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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Dr. Omar Bell sat at the head of the conference table, glancing at each of his co-conspirators as they entered the room.   Some were true believers.  Like Bell, they understood the cause, and were willing to give everything to see it through.  Others were mercenaries whose loyalty went only so far as their next payment.  
 
   It doesn’t matter, he thought.  So long as they do their jobs.
 
   Just as their motivations were disparate, so too were their backgrounds, cultures, and ethnicities.  He couldn’t afford to be picky when no less than the fate of the world stood in the balance.  No – he needed the best, personal prejudices be damned.
 
   Once everyone had arrived, he stood, and the light din of conversation died. 
 
   “Good,” he said.  “Now that we’re all here, let’s get started.  I trust your arrival was without complication.”  He didn’t wait for a response, as he knew the details of each journey.  Nothing could be left to chance – not when his plan was so close to fruition.  
 
   “Now that we’re all here,” Bell said.  “Let’s get to the introductions.”  He pointed at the man to his immediate left – a short, balding man with half-moon glasses perched on his nose.  “Hector Silas is one of the world’s preeminent mechanical engineers.  He’s spent the past three decades working for various aeronautical engineering firms, and was the originator of the dispersal mechanism’s basic concept.  There’s still a long way to go, but we’re confident that Mr. Silas’ design will prove successful.”
 
   The man nodded, saying nothing.  
 
   Bell continued, pointing at the next person at the table – dark-haired, middle-aged woman with tan skin.  “Inara Valentino,” he stated.  “Is an expert in viral marketing, the manipulation of popular culture, and –“
 
   “So she’s an advertising executive?” asked one of the men sitting at the table.  Sam Mosely – a tall, thin virologist – had a sneering face.  “No offense, Bell,” he said.  “But what the hell is she doing here?  I know Silas’ work.  I know yours.  And Chase over there,” he pointed to an elderly man with a thick, bushy beard.  “I get why they’re here.  But her?”
 
   “Do you think people were born thinking cigarettes were cool?” Inara asked.  “What about gay marriage?  Transgender rights.  Do you think there’s even the slightest difference between all of those domestic beers?”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” Mosely asked.
 
   “The answer is no,” she said.  “That’s where I come in.  With what’s coming, people are going to need to be guided toward the right path.  I can do that.”  After a moment, she added, “With Mr. Dean’s help, of course.”  She nodded to a portly fellow with a thick mustache.  He wore an impeccable suit, and had an easy smile.  
 
   He stood, “Desmond Dean, Democrat from Indiana.  And I have to say that each and every one of you –“
 
   Omar cleared his throat, cutting the politician off.
 
   Blithering idiot, Bell thought.  But he’s necessary.
 
   “So,” Bell said.  “Since you’ve all been introduced, let’s get down to it.  I’m certain that you don’t want to spend any more time here than absolutely necessary.”
 
   Pacing, he explained, “You all know the ultimate plan.  We’re here today to discuss your role in the implementation of that plan.  Until now, you’ve only known pieces, and I’ve allowed you each to develop your own projects as you see fit.  Today, that freedom comes to an end.  We’re close – so close I can taste it – and we can’t afford distractions.  To that end, I’ve decided to take a more active role in the management of this project.”
 
   He continued, “For the past five years, we’ve been administering an inert version of our biochemical compound – disguised as various vaccinations and flu shots – to the world’s population.  Recent estimates put penetration at nearly ninety-nine percent.  Thanks to Mr. Dean and some of his colleagues, that number should increase to nearly complete coverage within the year.”  Dean beamed.
 
   “Of course,” Bell said.  “That compound is completely useless without the accelerant, which will be disseminated throughout the world as an aerosol via Silas’ dispersal mechanism.  After which, the changes will occur.”
 
   He pushed a button on the table, and a portion of the wall slid down, revealing a huge computer monitor.  The screen contained a world map with four locations marked – one in the south Pacific, another in Eastern Europe, one in Central America, and finally, one in the Sahara desert.  He pointed to the one in the south Pacific.  “This island is our primary research facility, but it also houses a manufacturing plant.  The other three locations are home to similar factories where the accelerant will be processed and the dispersal mechanisms will be built.”
 
   “We are not finished,” Bell said.  “The formula works, but when we split it into two pieces, we encountered a few hiccups.  Dr. Chase assures me, however, that the problems will be solved within a few months.”  He gave the old man a pointed look.
 
   “It will be ready,” he said.
 
   “So it will,” Bell responded.  
 
   Bell smiled.  “Assuming that everything goes as planned –and you all do your jobs, we should have global coverage – which brings with it a responsibility to manage the chaos.  We are not in the business of anarchy.  To that end, we’ve recruited Ms. Valentino.”
 
   He nodded to the woman, who stood.  She was quite attractive, if in an intimidating sort of way.  “As I alluded to earlier, people are easily manipulated,” she said.  “My team and I have developed a plan for social manipulation which will encourage people to embrace their new roles.  Again, with the help of the U.S. government – which Mr. Dean says he can push in the right direction – we’ll have full assimilation within two years of the Event.”
 
   When it was clear that Valentino was finished, Bell said, “In the meantime, we’ve planned a large-scale experiment – a dry run, if you will, whose purpose is to ensure that there are no surprises during the Event.”
 
   It’s real, Bell thought.  I’ve really done it.  So close – so very, very close.  A few more months…
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Riley smiled.  “It’s only for a few months,” he said.  “I’ll be back before you know it.”  He leaned in, kissing his girlfriend, Nicole, lightly. 
 
   “Okay, you two,” said his father.  “Break it up.”  
 
   “Oh, leave ‘em alone, Ramon,” said Riley’s mother, Diane. 
 
   “I still wish you weren’t going,” said Nicole, pulling away.  “I mean, there have to be opportunities here, right?  Why do you have to go halfway around the world?”
 
   Riley’s shoulders drooped.  “I’ve told you a thousand times, babe,” he said.  “I can’t pass this up.  Do you have any idea how much I owe in student loans?  After graduate school, it’s in the high six figures.  That’s a lot of money no matter how you slice it.  And they’ll pay it all off.  Just gone like that.”  He snapped his fingers.  “And on top of that, they’re going to pay me more than anywhere else I could hope to get a job.  I mean, it’s a no-brainer.”
 
   “Except you have to go to some deserted island, and work on something they can’t even explain to you,” said Nicole.
 
   “It does sound a bit suspicious, son,” his father interjected.
 
   Riley sighed, looking around the crowded airport.  Why couldn’t they see how big of an opportunity this was?  Not only was the money great (to say the least), he’d gain invaluable experience working on the cutting edge of his field.  People didn’t go to the sort of trouble that a project like this entailed without working on something important.  Why was he the only one who could see that he’d be stupid to refuse?
 
   Moreover, why hadn’t they said something more recently than when he was about to go through the TSA screening process?  It was like they’d decided to ambush him with a guilt trip.  
 
   “I, for one, am proud of you,” said his mother, Diane.  “And we all support your decision.”  She leaned in, hugging him tightly.  “That doesn’t mean we won’t miss you, though.”
 
   “Thanks, mom,” Riley said.  
 
   Her declaration had worked exactly as intended, and his father changed the subject.  “They haven’t given you any indication of what you’re going to be working on?”
 
   Riley shrugged.  “They didn’t say.  It’s top secret, I guess.  Probably something for the government, though.  All I know is that I’ll be working for Dr. Bell.  And he’s the real deal, dad.  Nobel prize winner and everything.”
 
   “Be careful, son,” was his father’s reaction.  Only the barest hint of a Spanish accent remained, the only holdover from his birth country, Mexico.  He’d immigrated to United States nearly thirty years before, and had been thoroughly assimilated.  He’d even married an American woman.
 
   “I still don’t know about this, Riley,” Nicole said.  “It seems too good to be true.”
 
   “Does it matter?” Riley asked.  “I mean, really.  It doesn’t, does it?  I can’t afford to turn this down.  And if it turns out to be exactly what it’s supposed to be, it can be a springboard into our life together.  Think about it.  Less than a year from now, we can be debt-free, with a six-figure bank account.  I’ll have experience working with one of the most respected minds in the world, and you’ll have finished your degree.  This is everything we’ve always wanted.”
 
   “Except you’re going to be gone,” she replied.  “And you have no idea what you’re going to be working on.  For all you know, it’s a bomb.  Or a chemical weapon.  Or…or…”
 
   “Don’t you think I’ll leave before I do anything that’ll hurt anyone else?” Riley asked.  “You know me better than that, don’t you?”
 
   “I do, but –“
 
   “Look,” Riley said.  “If you don’t want me to go, I won’t.  Knowing everything that’s on the table, if you’re still uncomfortable with this, I won’t get on that plane.  So – what do you say?  Should I stay?  Or should I go?”
 
   “Of course you have to go,” Nicole said without hesitation.
 
   “Okay, then,” Riley said, checking his watch.  “Then I’d better get in line.  Getting through security won’t be quick.”
 
   He hugged his father, then his mother, who both wished him well.  Then he hugged his girlfriend, kissing her again.  “I’ll keep in touch as much as I can.  I don’t know what kind of security protocols they’ll have in place, but I’ll try to call.  Or at least email.”
 
   “I’ll miss you,” Nicole said.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too,” was Riley’s heartfelt response.  Another quick kiss, and he was off.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The facility is located on a forty-six acre sub-tropical island in the South Pacific Ocean, and is accessible only by boat, Riley read.  He’d read the pamphlet a dozen times, but it only contained generalities.  No specifics about the location of the island or their project.  It barely even mentioned the facility itself, except to label it as state-of-the-art.  
 
   “Not much help, is it?” asked his neighbor.  Riley looked up to see a smiling, black man with a beard.  He was quite thin, and wore thick-rimmed glasses.  Riley judged that they were about the same age.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “The pamphlet,” the man replied.  “I’ve read mine a hundred times, but I still don’t know what the hell I’m getting myself into.”  As if remembering his manners, he said, “Oh. Sorry.  Donald Morris.”  He reached across his body, extending his hand.  
 
   Riley took it, and shook, saying, “Riley Diaz.”
 
   “So how’d they recruit you?” Donald asked.  
 
   “I just graduated from grad school, and I guess one of my teachers put in a good word for me,” Riley answered.  “To be honest, I never asked.  When someone offers you a job right out of school, you don’t ask too many questions.”
 
