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      The world is spinning too fast for me to make any sense of it. Fear and desperation choke the air as a steady buzz of panicked whispers fill the background like static. The wind whips my hair across my face as I stand on the deck, the ocean crashing beneath me. A thousand eyes seem to be upon me.

      My fellow passengers are in chaos, their faces wild and terror-stricken as they grab supplies and flee from the horror. The ship isn't as full as it once was, but it's still crowded, and people race in all directions, panic spreading like wildfire. Everywhere I look, people are in a state of desperation. Some run, some cower, and some simply stand frozen, as if waiting for the inevitable.

      I search for Dad, and I feel my own panic rise within me. I see hundreds of faces, but none are his.

      Then I hear him calling out my name.

      "Abby!"

      "Dad?"

      "Abby!"

      Finally, I spot him across the deck, arms full of water bottles, and I exhale the breath I’d been holding. He motions for me to move forward as planned, and I dash toward the bread line, thirst scratching at my throat after a full day without water. Over my shoulder, I watch my dad weave through the crowd. He has that same look on his face he had when he told me about this trip—determination mixed with dread—and I know what's going through his head: We should have never gotten on this ship.

      Roger Atkins has never been a cruise ship kind of guy, but considering the circumstance, what could he say?

      "It'll be an adventure, I guess," he'd finally said, and he was right.

      "Next!" a woman shouts, and I move forward in line.

      I hand over my ration card to a lady with dead eyes. Children aren't supposed to be on deck when rations are dispersed, but I'm not most children. I'm sixteen, though I might as well be eighty. People frequently utter words like “last resort” and “little hope” when they think I'm not listening. One look at me and it goes without saying.

      I grab two loaves of bread and can't help the satisfied grin that washes over my face. We have water and we have bread. Everything is right in the world again. I glance toward my dad in triumph, but something else captures my eye.

      An eerie stillness has draped the deck like a blanket, and an icy chill runs down my spine.

      A man is wielding a gun. He’s pointing it straight at the crowd. My heart stops, and my breath catches in my throat.

      I scan the deck, but Dad is not where I last saw him. I don’t see him anywhere. Fear courses through me like icy nails, freezing me in place. I know I should run, but where? A single gunshot slices through the air—I scream in sheer terror.

      I am not the only one.

      Everything happens so fast. I don’t have time to run. I don’t even have time to think. One shot evolves into many. Bullets whip through the air in all directions. The man turns and aims at me and instinctively, I hit the deck. My vision blurs, but not before I see drops of my blood splatter around me. Liquid heat blankets my skin and searing pain rips through my stomach. Then everything goes dark.

      When I stir back to consciousness, the air is ringing with sirens and frantic screams. Burning pain radiates through my chest with every breath, and my pulse races, a reminder I'm still alive.

      One thought thunders in my head: find Dad.

      I push onto my elbows and survey the carnage around me. Bodies are strewn across the deck like broken dolls, some silent and still, others writhing in pain as fellow passengers scavenge their rations. The wood beneath them is drenched in blood, a river of red that covers the world in crimson.

      I close my eyes for a moment and will the darkness to take me. I don’t want to die like this, but I don’t want to live this way either.

      Someone tugs at the loaves of bread that I have gripped firmly, and my eyes snap open. A wild-eyed woman pries at my fingers, but I refuse to let go. “I have children.”

      “I am a child,” I bellow, clutching the bread to my chest. The woman turns and walks away without a word. Just once she looks back, for what I don’t know—I assume to see if I’m dead yet.

      I give her the finger. That’s when I see him wading through the sea of people, shouting my name. He doesn't stop until he's reached me. Relief is evident in his eyes, but they widen when he sees the scarlet stains on my shirt.

      Dad pulls me into his arms and whispers words of comfort. For a moment, all I feel is relief—relief that we are both alive.

      He looks into my eyes and smiles softly, “Abby, it'll be all right.”

