International: https://warinternational.org/
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