   “Especially when they’re offering to pay off your student loans,” Donald said, grinning.  “I just hope they looked at my loans before they tendered the offer, because, between you and me, I don’t think I’m worth that much.”
 
   Riley laughed.  “Me either.  So are you a mechanical engineer too?”
 
   The man shook his head.  “Electrical.  M.I.T.  You?”
 
   “Cal Tech,” Riley answered.  “I think we’re supposed to deride each other’s education, now.  You know – M.I.T. sucks, and all that.”
 
   “Right,” Riley said.  “If it’s all the same to you, we can skip it.”
 
   After a few minutes of empty chat, Donald pointed to the in-flight move.  “What do you reckon?  Worst movie in the past five years?”
 
   “Maybe the last decade,” Riley responded, grinning.  
 
   The comment sparked a long conversation about movies which quickly spread to books, video games, and music.  Before long, it became clear that the two had quite a lot in common.  
 
   After an hour-long conversation on Electronic Dance Music (which both hated), Riley said, “If we’re lucky, we’ll be working together.”
 
   “We can hope,” Donald replied.  “I mean, it’s likely isn’t it?  How many people could they possibly be bringing in?”
 
   “I’m not supposed to say anything,” Riley said.  “But my interviewer let slip that there are going to be hundreds of engineers and chemists working on the project.  So it’s not a sure thing.”
 
   “So what do you think we’ll be working on?” Donald asked.  “Because that sort of investment – just the student loans, salaries, and living expenses adds up to millions of dollars.  And that doesn’t even cover the facility.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Riley answered.  “Must be something to do with the government, I think.  That’s the only thing that makes sense, right?  I looked Bell up, and there was nothing about a massive fundraising venture – and you know how hard it is to keep that sort of thing quiet.  So it has to be the government, right?”
 
   “Probably,” Donald agreed.  “But if it’s a weapon, I’m out.  I didn’t sign up for that.”
 
   “Me either,” was Riley’s response.  
 
   By the end of the long flight, Donald and Riley had become fast friends.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “As you no doubt know, my name is Dr. Omar Bell,” the man said.  He stood at the top of a lecture hall, behind a podium.  From what Riley could see, he was a bald, black man of middling height and an average build.  He could just see the glint of the man’s glasses.  “I won’t go through my accomplishments.  As most of you have done your research, you know what I’ve done.  You know who I am.  No further introduction is necessary.”
 
   Donald elbowed Riley in the ribs.  “Seems like a weird guy,” he whispered.  Riley didn’t pay his new friend any attention.  
 
   “As to the facility, you were all given orientation pamphlets,” the doctor said.  “By design, however, it was quite vague.  What we’re doing here is not something we want the entire world to know about…yet.”
 
   “That sounds ominous,” Donald said.  
 
   “Shut up,” Riley whispered in response.  
 
   “As the pamphlet said, you are on a forty-six acre island, located in the South Pacific,” Bell explained.  “And as you found out last night, it is accessible only by boat.”
 
   It was true – Riley, Donald, and about fifty others were transported via what seemed like a repurposed oil rig supply boat from the New Zealand mainland.  After a four hour ride, they finally reached the island in the middle of the night, and were quickly escorted to a temporary dormitory.  
 
   “But what the pamphlet did not say is that this island houses one of the most advanced research and development centers in the world, coupled with a manufacturing plant,” Bell said.  “All two-hundred and sixteen of you will work in research and development, while the manufacturing plant will be populated in a few months, depending on how quickly you all do your jobs.”
 
   Why is he dancing around why we’re here?  Riley wondered.
 
   After a few minutes spent explaining the logistics of the island – they’d be sorted into permanent apartments later that day, and would be put to work the following morning – Bell finally answered the question of why they’d been brought to the island in the first place.
 
   “Every year,” Bell said.  “Millions of people die from completely preventable diseases.  In the developed world, we take our vaccines for granted.  But in the third world, people rarely have access to clean water, much less the latest vaccines.  I want to change that.”
 
   He continued, “To that end, I’ve spent the last five years working with various virologists to develop what I’ve dubbed a ‘super-vaccine.’  I know, I know – the name needs work, but I’m a scientist, not a marketing executive.  Either way, it’s a chemical cocktail of vaccines – some of which are commonly used today, like the polio vaccine.  Others, like recently developed vaccines for rabies and influenza, aren’t even available to the general public yet.  What I’m talking about is a means of eradicating the threat of most of the most deadly viruses in the world.  And you’re here to make it all work.”
 
   A din of conversation broke out.  
 
   “I don’t know anything about viruses or vaccines,” Riley stated.  Donald agreed.
 
   “Some of you are chemists,” Bell said.  “Others are engineers.  None of you know anything about viruses or vaccines.  And that’s the point.  The vaccines have already been developed.  You’re here to help disseminate it.  To that end, the engineers will be working under Hector Silas.  I’m sure you’ve all heard of him.  And the chemists will be working with Dr. Mark Chase who, while not nearly as famous, is equally capable.”
 
   Indeed, Riley had heard of both men.  Silas was a legend amongst mechanical engineers, having been responsible for some of the most influential designs in aeronautics.  
 
   Bell continued, “The basic plan is this.  Chemists will work towards breaking the vaccine down into an airborne form while the engineers will help develop a means of disseminating it quickly over third-world countries.  The basic designs are there; you need only perfect it.”
 
   It was a noble goal, Riley thought.  Even if it seemed a bit fanciful.  But with the names behind the project – Bell was a Nobel Prize winner, after all – it held at least some legitimacy.  
 
   “As I said earlier,” Bell stated.  “You will be assigned living quarters at the end of this orientation.  In addition, you will be given the background material, current designs, and project goals. I don’t think I need to tell you that the expectation is for you to be up to speed by the time you report for work tomorrow morning.”
 
   Riley’s mind was already running wild, coming up with a dozen different plans for accomplishing the stated goal.  
 
   “In the meantime, you’re all required to undergo a thorough physical,” Bell said.  “If you have questions, please, address them to your project leaders tomorrow.  Good luck.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Riley rubbed his eyes, and looked at his watch.  It read 2:35 A.M.  Was it really so late?  He’d been working non-stop for almost twelve hours, and had accomplished very little.  Looking up, he saw that he was alone in the workshop, which housed all sorts of high-tech equipment, computers, and tools.  Everyone else had gone back to their quarters for the night.  Vaguely he remember saying goodnight to a few of them, but he’d been so focused that he barely even noticed.
 
   After orientation, they had been ushered to the island’s medical facility which, just like everything else on the island, seemed to be state-of-the-art.  There, he’d received a bevy of shots (vaccinations for some of the more potent diseases native to that part of the world), and had been put through a comprehensive physical.  They confirmed his medical records and parentage.  In addition, they measured nearly everything on his body – including his height, weight, body dimensions, and even penis size.  He knew it was strange, but was unwilling to make a scene.  If they wanted to measure him, then by God, they could measure him.  
 
   Once he’d been poked, prodded, and had his blood taken, he was escorted to his assigned quarters – a one-room apartment, complete with a small kitchen, bathroom and living area.  There, he found a dossier containing details of the project, which he immediately began to commit to memory.  It was fascinating stuff, but as he examined the designs, he noticed a half dozen areas ripe for improvement.  By the time he went to bed, Riley was confident in his ability to solve any problem that came his way.
 
   Such is the nature of youthful overconfidence that he couldn’t have been more wrong – as his project leader, Mr. Silas, quickly pointed out.  Each of Riley’s supposed improvements to the design were met with Silas’ droning voice telling him just how wrong he was and why.  To his relief, though, Riley wasn’t the only hot-shot who thought he’d solve the device in a matter of hours.  
 
   After it became apparent that none of them could provide the solution, Silas explained that they’d be divided into clusters who would work on fixing the problems (there were quite a few).  Whichever team provided the first working prototype (which met all of Silas’ criteria) would have their pay doubled.  
 
   Determined to be part of the successful team, Riley spent nearly every waking hour in his lab.  Luckily, he’d been paired with Donald, so at least he had one person he got along with.  Their team consisted of Felicia – a thickset, redheaded mechanical engineer – and Calvin – a tall, thin white man with freckles, thick glasses, and a grating air of superiority.  Luckily, though, they all seemed to work together fairly well, and had made some progress in the few days since they’d begun in earnest.
 
   “Still here, huh?” came Donald’s voice.  Riley turned around in surprise to see his friend leaning against the doorframe.  
 
   “Oh,” Riley said.  “I thought you’d gone to bed.”
 
   “Just a nap,” Donald said.  “The way I figure it is that we’re all smart.  Everybody here can solve this.  What’s going to separate us from the other teams is the amount of work we put in.  And I refuse to be the one to slack off.”
 
   “Right,” Riley said.  “The money’s one thing, but think about all the people we’re going to help.  This project, it could change the world, you know?”
 
   “Fuck that,” Donald said.  “I’m in it for the money.  I mean, it’s all well and good if I’m helping someone too, but I’ve got bills, man.  I’ve got a life back home, and that life doesn’t work unless I get paid.”
 
   Riley nodded.  “There’s that, I guess.”
 
   “What about you?  Anyone waiting on you back home?” Donald asked.
 
   “My girlfriend, Nicole,” Riley answered.  “You?”
 
   “Believe it or not, I’ve got a son,” Donald said.  “Damien.  He’s going to be two next month.”
 
   “And his mom?” Riley asked.
 
   “In jail, actually,” Donald said.  “Crazy bitch actually tried to steal my mother’s identity, if you can believe it.  I mean, I knew she was off, but…well, when she got pregnant, I thought I’d do the right thing.  We were only married for about six months before I found out she was cheating on me.  And then she went to jail, so…well…anyway, that’s when I got this opportunity.  So what about you and your lady?  Any future there?”
 
   “I’m going to marry her,” Riley answered.  “As soon as this is all over.”
 
   “You seem pretty confident there,” Donald said, grinning.  “How’d you two meet?”
 
   “In school,” Riley said.  “It’s not a great story, really.  I was a T.A., and I saw her in one of my classes.  I asked her out, and well, things just clicked, you know?”
 
   Donald nodded.  “So that’s what this is for you, huh?  This is how you’re going to start your life together.  That’s great.  Good motivation.”
 