      “My stomach⁠—”

      He reaches down and peels the blood-soaked shirt away from my skin. “It’s not that bad,” he says, after exhaling a heavy breath. “You're gonna be fine.”

      I nod. And stupidly, I believe him.
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        Eleven days earlier

      

      

      

      I clench my daughter's hand with a death-like grip as we enter the terminal. The weight of dread sits like a boulder on my chest, an ever-present reminder of my raging hatred of the ocean. And boats, I’m not a fan of those either, even though Abby has warned me about referring to it as such.

      “It’s a ship!” she hisses. “How many times do I have to tell you?”

      I shrug. “Semantics.”

      “Please,” she says. “For once, just be happy.”

      “I am happy.”

      “Well, you don’t look it.”

      I force a wide grin, baring my teeth. “There. How’s that?”

      “God! You’re impossible.”

      I can’t argue with that, so I vow to try harder. My daughter's dream is about to be fulfilled, and the only thing I can think of is that if I don’t tamper my anxiety, I am going to break her heart. Again. I have done all I can to prepare, but I still feel overcome with the feeling that this trip is a terrible idea. And now that we’re here, I am reminded why. Our lives demand order and calm. Schedules and routine. This place is a zoo.

      Not only that, but we couldn’t be more out of place. These people do not look like us. They don’t speak like us. They are not what you would consider even remotely near our income bracket. I don’t want to be a charity case. I do not want my daughter to be a charity case. And yet, I realize this trip is bigger than that. It means a lot to Abby, probably more than anything ever has. I tried to convince her she should choose somewhere else—anywhere else, but no dice. My sister says beggars can’t be choosers, but I don’t see it that way.

      “Is it me or is it stuffy in here?”

      Abby gives me a sideways glance. “It’s you.”

      I have the sudden urge to step out of line, to say thanks, but no thanks. I’ve seen enough. I have zero interest in pretending I’m someone or something I’m not. Not for a week, not for a day, not even for as long as it takes to get through this line. But then Abby looks up at me with a hopeful smile, and I forget the logic in my thoughts.

      “Come on, Roger. At least try to pretend like you want to be here…”

      It has never been more obvious that my daughter and I come from different generations. “Just because they can afford this,” I say, “doesn’t make them better than us. And what did I tell you about calling me Roger?”

      “No one said anything about anyone being better than anyone else, Father.”

      I point out the length of the line. I guess even rich people have to wait occasionally. “Why don’t we go grab a bite to eat? We can come back when the crowd thins out.”

      “It’s not that long,” Abby counters. “You go. I’ll hold our place.”

      My daughter knows better. She knows I won’t leave her, and she knows the point was to get her away from the crowd. “Never mind,” I grumble. “But just so you know, this isn’t my idea of fun.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      “What do you say we stay here in Miami? We could hang out on the beach⁠—”

      “No.”

      “Fine.” I hadn’t thought she’d change her mind in the five minutes since I’d last posed the question, but it was worth a shot. “Did I mention I hate boats?”

      Clearly, I am the only one who feels this way. Passengers everywhere chatter with excitement, except for the group of people kneeling in a tight circle, their hands clasped, murmuring words in unison.

      "What are they doing?" Abby asks, her voice low with curiosity.

      "No idea," I say. "Praying, it looks like."

      She raises an eyebrow. "Weird."

      “Yeah,” I reply. “Hey, as soon as we get through this line, let's go check out the cabin.”

      My daughter narrows her eyes at me. “I want to look around first.”

      “Cabin first, then we look around,” I say firmly.

      She rolls her eyes, and I'm glad there’s still a bit of the sixteen-year-old left in my daughter yet. "If you say so," she huffs.

      "I say so."

      “You worry too much.”

      “For good reason,” I tell her. “Who else is going to?”

      But she’s right. Despite all the reassurances I’ve been given, I’m terrified our bags won't make it to the cabin. I need to see for myself that they have. Before we disembark.