   “But we’ve got a long way to go,” Riley said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Riley sat in a chair on his patio, staring out at the ocean while sipping a beer.  The ever-present salt hung in the air, and he could hear the soft crash of the waves as they cascaded into the pristine beach.  
 
   “It really is beautiful, isn’t it?” asked Donald, who occupied the chair next to Riley.  
 
   Riley shrugged.  “It’s okay, I guess,” he said noncommittally.  
 
   “Quit pouting,” Donald stated.  “It won’t get you back in the lab any quicker.  Just try to enjoy the fact that you’re in paradise drinking a cold beer.”
 
   “It’s stupid, though,” Riley said.  “I don’t understand how they expect us to work at peak efficiency if they won’t even let us in the lab.  Mandatory breaks – maybe some people need them, but I don’t.  I work better when I can focus.  I’m an obsessive.  That’s how I operate.”
 
   Donald laughed.  “You really believe that, don’t you?  You know you were making mistakes.  Just the other day, I had to correct two separate equations, and –“
 
   Ignoring his friend’s logic, Riley spoke over him.  “How are we supposed to get ahead?  We’re all smart.  We’re all capable.  What’s going to separate us from the rest of the pack is our work ethic.  Without that, it’s down to luck.  That’s bullshit, and you know it.”
 
   There was no persuading him, so Donald let Riley’s rant continue for a few more minutes.  It did seem a little odd, though Donald would never admit it to his friend.  They’d instituted an island-wide rule that limited their workday to ten hours, citing an idea that rested scientists were more productive scientists.  If that were the case, however, why hadn’t they imposed those limitations from the first day?  
 
   “They’re rigging the game,” Riley insisted – not for the first time.  He was convinced that Bell and his management staff were involved in conspiratorial manipulation – to what end, he couldn’t say.  “Mark my words, there’s something going on here that’s not what it seems.  This whole contest – and that’s what it is, no matter what you call it – it’s not efficient.  The only reason they’d do it is if there was something else going on.”
 
   Donald drained his beer.  Deciding not to engage Riley’s conspiracy theory, he simply asked, “You want another beer?”
 
   “No, I –“ Riley’s voice cracked.  He cleared his throat, and said, “No, I don’t –“ 
 
   Riley’s face reflected the panic flooding his mind as he cleared his throat again.  “I…I don’t…”  
 
   Donald felt a twinge of panic as well.  His friend’s deep voiced had risen several octaves.  
 
   “W-what’s…what’s going on?” Riley asked in a voice that sounded extraordinarily feminine.  He tried clearing his throat again.  “I…I…”
 
   Donald was at a loss for what to do, and said as much.  
 
   “M-maybe it’ll pass,” Riley ventured.  “Like laryngitis or something.”
 
   “I don’t know, man,” Donald said.  “Just go to the infirmary tomorrow morning.  I’m sure there’s an explanation.”
 
   He’d never heard of someone’s voice changing so rapidly, but admittedly, he wasn’t exactly a medical professional.  Surely the island’s medical staff would know what had caused Riley’s voice to change.  
 
   Riley let himself be convinced that it was nothing to worry about; Donald only half believed it, but he felt obligated to try to calm his friend’s nerves.  Finally, though, he had to say, “Look – it’s late, and we’ve got an early start tomorrow.  Just go to the infirmary tomorrow, and I’m sure it’ll clear up.”
 
   He rose, and said, “Good night,” leaving a frightened Riley alone.  Sleep didn’t come easily that night, and by the time the morning dawned, Riley had worked himself into a near-panic.  He quickly dressed, and went to the infirmary, which was a low-slung building nearly a quarter of a mile from the dormitories.  
 
   When he passed others on the way, Riley refrained from intoning his customary greetings.  Rather, he merely nodded, keeping his mouth shut, embarrassed at his condition.  However, he needn’t have been.  Dozens of people stood in line outside of the infirmary, and all had been similarly afflicted.
 
   “My voice just cracked, and…well…this is the result,” one man said, his voice’s register standing in stark contrast to his muscular physique.  A few others agreed, their falsetto voices backing up their stories.  Riley remained silent, though the fact that it had affected others soothed his nerves somewhat.
 
   After fifteen or twenty minutes standing outside the infirmary, a woman emerged from the building, and addressed the worried workers.  “Do not be alarmed,” she said in a British accent.  The din of conversation died, and she continued, “You’ve all been afflicted by a mutated version of the common cold which is native to this region.  That is the cause of the vocal changes.  You needn’t be worried, because while the virus is incurable, it is largely harmless.  Aside from the obvious, you may notice a few other symptoms – chief among them is weight loss, mild alopecia, and, as with all colds, an increased risk of sinus infections.  If you experience a fever, please, consult one of our doctors.  Otherwise, you may continue your work as normal.  If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to make an appointment.”
 
   Questions?  Riley had a thousand, but none seemed urgent.  A cold?  He’d never heard of a cold with those symptoms.  But then again, he’d never been to the South Pacific.  Without any reason to disbelieve the doctor, he was one of the first to leave.  There was, after all, work to be done.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “I’m telling you,” Riley said.  “There’s something going on.  I don’t know what it is, but –“
 
   Donald interrupted, “And you’re going to find out what it is?  Are you a detective now?  A forensic biologist?  Seriously, man – let it go.  We’ve got a lot on our plates, and we can’t afford to have you distracted.  Just focus on the work.”
 
   Riley knew that his friend was right.  After all, there was a lot at stake – his life with Nicole, his future – but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was missing something.  The vast majority of the scientists had been affected by the virus (close to seventy percent, by Riley’s calculations), but the medical staff didn’t seem worried.  In fact, the only steps they’d taken to combat the disease was to remind the island’s population to “wash their hands regularly.”  
 
   “You heard what the doctors said,” Donald stated.  “Once we’re done, and we’re back on the mainland, it’ll all go back to normal.  Besides, it’s just a voice.”
 
   That was easy for Donald to say; he’d maintained his deep, baritone.  He couldn’t understand, try as he might.  He never would.  The issue wasn’t necessarily the voice itself.  Riley could deal with that.  He wasn’t so vain that he put much stock in his voice’s register.  No – it was the fact that he’d grown so used to it.  After only six weeks, he could hardly remember his voice’s true register.  
 
   “But it’s not just the colds, Donald,” Riley insisted.  “I’ve told you about the disappearances, and –“
 
   “No one disappeared,” Donald interrupted.  “They left.  They couldn’t cut it, so they were sent home.  That’s all.  No mystery.  No conspiracy.  They just weren’t good enough.”
 
   “Oh?” Riley asked.  “So Martin wasn’t good enough?  The guy was a Rhodes Scholar.  They couldn’t even measure his I.Q., it was so high.  And he wasn’t good enough?  Or what about Mariah Thomas?  You know as well as I do that she and Casey were way ahead of us.  I swear, it’s like –“
 
   “They cracked, then,” Donald stated.  “Look – I don’t care why they’re gone.  And frankly, neither should you.  All it means is that there’s less competition.”
 
   “I know,” Riley allowed.  “But it’s just…I mean…”
 
   “Listen, Riley,” Donald said.  “I’m not sure why they decided to leave, and I don’t care.  All I know is that this, what we’re doing is important.  And I’m not talking about from a personal standpoint.  I’m saying that, on a global scale, this project is incredibly important.  Think about it.  Think about what Bell said – we could potentially save millions of lives.  And you’re whining because you got a cold, and a few people couldn’t hack it?  Seriously?”
 
   Riley wanted to tell Donald that he was missing the point, that it wasn’t the cold, that it wasn’t about the other scientists dropping out, but in the face of Donald’s argument, it just didn’t seem to hold water.  He agreed that their project was incredibly important, and as such, he couldn’t justify distracting himself with what amounted to trivial complaints.
 
   “And that’s not counting the personal rewards,” Donald reminded him.  “Or have you forgotten about what this job means for you and Nicole?  What it means for me and my son?  Because I haven’t.”
 
   “Of course not,” Riley said quickly.  After a moment, he said, “Look – I get it.  I really do.  And I won’t talk about it anymore, okay?  Let’s just focus on the work, and once we’re finished, everything will go back to normal.”
 
   “That’s all I want,” Donald said.
 
   Saying it didn’t quiet Riley’s mind, though.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  The internalization of his concerns only served to accentuate their effect on his mind, and he found that he could focus on little else during off-times.
 
   The work was a blessing, though.  While concentrating on perfecting the device’s design, Riley lost himself in the project to the exclusion of all else.  While working, he didn’t have to think about his new, soft voice.  He didn’t have to consider the fate of the drop-outs.  And for that, he was eternally grateful.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   He should have expected it.  After all, the doctors had listed it as a potential effect of the virus.  Still, it was a bit of a shock when, eight weeks into the project, Riley noticed that his body hair had all but vanished.  Rationally, he knew it had to have been happening for a while.  He’d been seeing stray hairs here and there for weeks, but he hadn’t put two and two together until he found himself staring at himself in the mirror.
 
   His body hair was completely gone – nothing but smooth skin remained.  Even his facial hair had nearly disappeared.  Despite the fact that he hadn’t shaved in nearly a week, only a few soft hairs sprouted from his jawline; he had no doubt that they would be gone soon as well.  Luckily, his eyebrows and the hair on his head hadn’t been effected.
 
   Having just stepped out of the shower, steam coated the bathroom mirror.  He wiped it, studying his seemingly softer face.  Was it the lack of beard?  He’d always been lackadaisical about shaving, after all, and it had been quite a while since he’d been clean shaven.  Or had his facial structure changed?  
 
   No, he thought.  That’s stupid.  It has to be the lack of a beard.
 
   Sighing, he decided to put it from his mind.  There was no point in dwelling on something he couldn’t change.  And he certainly had no intention of going to the doctor; it would be a waste of time, and he didn’t have that luxury – not when they were so close.
 
   He left the bathroom, and quickly dressed, absently noting that his clothing fit a little looser than he’d like.  Weight loss, he thought.  The virus strikes again.  Or maybe it’s the stress. 
 
   Either way, it didn’t matter.  He needed to focus on what really mattered – the project.  They’d made so much progress in the past few weeks, and were on the verge of a breakthrough which they expected to be a major step toward a working prototype.  The solution was tantalizingly close; in fact, Riley was sure that if he could only consult with a few of his old classmates, he could have solved it within a few days.  That, however, was strictly out of the question.
 
   A week into their stay on the island, all outside communication – email, phone, even internet access – had been severed.  Due to security concerns (one of the scientists had been caught leaking information), the only contact with the outside world was a strictly monitored communications station near the dock.  
 
   He’d been allowed one last message, which he’d sent to his girlfriend explaining why he wouldn’t be in touch, before he’d been locked out.  
 
   Even so, Riley was sure that they’d crack the dispersal mechanism.  The only question was if his team would find the solution first, or if some other group would beat them to it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Despite his overwhelming fatigue, Riley lay in bed, unable to sleep.  He kept trying to change positions, but couldn’t get comfortable.  All the while, his mind surfed along a sea of anxiety.  
 
   It should work, he thought.  We’ve done all the calculations a thousand times.  It’s perfect.  
 
   But what if it wasn’t?  What if they’d missed some minor detail that would somehow defeat the entire design?  Or worse – what if they’d missed something big.  What if the alloy was wrong?  Or what if the circuits were mismatched?  The dilution was off?  The results of nearly three months’ worth of work hung in the balance, after all.  
 
   Riley knew they weren’t far ahead of the other teams, so any setback would mean certain failure.  He couldn’t help but wonder if Donald was as worried.  
 
   Probably not, Riley thought.  His tall friend had been an absolute rock throughout the entire process, and often served to steady Riley’s anxious mind, helping to focus his wandering thoughts.  
 
   But then again, it was easy to be focused when all he had to worry about was the project, Riley thought, not for the first time. Donald didn’t have to deal with a changing voice.  He didn’t have to try to ignore the loss of his body hair.  And he certainly hadn’t experienced any weight loss.  In fact, Donald seemed healthier than he’d been when they arrived.  
 
   Riley envied his friend, and secretly, he wished that Donald could join in the misery.  He knew it was wrong, but he couldn’t help it.  Donald was always so smug, saying, “Just ignore it,” or “Focus on the project.”  While it often served to focus Riley’s errant thoughts, it also infuriated him.  
 
   If he only knew, Riley thought.  He’d change his tune.  Let’s see him deal with everything I do, and I bet he’s not so calm.  
 
   Even though they were on the eve of his design’s first test, Riley’s thoughts kept drifting back to the physical manifestation of the South Pacific Cold (as he’d decided to call it).  What if he didn’t return to normal?  While he’d grown used to his voice over the weeks, he was still agonizingly aware of how much like a woman he sounded.  
 
   What would Nicole think?  No doubt, she’d worry.  That’s what she did, after all.  But what came next?  Riley shuddered to think of her reaction.  
 
   And then there was the body hair.  In a lot of ways, his smooth, hairless body was more alarming than the voice.  He’d been a fairly hairy guy, so the lack of body hair was quite a departure.  
 
   Curiously, the weight loss wasn’t nearly as worrisome for Riley.  During college, his weight had fluctuated wildly (depending on how focused he was on his current project), and he’d grown used to seeing himself lose weight.  Still, the weight loss he’d experienced on the island was different in one significant way – it had affected his musculature much more than his body fat.  
 
   Probably the way the South Pacific Cold works, he thought.
 
   After a sleepless night, Riley’s grim thoughts were blessedly interrupted by his alarm clock’s irritating beep.  He heaved himself out of bed, and readied himself for the most important day of his young life.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “I don’t know how many times I can tell you, Mr. Diaz,” said Dr. Dees.  “You’re perfectly healthy.  The virus’ effects are merely superficial, and are most certainly not life threatening.”
 
   Riley wanted to scream.  He wanted her to understand that he wasn’t trying to be difficult.  Nor did he want to be a nuisance.  He only wanted to know what was going on, and how to fix it.  But clearly, he wouldn’t get anywhere with the doctor.  She stubbornly refused to see it from his perspective.
 
   “It doesn’t matter that it only really affects white males,” she continued.  “Because everything is completely reversible.  We’ve seen this a thousand times; you’re in no danger.”
 
   “But I’m not white,” Riley insisted.  “And this can’t be reversible.  I mean – look at me.  I’m down to, like, a hundred-and-twenty-five pounds.  And I swear I’m getting shorter.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” the doctor said.  “You’re not shorter.  We measured your height during your first physical, and you’re the exact same height now as you were then.  And when I say, ‘white,’ I’m not really talking about your race.  It’s more of a genetic abnormality common in Caucasian males that allows the virus to flourish.  Think of it like Sickle Cell Anemia in those of African descent.  It’s different, of course, but it’s the best way I can put it into layman’s terms.”
 
   He should have been happy; the prototype’s design had been a complete success, and had gone into the next phase of development.  Currently, the various teams were knee-deep in fine tuning the design.  The next step would be production.  He and Donald had done it; they’d beaten everyone to the punch, and had earned their rewards.  But the increasingly hard to ignore state of his health and physical condition invaded his every thought.
 
   Every ache, every pain, and each minor discomfort distracted him to the point that he was convinced that the South Pacific Cold was going to kill him.  Despite the doctor’s assurances that he was perfectly fine, his mind conjured a thousand ailments that would no doubt put him in the ground.  
 
   And then there were the disappearances.  More than a dozen people had suddenly vanished over the previous few weeks; each accompanied by the management staff’s assurance that they’d had emergencies at home, cracked under pressure, or simply asked to leave.  In Riley’s increasingly suspicious mind, the excuses sounded hollow and meaningless.  To say that he didn’t believe them would be an understatement.
 
   “You don’t feel ill, do you?” asked the doctor.  
 
   Riley shook his head.  “No, not exactly.  Just tired.”  He knew the aches and pains he’d felt were normal; he’d just accentuated their importance in his mind.  “And anxious.  The virus and the project – it’s a lot to process, you know?”
 
   The doctor nodded.  “We need you focused.  Dr. Bell himself has taken an interest in your well-being, and he suggested that we put you on a light dose of anti-anxiety medication.  Nothing too strong – just enough to take the edge off.”
 
   She wrote something on her clipboard as Riley tried to object.  Ignoring his complaints, she said, “Like I said, the project needs you healthy and focused.  Dr. Bell insists that you take the medication, or, well – you know the consequences of noncompliance.”
 
   Riley had been told that because of his increased importance, he (and his team) would be held to a much higher standard of rules – not least of which was an absolute compliance pledge.  The consequences of violating it would be a forfeiture of the entire team’s increased pay.  He couldn’t fathom being responsible for that, so he agreed to take the proffered anxiety medication.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “I guess we can alternate who gets the bed,” Riley said.  “Unless you want to give it up to me.  I mean, I won’t argue if that’s the way you feel.  I am a guest after all.”
 
   Donald grinned.  “Not a chance, man.  Not a chance.”
 
   Riley was glad that he’d grown so close to Donald; it made the move so much easier.  If he’d been forced to room with a stranger, he’d have gone crazy.  
 
   “Did they say how long this would last?” Donald asked, dropping one of Riley’s bags so he could open the door with his free hand.  He turned the knob, and pushed the door open.  
 
   Riley pushed past him, and gratefully set the bag on the floor.  The loss of so much weight had obviously affected his strength.  When he’d arrived, he’d easily been able to carry both bags.  “No,” he said, trying to ignore the fact that he’d had to get Donald to help him with his bags.  “They said that the infestation was pretty much total, though.  And with us almost being finished with the project, I wouldn’t be surprised if this is more or less permanent.”
 
   Donald shrugged, dropping the bag.  “At least you didn’t get bitten by one of them,” he said.  “Did you see Harrison?”
 
   Riley nodded.  He had indeed seen his neighbor, who had been bitten by a particularly poisonous species of spider that had infested his entire dormitory.  The poor guy, a British man named Harrison Graham, had nearly died.  His entire face was swollen beyond recognition, and it looked like he’d gone ten rounds with a professional boxer.  Not wanting to meet the same fate, none of the dorm’s denizens complained when they’d been forced to make alternate housing arrangements.  
 
   Still, he was glad that he wasn’t one of the poor schmucks who’d neglected to develop personal relationships with any of their fellow scientists; they’d had no choice but to enter into an awkward housing arrangement with complete strangers.  
 
   “How much longer do you think we have?” asked Donald.  “Personally, I think we’re getting really, really close to going into manufacturing.”
 
   Riley shrugged, collapsing onto the couch.  “I don’t know.  We still have to solve the weight problem, and you know we can’t finish everything until the chemists finish the vaccine.”
 
   While he didn’t know exactly how far they’d gotten, it had become clear that the engineers were far ahead of their counterparts, the chemists whose job it was to break the vaccine down into an airborne form while maintaining its effects.  None of the engineers had much contact with the chemists (they’d been sequestered on the other side of the island), and their progress was something of a mystery.  
 
   “Even when we finish our part,” Riley said.  “We still have to stick around while it goes through the first stages of the manufacturing phase – you know, just in case there are any issues.”
 
   “Have you seen some of the factory workers?” asked Donald.  Riley nodded.  “Did you know they’ve been here since the week after we got here?  Over a thousand people on the island, all told.”
 
   “Yeah,” Riley said.  “I saw a few of them when the…ah…virus first started to affect people.”
 
   “I wonder why they didn’t just bring in locals,” Donald said.  “I mean, I know the island wasn’t really inhabited, but they could have brought people in from the mainland, right?  It would have been a lot cheaper.”
 
   Riley shrugged.  “I guess,” he said, not wanting to probe the thought too deeply.
 
   “It’s just weird is all,” Donald persisted.  “There are a lot of weird things going on around here.”
 
   “I thought I was the paranoid one,” Riley said.  “I mean, I could lend you my tinfoil hat, but…you know, I’m going to need it back at some point.”
 
   Donald laughed.  “I think I can get my own,” the bigger man replied.
 
   Despite the joke, Riley couldn’t shake the feeling that Donald was right.  Even with the anxiety medication, he had to consciously keep himself from dwelling on the strange circumstances of his stay on the island.  Talking about it, however, would do little good.  No – he just had to finish his project, and get away.  Once that happened, everything would go back to normal.  
 
   As the conversation turned to more mundane things, Riley tried to banish the various conspiracy theories to the back of his mind.  And he was successful…mostly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Riley leaned back in the chair, looking around.  Anxious to get back to work, he barely registered the conversations around him.  Mandatory day off?  It seemed ludicrous, so late in the game.  He wanted to keep working, to finish the project, and to go home to his soon-to-be-fiancee.  But it seemed like, at every turn, management was conspiring to extend his stay long past its expiration date.  
 