      My daughter needs the medical supplies in that luggage. Her life depends on it, and regardless of my pleas, the crew would only allow one carry-on. They didn’t come right out and say it, but it wouldn’t be a good look, me handling my own bags, considering the demographic they cater to.

      “We take care of everything,” they said. “Every last detail—you leave it to us.”

      The line snakes around, and as we edge closer to the ship, my mouth drops. Talk about detail. Its grand hull is decorated with a vibrant mural, and its dark windows glimmer in the late afternoon sun. A refreshing breeze carries salty air, and streamers dance playfully like ribbons in a parade.

      With a brow cocked, Abby motions toward the upper deck. The crew is abuzz with activity, hustling to make sure everything is ready for our voyage. Many of them are literally running back and forth across the ship. With a nudge, she points out that I should feel bad for thinking them inept.

      “About the worrying,” she says, “I wish you’d give it a rest. Otherwise we might as well have stayed at home.”

      I stand frozen in the security line, my gaze locked with my daughter's. We both know the risks that come with this trip, yet there's a steely determination in her eyes. I pull her close, wrapping my arms around her petite frame. She wriggles in protest, but I refuse to let go. She's my only child, and I'm never going to let anything bad happen to her. “You’re right,” I say. “The worrying, it stops now.”

      “Doubt it.”

      “You’ll see,” I tell her and leave it at that. I’m glad Abby is feeling more herself today, but one can only take so much teenage banter. We move through security and then onward to the window where our cruise cards will be issued. The line is long, and I’m concerned she needs to sit down. She’s been well these past few weeks, but things can change on a dime.

      “I’m fine,” she says, reading my mind.

      “I know.”

      We inch forward, and there’s some sort of commotion ahead. People press together and crane their necks to see what's happening. The crowd parts as everyone looks to see what all the yelling is about. I move to the center and can't believe my eyes.
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      A group of sunburned, highly inebriated men have a woman surrounded. They circle her like vultures. At first I think it's some kind of entertainment put on by the cruise line, but I soon understand what's actually happening.

      The men are incessant with their catcalling. When they begin pawing at the woman’s skirt, she strikes one of them across the face. "I said don't touch me!"

      The man cries out, clapping a hand over his nose. "You dumb bitch! You made me bleed!"

      His friends check him over, and riotous laughter erupts. But the woman's slap only serves to incite the men even more. They turn on her with a vengeance. I glance around to see if anyone in line is going to come to her rescue, but no one moves.

      I search for a crew member, someone in uniform, security to defuse the situation. But the only crew I see are across the terminal.

      "Get your hands off me!" the woman shouts.

      They don't listen, and they don't stop. The taunting only grows louder and crueler.

      "Boys will be boys," a woman behind me says to the man standing next to her. “Looks like a bachelor party. Hopefully, they won’t be too rowdy.”

      "Best we mind our own business," the man replies. “You see what she's wearing? She's asking for it.”

      I scan the terminal. The people off to the side are still chanting. The crew members are still nowhere in sight. The line creeps forward. One would think the security on these ships would be pretty tight, but I’ve watched my fair share of documentaries, and I know better.

      “Wait here,” I say to Abby.

      “Dad, no—” She takes a hold of my shoulder. “We shouldn’t get involved.”

      “We already are,” I say loosening her grip. “Besides, who else is going to?”

      “I don’t know—security?”

      “I don’t see security. Do you?”

      Abby pushes up on her tippy-toes. She scans the terminal. “I see a few of them by the entrance.”

      “Stay here,” I say and then I push through the line, dashing over to where the group of men circle the woman. She was attractive from the back of the line, but she’s even prettier up close. “There you are, honey,” I say, lightly touching the small of her back, nudging her forward. “We’re just over here.”

      The woman glares at me with a mixture of surprise, annoyance, and perhaps, finally, a hint of amusement. “Thanks, love,” she says, patting my chest. “But I don’t need you to come and save me. Look—I made him bleed.”

      I look from her to the group of drunks who are standing around her, now with their hands on their hips, equally curious and disappointed.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the man with the bloody nose demands. He steps forward, cupping his face, his blood dripping through his knuckles.

      “I’m—”

      My mouth is half-open when Abby splits through the crowd. “Dad!” she says with relief. She turns to the woman. “Mom!” She wraps her arms around the lady’s waist. “I've been looking everywhere for you!”

      “Look at her kid,” the guy says matter-of-factly. “She’s sick. Man, y’all oughta be ashamed.”

      Laughter ripples through them. But not the woman, Abby, or I—we just stand there looking at each other.

      Finally, a crew member arrives along with a lady in a Hawaiian shirt wearing leis around her neck. She points at the men. “It's them! These degenerates are harassing that poor woman!”

      “What'd you call me?” the man with the bloody nose snarls. He lunges at the lady. I step in between the two of them and hold my hands up toward his chest. “Easy,” I say.

      He steps back on his heel and balls his fists. I shield my face and brace for impact. But then his friend tackles him from behind. “You heard the man, Chuck! He said take it easy.”

      I watch as both men tumble to the floor and tussle about. Everyone watches. Another man from their group tries to step in, but he gets dragged down too. The three of them wrestle like a pack of wild dogs.

      The crew member nervously clicks her radio to call for help. A grim hush falls over the terminal. All eyes turn to the far corner, where a man writhes on the floor, contorting in pain. His agonized howls pierce the air. There is a collective gasp—even the men grappling at my feet pause in horror.

      “Looks like a seizure,” a lady behind me says. “But who knows? Nothing is ever as it seems. They let all kinds of riffraff on cruises nowadays…”

      Her companion nods. “Yeah. Believe nothing you hear, and only half of what you see, right?”

      It’s chaos everywhere you look. Hundreds of people trying to board, a medical emergency, and a group of drunks harassing a woman. I can’t say it’s what I expected, but it’s exactly what I expected. I can’t wait to throw it in my sister’s face.

      “Get off me, Dan!” the guy with the bloody nose shouts.

      “Say the magic word, Chucky-boy.”

      “Fuck off!”

      More laughter ensues until eventually the men extract themselves from the dog pile they’ve created. Chuck staggers to his knees and turns all of his drunken fury my way. I widen my stance. I’ve seen that look before, and I know this guy’s just getting warmed up.

      His buddies help him to his feet. He straightens his shirt and then brushes himself off. Then he turns to me, his face set. “You better watch yourself,” he hisses through gritted teeth.

      “I didn’t mean any harm.”

      “Yeah?” He stabs a finger into my chest. “Well, if I see your face again, I will fucking gut you.”

      I step back. “I don’t doubt that.”

      Abby tugs on my sleeve. “Come on, Dad. He’s just drunk.”

      The man glares at her. “I don’t care what your deal is, little girl,” he sneers. “I’ll take that oxygen tank and shove it right up your ass.”

      I square my shoulders. “That’s my daughter⁠—”

      “I don’t give a damn who she is,” he says, cutting me off. “If she gives me any more lip, I’ll fucking gut her, too.”
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      I emerge from the shadows of the dock, my suitcase in one hand and a hammering heart in the other. With only a half hour to spare, I almost didn't make it. What a pity that would have been.

      The salty air clings to my skin, and the sky is a deep, burning red. God, I love the ocean. There’s so much promise in its depths. It feels good to be back.

      An eerie silence drapes the harbor, broken only by the occasional creak of wooden planks and the incessant caw of seagulls.

      When I get onto the ship, a hit of white-hot anticipation runs through me. I can't help but be awed by the sight of the grand cruise liner, with its gleaming exterior and multiple decks. They’re all lined with luxurious amenities such as outdoor pools, hot tubs, and lounges. There is a magnificence to the ship that is not surprising, considering the price tag for the experience. An air of grandeur hangs over every corner of the vessel, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      The clientele that frequents the Grand Pacifica is an exclusive crowd, to be sure. The tinted windows gleam, and the deck is well polished, with the finest furniture and fixtures.