   He sighed.  No – it wasn’t their fault.  People had been getting close to the end of their ropes, even with the limitations on work hours.  The day off was necessary, he admitted, even if it irritated him.  
 
   Glancing at Donald, Riley couldn’t help but blush.  They’d been living together for close to three weeks, and had had multiple embarrassing encounters – like the time he’d walked in on a naked Donald, who was drying off after a shower.  Riley’s eyes went directly to the man’s groin, and he couldn’t help but notice his prodigious manhood.  Those were the types of things that happened when two people lived in such close proximity.
 
   “I think we’re going to be out of here within a month,” said Felicia, one of the other engineers.  “We’re almost finished, and I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re in manufacturing by the end of next week.”
 
   “Next week?” asked Calvin, an electrical engineer from New York.  “Do you realize how many bugs we have to work out?  And that’s assuming that we don’t have to change the dilution ratios once the chemists finish their end.”
 
   Riley couldn’t help but notice that Calvin’s voice was higher pitched than Felicia’s.  They were so used to it, however, that no one made a comment.  In fact, it seemed practically normal.  
 
   He barely paid attention to the conversation as it went on, picking up only bits and pieces.  It didn’t matter, anyway.  The project would be finished when it was done.  Talking about it didn’t speed things up.  Besides, he was too distracted by the variety of people sitting around the fire.
 
   They’d decided that on the mandatory day off, they’d have a bonfire party on the beach, complete with grilled food (pilfered from the island’s cafeteria stores), beer, and good company.  In theory, it was a good idea – a perfect way to unwind.  But for Riley, it only served to accentuate how much the people who’d been infected with the virus had changed.  
 
   No matter what the doctor said, he knew he’d gotten shorter.  When they’d first arrived, he’d been no more than two inches shorter than Donald.  Now, though, he barely came up to the man’s shoulders.  And as he studied his compatriots, Riley realized that his case was not abnormal.  
 
   Of the ten people in attendance, four were white men, all of which had been affected by the virus.  Three were women who seemed unchanged.  Two were black men who were similarly unaffected, and one was an Arab who hadn’t experienced any changes.  As far as Riley could tell (in his limited experience), every white man on the island had been affected.  Women and black men were immune.  And the other races – Asians, Arabs, and Latinos – were hit or miss.  Some changed.  Others didn’t.  It was a strange virus indeed.
 
   “What do you think, Riley?” Donald asked.  
 
   Riley looked up, startled to hear his name.  He made eye contact with Donald, who smiled.  Riley inexplicably blushed.  “What?” he asked.
 
   “How do you think the world’s going to react?” he asked.  “Felicia thinks we’re going to be recognized by the United Health Organization.  I think Bell’s going to hog all the credit, and get another Nobel Prize.”
 
   “Umm…I don’t know,” Riley said.  “I mean, they can’t keep it secret, right?  And everyone will know that he didn’t do it all on his own.  He’s not an engineer.”
 
   “Steve Jobs had almost nothing to do with any of the technological achievements of Apple, either,” Donald said.  “But that’s who got all the credit.  Nobody cared about the people behind the scenes, the ones who made it really happen.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Riley said dumbly.  Why couldn’t he concentrate?  As Donald stared at him, waiting for him to continue, a few dirty thoughts sprang into his mind.  Riley’s heart started beating faster, and he felt his body temperature rise.  “Um…I mean…ah…I think I’m going to go t-to bed.”
 
   Without another word, Riley rose, leaving a confused group of people in his wake.  Vaguely he heard Donald say, “I guess he had a little too much to drink.”
 
   The others laughed.  
 
   Riley wished it were true, but he’d been nursing the same beer for quite a while.  In fact, he’d hardly drunk half of it.  As he quickly retreated from the bonfire, Riley did everything he could to ignore the thoughts racing through his mind.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Riley’s eyes fluttered open as he heard the door shut.  He’d chosen to sleep on the couch (it was his turn, after all), which gave him a good view of his friend coming into the dormitory.  
 
   “Are you okay?” Donald asked, his words slightly slurred.  “You left in a bit of a hurry.”
 
   Riley nodded.  “I’m fine,” he said, his voice taking on a sultry tone as he pulled the blanket off of his naked body.
 
   Why am I naked? 
 
   Rising, he said, “Do you like what you see?”  He’d spent the past month trying to hide his changing body, but he stood naked in front of his stunned friend, unashamed.  
 
   “I-I…” Donald began, but he couldn’t eke out the words.  He backed away, seemingly afraid, but Riley was undeterred.  He stepped forward, and with each step, drew closer to the bigger man.  Donald backed into the door with a thud.  “W-what are you doing?” he asked, breathing hard.
 
   Riley stepped close, his hand immediately going to Donald’s groin.  He was rewarded when he felt Donald’s hardening member.  “I think you do like what you see,” he breathed.  He squeezed the man’s penis, and said, “Or at least he does.”
 
   He let go, and smoothly dropped to his knees, leaving himself eye-level with Donald’s growing manhood.  Expertly, Riley unfastened Donald’s pants, and unzipped them.  Hooking both hands under the waistband of Donald’s boxer shorts, Riley dragged them down, freeing the dark cock.  He smiled, licking his lips.  
 
   This is what I’ve been waiting for!  This is what I want – what I’ve always wanted.  How could I have been so blind?  How could I have denied this?
 
   In that moment, staring at his friend’s dick, the fact that Riley wasn’t gay held little meaning.  Nor did his relationship with Nicole, his girlfriend, matter.  Nothing did, save for that moment, that cock.  
 
   Riley bent forward, his tongue snaking free, to caress the underside of Donald’s cock.  It tasted like heaven, sending Riley’s mind whirling into a furious hurricane of lust, confusion, and desire.  He grasped it around its base – it was so thick, so manly – and leaned in, his mouth parted.  He was on the cusp, his mouth poised so perilously, barely an inch away from Donald’s penis.  
 
   He was committed.  He was sure.  And as he found when he jerked awake suddenly, he was, in fact, dreaming.
 
   Riley sat up, sweating as he peered around the room.  Moonlight filtered through the blinds, coating the bedroom in a silvery glow.  His heart felt like it was beating out of his chest as he panted.  
 
   What the fuck?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I’m not crazy.
 
   Even as he said it, Riley could scarcely believe the statement.  He’d been to the doctor a half dozen times, and on each visit, they’d assured him that nothing was wrong.  He rocked back and forth on the examination table, his legs swinging with each movement.  
 
   A nurse entered, saying, “Take off your clothes.”  When Riley hesitated, she said, “You requested this, Mr. Diaz.  If you don’t want to go ahead with the examination, then by all means –“
 
   “No,” Riley interrupted.  “I’ll do it.”
 
   First came his shirt, then his shoes.  Off came his socks, then pants.  When he went to sit down, the nurse said, “Those too,” as she pointed to his loose briefs.  With a sigh, he slid them down his smooth legs, and put them into a pile on the table.
 
   He resisted the urge to cover himself – not because he was a man and she was a woman.  No, he wanted to hide the fact that his penis had shrunk considerably.  He needn’t have been embarrassed, however; the nurse didn’t even look at him.  Instead, she pointed to the scales, and said, “Step up here, please.”
 
   Riley did as he was told, and read the digital readout – one-hundred and seventeen pounds.  He’d lost almost fifty pounds since his arrival, but rather than the emaciated appearance one would expect with such weight loss, he knew that he looked perfectly healthy, if ill-proportioned.  No sunken cheeks.  No jutting bones.  It was disconcerting.
 
   The nurse motioned to the wall, and said, “Stand against there, shoulders against the wall.”  Riley did, and she made some marks on her clipboard.  He caught a glimpse of what she’d written.
 
   “Sixty-four inches?” he said.  “I’m not five-foot-four.  That’s proof, isn’t it?  I’m shrinking, right?”  Before the island, he’d been five-foot-eleven.  However, when he said as much, the nurse clucked her tongue.
 
   “Not according to our records,” she said.  “We have you at five-foot, five during your first physical.  Now, the inch could be a simple matter of spinal compression.  If you’d like, we could do an MRI to determine if that’s –“
 
   “Spinal compression?” Riley asked, disbelieving.  “Five-five?  I…I can’t be…I don’t…”
 
   Could he really have misremembered?  No, he thought.  That’s not possible.  No matter what they say, I know how fucking tall I’m supposed to be.
 
   “No,” he said.  “T-that won’t be…ah…necessary.”
 
   The nurse smiled.  “Good.  I’d hate to put you through all that trouble for something so silly.  Now – you have lost a bit of weight, according to our records, but it’s nothing too alarming.  Especially considering that you’ve been under the influence of the virus ever since…”
 
   Riley quit listening.  None of what she said mattered.  The doctors didn’t matter.  How have I been so blind?  
 
   He didn’t know what was going on, but he was absolutely sure of one unassailable fact:  nothing on the island was what it seemed to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Riley sat at the table, huddled over his laptop, trying to ascertain the nature of his employer’s goals.  Luckily, before he’d come to the island, he’d employed one of his friends to gather information on Bell’s past.  He’d intended to look it over on the plane, but when he’d met Donald, that plan had gone out the window.  Until his latest doctor’s visit, however, he’d largely forgotten that the downloaded files were still sitting on his hard drive. After all, he already knew what the project was about (the original goal had been to try to figure out what that might be).  
 
   After he’d left the doctor, Riley’s mind whirled, and by the time he arrived back at the dormitory he shared with Donald, he’d convinced himself that everything was connected somehow.  The project, the virus, the workers, the disappearances – they were all part of the same story, and he was determined to figure out what it all meant.
 
   Quickly, he flipped through Bell’s accomplishments – those were well-known.  He started with the Nobel Prize (for a co-venture with a young biochemist named George Robinson which helped revolutionize the treatment of leukemia); Robinson and Bell had developed the treatment process together, but Bell had claimed all of the credit.  Robinson had been content to stand in the background, and reap the financial rewards.  Curiously, the younger scientist had mysteriously disappeared the year before the island project began.
 
   Bell had held various teaching positions, but none lasted long.  Most of his colleagues had called him “difficult” or “eccentric.”  Riley breezed through the surface-level information.  Nothing would be on the top; he was determined to dig deeper, to find the real Omar Bell.  
 
   That’s when he found the video.  
 
   He launched it, and saw a much-younger Bell standing behind a podium in what appeared to be a large warehouse with a crowd exclusively populated by black men and women.  
 
   “I have been enslaved,” he began, his voice carrying throughout the entire warehouse.  “Oppressed.  Exploited.  I am exactly what white America wants me to be – useful, but quiet.  Bound and chained, but creative.  Enslaved and happy.”  
 
   He took a deep breath; silence hung in the air.  
 
   “That’s the best any of us can hope to be in this world ruled by White America,” he said.  “The black man is not equal.  We are the lower class.  We make up the vast majority of our prison population, and we’re told that black people simply commit more crimes.  We’re somehow inferior.  We can’t follow the rules.  We can’t hold jobs.  We can’t be properly educated.  There is something inherently wrong with us.  That’s what they’d have you believe.  That’s what they’ve convinced one another to believe.”
 
   “But I ask you – why do they work so hard to keep us down?” he asked, his voice rising to a crescendo.  “Why are they so afraid to give us equal footing?”
 
   He paused again for effect.  The crowd hung on his every word. Then, in a quiet voice – almost a whisper, he continued, “Because they know the truth.  The reality of it is that we’re not equal.  We never have been.  They know it, and deep down, you know it too.  We are better.  It’s a simple fact.  Given the same opportunities, we’ll always come out on top.  And they simply cannot stomach that.  So they beat us down with numbers, conjuring justifications for our imprisonment and oppression at every turn.”
 
   Bell wiped his bald head with a rag.  “We’re supposed to be grateful for the Emancipation Proclamation – yet another instance where we’re supposed to bow down to the great white savior.”  He spat.  “He didn’t remove our chains.  He merely changed their nature.  They –“
 
   The video went blank, leaving a stun Riley staring at his computer.  He checked it; that was the extent of the video, but Riley could guess at the content of the remainder of Bell’s speech.
 
   Who the hell am I working for?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Wide-eyed, Riley stared at his reflection, trying to convince himself that it wasn’t real.
 
   It can’t be, he thought.  It just can’t.  It’s not possible.
 
   The changes were so dramatic that he couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that they were his new reality.  Not only had he continued to lose weight – especially in his upper body – but he’d also noticed some striking differences in his body’s shape.  
 
   I look like a girl, he thought.  It was a fitting comparison, even if it wasn’t totally accurate.  A slim waist coupled with flared hips to give his body a distinctly feminine, hourglass shape, but his torso was missing two key ingredients of femininity – breasts.  
 
   Is that what’s next? He couldn’t keep his mind from leaping to that conclusion – after all, it was clear what his body had become.  Add a few missing ingredients (like breasts and a vagina), and the recipe would be complete.  
 
   Everything had changed so completely that he barely recognized himself.  He knew that he’d been shrinking.  Despite the doctor’s insistence to the contrary, he could recognize that he’d grown shorter, and lost quite a bit of weight.  His shoulders had narrowed, his waist had shrunk, and his hips and rear end had grown.  Even his stomach looked different; it had a slight curve to it.  
 
   And then there was his penis.  It had never been huge, but Riley had always thought of it as average.  But as he stared at his reflection, he couldn’t even convince himself that he could meet that low standard.  
 
   Two inches, he thought.  It can’t be much bigger than that, if at all.  
 
   Even his features had changed; they looked like they belonged to a female cousin or the sister he never had.  His once-square jaw had become smoother, rounder.  His cheekbones were higher, and his eyes seemed bigger.  
 
   Why am I just now noticing this?  He asked the question in his mind, but he knew the answer.  Glancing at the unopened bottle of pills on the vanity, he felt more clearheaded than he’d felt in months.  Riley didn’t know what they pills were, but he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that they weren’t for anxiety.  Once he’d quit taking them (in the wake of the discovery about Dr. Bell’s past), he’d slowly ascended from a fog comprised of submission, confusion, and naiveté.  
 
   Finally, there was the issue of his nipples.  They were so sensitive, and with areolas measuring at least two inches in diameter, had grown considerably.  And it seemed like they were almost always erect!  
 
   If they can change me, I can change back, he thought.  Whatever they did had to be reversible.  It just had to be.
 
   In the meantime, Riley had little choice in how to proceed.  Getting off the island was impossible; they weren’t likely to let their lead designer sail away – not until the project was finished.  And because of the lack of communication with the outside world, hoping for help was an exercise in futility.  No – there was only one option.  
 
   Finish the project, and go home.  Once there, he’d figure it out.  
 
   At least on that front, they were making progress.  Despite his distracted state, Riley had guided the project to near completion.  It wouldn’t be long yet, and he could finally wake up from his nightmare.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” asked Donald, jolting Riley from his dark thoughts.  He’d been considering the implications of his new appearance on his relationship with Nicole.  Would she accept him?  Would she be supportive?  Would she even recognize him?  
 
   Riley wished he could voice his concerns to Donald, but his friend seemed oblivious to the transformation.  Or maybe it was simple denial.  There seems to be a lot of that going around lately, Riley thought.
 
   “Nothing,” Riley lied.  “Just thinking about going home.”
 
   “I know what you mean, man,” Donald said.  “I wish they’d at least let me Skype with Damien.  I wonder if he’ll even know who I am when I get back.”
 
   “He will,” Riley said, trying to convince himself that his statement applied to his own situation as well.
 
   “You hear about Calvin?” Donald asked.  Riley shook his head.  “Gone.  They said he snapped, and went a little…ah…crazy, yelling about conspiracies and mind control in the middle of the dining hall.”
 
   “Really?” Riley wondered.  Maybe he wasn’t as alone as he thought.  Clearly, others had begun to figure some of it out; only, they’d been stupid enough to voice their concerns.  He shuddered as he considered their fate; he wasn’t naive enough to believe that they’d been sent home.  No – they couldn’t risk that sort of exposure.  Best case scenario, they were being held captive.  Worst…well, Riley didn’t want to think of that.
 
   “And you remember Horatio Tynes?” asked Donald.  “He and Gary West are gone too.”  When Riley asked why, Donald shrugged.  “Rumor is that Tynes’ mother died, but nobody has a clue why Gary’s gone.”
 
   Riley didn’t believe a word of it, save that his two fellow engineers were gone.  He wanted so badly to talk about it, to confide in his friend.  But that’s how people disappear, he thought.  One wrong word to the wrong person, and you’re gone.  
 
   Riley bent over his computer, adjusting a few calculations.  Just finish the project, he thought.  
 
   “Their loss,” he muttered.  “Let’s get back to it.  If we hit it hard, we can have this thing finished before the end of the week.”
 
   Donald nodded.  “That’d be nice.”
 
   Indeed it would, Riley thought.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me?  I shouldn’t be embarrassed.  We’re both men; I don’t have anything he hasn’t seen before.  Even as the thoughts crossed his mind, he knew they were lies.  
 
   It was just a chance encounter – the sort that’s inevitable when living in close quarters with someone.  But the fact that it shouldn’t have been unexpected didn’t make it any easier to swallow.  
 
   The way he stared was the worst of it, Riley thought.  He could see the lust in his eyes.  He could see the desire.    And it scared the shit out of him.
 
   Riley had just gotten out of the shower, and (as had become habitual) was staring at himself in the mirror.  He couldn’t quite explain why he did it; maybe he was a glutton for punishment.  Or maybe he had to remind himself daily that his situation hadn’t changed, that it wasn’t all a dream.  
 
   Why didn’t I shut the door?
 
   The fact that the answer made perfect sense didn’t matter.  He’d left the bathroom door open because he thought he was alone.  It wasn’t complicated.  And yet, he kept repeating the question as if the open door was the problem.  Plainly, it wasn’t.
 
   Riley had no idea how long Donald had been standing there.  It didn’t matter.  Nothing mattered but that look.  
 
   He’d turned to the door, reaching for a towel when he froze.  Donald was staring at him, and Riley could see the growing bulge in his pants.  Reacting quickly, Riley snatched the towel from the rack, and wrapped it around his chest.  He tried to ignore Donald.  He tried to act like nothing had happened.  But it had.  And he couldn’t get it out of his mind.
 
   Riley lay in the bed, trying to sleep.  Donald had disappeared – probably embarrassed or confused.  More than likely, it was a mixture of both.  Sleep was elusive, given the state of his mind.  He wanted to blame the usual suspects for keeping him awake – the project, the changes to his body, the disappearances – but he couldn’t deny that the encounter with his roommate dominated his every thought.  
 
   Finally, though, exhaustion won out, and he fell asleep.  That night, his dreams mirrored his waking thoughts – with one key difference.  In the dreams, he hadn’t covered himself.  Rather, he’d smiled, knowing exactly what Donald wanted.  And then he gave it to him.  When morning dawned, Riley awoke feeling a slight twinge in his stomach.  Was it regret that his dreams weren’t reality?  
 
   No, he thought.  I’m not like that.  I’m not…I don’t know what I am, but I’m not that.  I can’t be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “I am happy to announce that we have met our goal,” said Dr. Bell.  The statement was met with wild applause.  When the crowd (which seemed considerably smaller to Riley than during their orientation) settled down, Bell grinned.  “In your short time here, you have accomplished more than I ever thought possible.  I’ll be honest,” he said.  “I didn’t think this would work.  I thought we’d make a valiant effort, and advance the cause.  But I thought that we were years from an actual, workable program.  I’ve never been so happy to be proven wrong.”
 
   Bell was lying, Riley knew.  He could see it in the man’s eyes beady eyes.  No one would spend the kind of money Bell had without an expectation of success.  Nor would they have built a manufacturing plant.  Still, the announcement was a welcome surprise.  
 
   Their machine had been finished a few days before, and they’d resigned themselves to quite a wait while the chemists finished their own project.  Apparently, they’d been closer to completion than Riley or his team had suspected.
 
   “Of course,” Bell said.  “This is bigger than all of us.  This is about making the world a better place.  And in that endeavor, you have responded admirably, giving your hearts and souls to the project.  For that, I thank you all.  For that, the world thanks you.”
 
   Meaningless rhetoric, Riley thought.  
 
   “The manufacturing process will take nearly six weeks,” Bell said.  “During that time, you will remain on the island – just in case there are issues.  Think of it as a well-deserved vacation.  We are, after all, in paradise.”
 