      My heart races as I look up at the director, an imposing figure silhouetted against the fiery sky.

      His voice booms across the deck. He means to sound cheery, but I can hear the air of foreboding as he says: “Welcome aboard!”

      I look up to see him standing at the bow, a smirk and a menacing glint in his eyes. He seems to laugh at everyone—as if he knows their darkest secrets and is daring them to take this voyage, anyway.

      Oh, wait. Never mind. That’s me. How stupid these people are. They have no idea what’s in store for them.

      “For the next seven days,” the director booms, “you will embark on a magical and wondrous journey. We will traverse the seas, explore new lands, and discover secrets that lie beyond the horizon. Are you ready for such an adventure?”

      The passengers cheer in response. What a joke. Once again, I am reminded that wealthy doesn't mean intelligent. Quite the opposite, I assure you. The thing about rich people is that they must be wowed. They’ll do a lot of stupid things in search of something new, something different.

      This director seems to understand this quite well. He knows he must offer these people the idea of something they've never experienced before and may never experience again. So dramatic the wealthy are.

      My heart flutters with excitement, but I also feel a sense of trepidation. I know that this grand cruise liner will bring me closer to the inevitable, to accomplishing what I set out to do, but I am wary of what I have to deal with in the meantime. People like this, being one.

      The ship’s whistle blows, signaling the start of the journey. Soon, the vessel will drift away from the dock and out to sea. I can’t wait to stand on deck watching as the coastline slowly disappears in the distance, pondering which of these losers I can pick off first.

      The boat rocks rhythmically, and I instantly forget about the nightmarish darkness and concentrate on the task at hand. The open waters fill me with a sense of optimism, and even though I’m surrounded by almost eight hundred idiots, I know anything is possible.

      A sensation of liberty washes over me, as if I'm truly alive for the first time in my life. I realize it's been too long since I’ve felt this way.

      Sounds of music drift down from the upper deck and break my trance. I'm not familiar with the song, but I'm not surprised given the garbage modern bands churn out these days.

      I climb the stairs and spot a stunning young woman in the corner chair, her journal open in her lap. I watch her write. She stops and looks out at the sea, but never at me. By the time I reach the bottom step, she's already turned her attention to her phone, her voice ringing out over the dreadful music.

      I stop and listen. It’s usually a person’s voice that is often the first thing that leads me to kill them. How else can I explain it? It’s an inner knowing.

      At first, her voice makes me feel nothing. Then she huffs and jams her pen between the pages of her notebook, and slams it shut. I watch her as she gazes out into the distance, and I appreciate the fire in her eyes. She's younger than I thought, no older than midtwenties, with brown hair and big, round eyes. Carmel colored, I assume, but I can’t wait to find out for sure.

      I hear her murmur something about "charges" and "someone breathing down her neck." She sounds worried and desperate, exactly what I want.

      She says, “I'm sorry I couldn’t stay. They started asking too many questions… You know how it is… The charges? No, they dropped them… yeah, but they're still breathing down my neck… I'm thinking of disappearing for a while… Would it really be so bad?”

      It’s not so much what she says, but what she doesn’t say.

      She falls silent as the person on the other end of the line rattles on.

      After an eternity, she finally speaks again. She’s concerned about something—or someone—back home.

      Finally, she whispers a soft goodbye. Then she stares out at the horizon for a long while before turning her attention back to the notebook in her lap. She starts to write—this time with more conviction than before, as if determined to exorcise some demon. That’s when I realize we have more in common than I thought.
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      As I push the door to our cabin open, a wave of relief washes over me. My eyes take in the incredible interior—a sumptuous sofa, beds lined with goose-down pillows, mahogany tables carved with intricate designs—plus everything I requested to make this week comfortable for Abby.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I see two security guards standing at the entrance to the hallway. After the altercation in the terminal, we were given a personal escort to our cabin, along with welcome drinks. An icy glass of whiskey for me and a Shirley Temple with a maraschino cherry for Abby.
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redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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