   Bell stepped away from the podium for a moment, and then, as if he’d forgotten something, he returned, saying, “Oh – I almost forgot.  Because you’ve all far exceeded our expectations, you will receive a monetary bonus amounting to a fifty percent increase in your original compensation.”
 
   That particular announcement was met with even great applause.  Riley, for his part, remained silent.  He didn’t want a bonus.  He didn’t care about the project.  He only wanted to go home, and regain his life, his body, and his identity.
 
   Frowning, he realized that none of those desires was very likely to become reality.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   “We need to talk,” Donald said.  “I know you’ve been avoiding me, but I think that we’re –“
 
   “I’m not avoiding you,” Riley lied.  Why couldn’t he just take a hint?  Riley had spent the previous week making excuses not to be alone with his friend.  In fact, the two had rarely seen one another, except in passing – no small feat, considering they lived in the same dormitory.  
 
   “Please,” Donald stated, standing in front of the door.  Riley briefly considered trying to push past him.  “You practically run away every time I’m in the room.  Even now, you’re looking for a way out.”
 
   “What do you want me to say?” Riley asked, deciding to throw his feelings out there.  “That it was really fucking creepy the way you were staring at me?  That the way you look at me makes me really uncomfortable?  Fine – there it is.  You’re creeping me out, the way you’ve been acting.”
 
   “Can you please just let me explain?” Donald asked calmly.  It was a stark contrast to Riley’s shrill tumble of accusations.  “I promise I’ll let it drop if you want me to.  I’ll even go sleep somewhere else if you want.  But please – just let me talk.”
 
   With a huff, Riley said, “Fine.”  He went to the couch, and sat down.  “Go ahead.  Talk,” he said, waving his hand dismissively.  
 
   “Look – we’re friends, right?” Donald said.  “I mean, we’ve only known each other for about six months, but in that time, we’ve gotten pretty close, haven’t we?”
 
   “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean –“
 
   “I know you’ve changed,” Donald said.  “I’ve tried to ignore it.  I know it makes you uncomfortable, so I’ve tried to act like I didn’t see it.  But you need to know that I’m not blind.  I’ve seen it.”
 
   “So?” asked Riley.  The admission should have been good news, but it felt more like a betrayal.  “Do you want a cookie or something?  So you’ve seen the changes.  Congratulations.”
 
   “No – you don’t understand,” Donald said.  “God – why is this so hard?  Look, I’m not gay.  I swear to God that I’m not.”
 
   “Good – me either,” Riley said.
 
   “I mean – it’s not wrong or anything,” Donald stated.  “That’s just not me, okay?  That’s not who I am.”
 
   “Okay – you’re not gay.  I get it,” Riley said.  “So why the hell were you staring at me the other day?  Why do you look at me like you do?”
 
   “I-I don’t know,” Donald admitted.  “It’s…I can’t explain it.  It’s just that when I look at you, I don’t really…I can’t see…I don’t think of you like that.  I mean, you’re different, aren’t you?  You’re not like other guys.”
 
   “I’m not?” asked Riley, knowing the answer.  He hadn’t felt like a normal man in quite some time.  
 
   “I want you,” Donald said.  “There it is.  Out in the open.  Every time I look at you, I can’t help but want to kiss you.  I want to…I want…other…things.  I don’t see any point in denying it anymore.”
 
   Stunned, Riley couldn’t speak.  It wasn’t Donald’s attraction that had surprised him; no – he’d known about that for a while.  Rather, it was the fact that Donald hadn’t made any excuses.  He hadn’t qualified it.  It was a simple, undeniable fact.  
 
   Donald sat on the couch, putting his hand on Riley’s thigh.  It felt good.  “I would never forgive myself if I didn’t say anything.  Think about it,” he said.  “We’re perfectly compatible.  We like the same music, movies, sports – there’s a reason we became friends.  There’s a spark here.  You feel it too, right?  You want me too.”
 
   He said it with such conviction.  
 
   “We can’t,” Riley said, turning away.  He couldn’t bear to look Donald in the eyes, lest he give in.  “I’m…I’ve got Nicole.  And my life back home.  And…I’m not…I’m not like…that.”
 
   “This isn’t about gay or straight,” Donald said.  “This is two people who are perfect for one another.  You have to see that.  And you can’t say you feel as strongly about her.  I know you.  I’ve heard you talk about her.  Unless I’m completely wrong, you’re with her because you’re supposed to be.  There’s no heat there, and you know it.  This is right.”  
 
   Riley felt Donald’s hand gently tugging on his chin.  Before he knew what was happening, he was looking into the man’s brown eyes – those beautiful, brown eyes.  And then they were kissing.  
 
   By the time they broke free, Riley’s willpower had been completely depleted.  He wanted it all.
 
   He quickly shed his tee-shirt, and Donald bent down, tonguing his erect nipples.  Each stroke of the man’s rough tongue sent jolts of electric pleasure coursing through his torso.  His stomach kept turning flips as his hand crept toward Donald’s groin.
 
   Oh God – what am I doing?  What the fuck am I doing?
 
   He wanted to stop, but his body wouldn’t let him.  Rubbing the man’s hardening member through his pants, Riley moaned as Donald continued toying with his nipples.  After a few moments, Donald rose, and they locked lips again.  When they pulled apart, Donald removed his shirt, revealing his thin, but muscular chest.  He was no bodybuilder, but there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him.  
 
   Riley slid off the edge of the couch, and trailed tiny kisses down the man’s hairy torso.  Positioning himself between Donald’s spread legs, he eagerly reached up, and unfastened Donald’s slacks.  The zipper came next.  
 
   Before he knew it, Riley had Donald’s pants around his ankles, and was staring at a throbbing, black cock.  
 
   This is it, he thought.  I’m really going to do this.
 
   He only hesitated for a brief moment before he went down on his friend.  There was no technique to it; just wild sucking, licking, and kissing.  But he was enthusiastic, which went a long way.  All the while, his desire grew.  
 
   After a couple of minutes of inexpert oral sex, Riley rose.  As seductively as he could manage, Riley slid his own pants down his smooth legs.  Next came his briefs – they were so big, they practically fell off.  
 
   He stood in front of Donald – naked and afraid.  Donald had confessed his desires, sure, but that didn’t mean it would extend to every part of Riley.  He was terrified that Donald would take one look at his penis, and…well, he didn’t know what the man would do, but in his mind, it wouldn’t be pretty.
 
   He needn’t have been afraid, though.  Donald leaned in, taking Riley’s entire penis into his mouth.  Riley let out a quivering moan as Donald’s tongue wrestled with his dick, twirling around it enticingly.  
 
   Riley pulled away.  As pleasurable as it was, that wasn’t what either of them really wanted.  It wasn’t what they needed.  
 
   Playfully, Riley pushed the man back, and Donald let himself go.  Immediately, Riley climbed atop him.  Lowering himself slowly, Riley reached behind him, and grasped Donald’s cock.  It was as hard as ever, and Riley gave it a quick stroke before guiding it to his eager anus.  
 
   And then he let himself fall; it entered him easily, but not without considerable pain.  Riley gasped; in his lust, he hadn’t expected such discomfort.  It was so big, it felt like it was ripping him apart.  Still – mingled in the pain was the promise of pleasure.  He knew the pain was temporary, that it would pass, leaving only the bliss of absolute pleasure.  
 
   So he persisted, slowly moving his body up and down, feeling every inch of Donald’s thick cock as it went in and out of his virgin ass.  And just as he’d predicted, the pain subsided after a few minutes.  That’s when they started fucking in earnest.
 
   Riley’s own penis flopped around as he rode his friend’s cock.  He screamed.  He moaned.  He gasped.  His many dreams paled in comparison to the reality; it was pure, a revelation of pleasure that threatened Riley’s very sanity.  Certainly, it destroyed what few walls he’d left erect, and he knew he’d never be able to justify resistance again.  
 
   And then, with a primal scream of ecstasy, his entire world exploded.  It began in his anus, and slowly spread throughout his body, radiating in waves.  His every muscle clenched.  His toes curled.  And his teeth ground together.  He came – not like a man, but as a woman might – his penis untouched and forgotten, save for a thin spurt of semen that leaked from its tip.  
 
   A few moments later, Donald said, “I’m about to cum!” 
 
   Riley climbed off of his lover, and knelt between his legs.  He went to work with his mouth, suckling the tip as his dainty hand worked up and down the shaft.  A moment later, he was rewarded when Donald’s cock erupted, sending thick ropes of warm, salty cum into Riley’s waiting mouth. He swallowed it without question.
 
   As Donald’s cock shrank, going flaccid, Riley basked in the knowledge that he’d done his job.
 
   And then, a few minutes later, he did it again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   “I’m not like this,” Riley whispered to his reflection.  “This isn’t me.”
 
   Even as the words left his mouth, he knew they were lies.  
 
   It had been nearly a week since their first sexual encounter, and Riley’s relationship with Donald had grown exponentially over the intervening days.  It was like their previous friendship had been mere preparation for a deeper, more satisfying bond.  The word “love” had crossed Riley’s mind on numerous occasions, and despite his state of denial, Riley knew that it was the only apt description.  
 
   He wanted to believe that it was fleeting, that it was all confined to the island.  But he knew better – just like he knew that if he accepted the relationship’s inevitability, he’d be happy.  The ingredients were present, there was no doubt about that.  He only had to let them mix, to ferment, and invariably become a bond stronger than any he’d ever shared with his purported love, Nicole.  
 
   All he had to do was let go of his preconceived notions about gender, about sexuality, and give in to his heart’s desire.  If only he were ready…
 
   Still, despite his refusal to accept the true nature of their relationship, Riley permitted himself to treat it as a casual fling – something akin to summer love.  In public, they were inseparable; Riley had never been so connected with someone.  Their shared interests coupled with mutual attraction, making everything else seem like a meaningless distraction.  In Riley’s mind, there existed only one other person on the entire island.  Little else could attract his attention.
 
   Riley knew it was cliché, their behavior, but that didn’t make it any less enjoyable.  Long walks on the beach, candlelit meals, and long conversations about their deepest secrets, their most cherished desires, occupied their days.  And their nights…well, their nights were something else entirely.
 
   Riley blushed, remembering how active his sex life had become.  He never knew that sex could be so enjoyable; before, it had been a few simple thrusts resulting in a pitiful (by comparison) orgasm.  It was quick.  It was detached.  And it was largely meaningless.  
 
   But with Donald, sex was an experience unto itself.  Physically, it was as exhausting as it was pleasurable.  And mentally, it was so much more.  He felt desirable and necessary, like a force of intimacy whose purpose was pure, genuine, and perfect.  In short, it was everything sex should be, and more – oh, so much more.
 
   He quivered with desire at the very memory of his time with Donald.  
 
   Even so, Riley resisted.  He knew it was wrong.  
 
   Is it?  Then why does it feel so right?
 
   No – it was.  He was straight.  He didn’t like men.  
 
   But Donald’s not like other men.  This isn’t about gender.  It’s about love.  
 
   Love – the word kept appearing in his mind, unbidden and unwelcome.  He didn’t want it to be true.  As he stared at his reflection – the soft features, slightly upturned nose, wide, innocent eyes – he realized that it was simple fear which chained him to the past.  He was afraid of what people might think, of what they might say.  
 
   Certainly, they wouldn’t understand, he thought.  How could they?  Nicole surely wouldn’t.
 
   The thought of his would-be fiancée conjured strange feelings for Riley.  He wanted to shove aside his burgeoning relationship with Donald, and return to Nicole.  Truly, he did.  But that desire was confined to his mind.  In his heart, he knew that he never could.
 
   For one, she couldn’t accept his transformation, he was sure.  He was equally certain that returning to the mainland would do little to reverse his condition.  Riley didn’t know where that certainty came from, but it was there all the same.  
 
   So what is there?  Run away with Donald?  Pose as his wife?  A girlfriend?  Leave his old life behind?  His friends, his family…
 
   To say that he was confused would be a vast understatement.
 
   However, Riley’s confusion paled in comparison to the happiness he felt when he heard Donald call from the other room, “You coming to bed?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “I’ve noticed that you and Donald have gotten a lot closer over the past couple of weeks,” said Felicia.  Riley looked up.  He’d barely registered that the woman had even sat down across from him, he was so distracted.
 
   He was sitting at one of the tables in the dining hall, a salad before him.  Felicia had a burger and fries.
 
   “What?” Riley asked before spearing a piece of lettuce on his fork.  Making sure that it was smothered in ranch dressing, he put it in his mouth.
 
   “You and Donald,” Felicia said, popping a french fry into her mouth.  “You’ve been spending a lot of time together lately.”
 
   “We’re friends,” Riley said – hoping that the woman would leave it at that.  
 
   “With benefits, I’m guessing,” Felicia said.  “Unless those weren’t your screams coming from that little apartment you two share.”  
 
   Riley was speechless; he’d never considered that anyone might be listening.  “W-what…”
 
   “Oh, don’t look so mortified, hon,” Felicia said, grinning.  “I don’t blame you.  And I’m certainly not judging.”
 
   “Oh…um…” Riley didn’t know what to say.  Should he just own up to it?  Clearly Felicia didn’t think it was strange or unnatural.  “I-it wasn’t…it’s not…”
 
   “Look,” she interrupted.  “Let me tell you something that you’re obviously too distracted to see.  I know this is all new to you, but if you’d just pull your head out of your ass for a minute, you’d see that what’s going on with you and Donald isn’t terribly unique.  In fact, it’s practically commonplace around here.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Riley asked, surprised at her change of tone.
 
   “Are you still taking your meds?” she asked.  Riley shook his head.  “So it’s just the changes, then?  I suppose the feelings are pretty damned powerful.”
 
   “I can’t go into it here,” she said.  “Smile and act like we’re just two girlfriends talking about their days.”  Riley did as he was told, forcing a vapid grin.  “There you go.  I think you know what’s going on – deep down, at least.  Meet me down by the beach tonight at midnight.  Be there, and I’ll explain everything.”
 
   The smile still plastered on his face, Riley said, “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You will,” Felicia said.  “But in the meantime, look around.  Really look.  You’ll see the pattern.  Tonight,” she said, rising.  She gathered her tray.  “Midnight.  Be there, and I’ll tell you what I know.”
 
   With that grim promise, she walked away, leaving a confused Riley in her wake.  Once she’d left the building, Riley looked around, and at first, didn’t see anything particularly interesting.  There were, perhaps, a hundred people in the dining hall, each going about their business.
 
   For half an hour, Riley stared, his food untouched, as he tried to see something out of the ordinary.  And then it hit him.  
 
   Oh my God.  It’s so obvious.  They’re all like me.  This is what they wanted.  This is why we’re all here.
 
   Everywhere he looked, transformed white men were hanging on the arms of black men.  Certainly, it wasn’t all of them – the demographics simply wouldn’t bear that out – but it was noticeable enough that he couldn’t ignore it.  
 
   What the hell is going on?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   “It’s crazy,” Donald said, gesturing as he walked.  “It’s not possible.  It’s just not, Riley.”
 
   They picked their way along the narrow path down to the beach, the moonlight as their only guide.  Donald held Riley’s hand protectively.
 
   “It’s not, though,” Riley insisted.  “Think about it.  Do we even know what’s possible and what isn’t?  I mean – look at how much I’ve changed.  Would you have thought this was possible before you came to this island?”
 
   “Well, no,” Donald admitted.  “Of course not, but that doesn’t mean that this is some sort of grand conspiracy where –“
 
   “But it does!” Riley said.  “Don’t you see?  You know about the pills – how much do you want to bet that they’re not for anxiety.  No – I’d bet my life that they’re there to keep us in line, to make us more malleable.”
 
   “So?”  Donald asked.  When Riley looked at him like he was crazy, he continued, “Seriously.  Don’t you think it’s possible that this is all exactly what they said it was – some weird virus – and they gave you the pills so that you could concentrate on the project?  Doesn’t that make more sense than a conspiracy theory?”
 
   “Except you’re forgetting one thing,” Riley said.  “The relationships.  Look – I know that you think we’re in control.  And I’m not trying to cheapen this, but…I mean, you have to admit that it’s weird, right?”
 
   “If you weren’t seeing things,” Donald said.  “I know you think you saw…what you think you saw.  And maybe you did.  But it’s just as likely that you’re making connections that don’t really exist.”
 
   “I’ve told you a dozen times that I can tell the difference between –“ Riley stopped, realizing that it was pointless to argue.  “It doesn’t matter.  Let’s just get to the beach, and Felicia will explain everything.”
 
   Donald nodded, taking the lead.
 
   Something told Riley that Felicia wouldn’t be particularly happy that he’d brought Donald.  Conspiratorial meetings were best served with as few participants as possible.  Even so, Riley was glad that he’d told Donald – despite his insistence that it was all crazy.  He maintained that it was a series of loosely connected coincidences being forced together to fit a wild narrative – for what purpose, he didn’t know.  
 
   Maybe that’s what I need, Riley thought.  A skeptic.
 
   He wanted to believe that that was why he’d told Donald, but the reality of it was that he was afraid.  Donald’s presence served to settle his nerves.
 
   They continued on in silence as they made their way toward the beach, but Riley’s mind was anything but quiet.  Even if Felicia came up with some overarching plot to…do whatever it was that they were doing – what then?  How would it change their situation?  
 
   When they arrived at the beach, there was no one there.  Riley checked his watch.  “We’re a little early,” he said.  Donald nodded.  Neither wanted to continue the argument – not without more information, at least – so they settled down to wait.
 
   They didn’t have to wait long before Felicia showed up.  “There are a few more people coming,” she said, ignoring Donald’s presence.  Perhaps she expected Riley to bring him.  Or maybe she simply didn’t care.
 
   Over the next twenty minutes, a few more people showed up.  Some came in couples, like Riley and Donald.  Others came individually.  Finally, when fifteen people stood on the beach, Felicia said, “This is everyone.”
 
   Riley looked around, unable to ignore the fact that each face looked as nervous as he felt.  The composition of the group also served to highlight the nature of the transformations; in the dark, he had quite a bit of difficulty telling the white men from women.  
 
   “You’re all here because you know something is wrong,” Felicia began, planting herself in the center of the group.  “And because you’ve quit taking your medication.  That was the first step in seeing the truth.”
 
   She continued, “Some of you have probably guessed that the medication they’ve given you isn’t for anxiety.  Or focus, like they told some of you.  No – it’s to keep you in line.  And as soon as you quit taking it, you opened yourself up to reality.  You’ve no doubt questioned the changes that have swept through this island’s population.  While I don’t know the whole story, I’m here to provide what few answers I can.  And then, when we’re all up to speed, we can develop a plan.”
 
   When it became clear that no one had any questions, Felicia explained, “It’s all a huge conspiracy.  I think that, from the moment we got the jobs, each of our paths has been predetermined.  Everything from who we sat next to on our flights to the composition of our individual teams has been manipulated.”
 
   “Why?” asked Donald, tiring of Felicia’s verbose explanation.
 
   “Don’t you see?” asked Felicia.  “Didn’t you wonder why there are no unchanged people rooming together?  They wanted this.  It’s all a lie.  I just don’t know why they did it.  I just can’t put it together.”
 
   “Race,” Riley said quietly, staring at the sand.  “It’s all about race.”  After a moment, he looked up, and said, “Didn’t anyone else noticed that there wasn’t a single black man affected by this…this…virus – or whatever it is that changed us?” 
 
   “They said that it latched onto a genetic marker common in white males,” an engineer named Tom piped up, his high-pitched voice unsteady.
 
   “It’s like sickle cell anemia,” another said.  
 
   “We all got the same story, didn’t we?” Riley asked, his confidence growing.  “Did any of you do any research on Bell before you came here?” 
 
   A scattering of murmurs told Riley that only a few had.  
 
   “Before I left, I had a friend put together a whole dossier on him,” Riley said.  “I didn’t look at it for a while; I was distracted, I guess.  Whatever the case, I recently went through the whole thing, and I found that Bell isn’t exactly the straight-laced scientist that we think he is.  Sure, he’s a Nobel Prize winner.  We all know that.  And he’s brilliant, sure.  But he’s also an extremely angry man.  Half of the people he’s ever worked with have turned up missing.  The other half claim that his experiments weren’t exactly ethical.”
 
   “So he’s a bad guy,” an engineer named Derrick said, his arm around a transformed chemist whose name Riley didn’t know.  “So what?  That doesn’t tell us anything.  What does race have to do with anything?”
 
   “The file had a few references to his involvement with various civil rights organizations,” Riley explained.  “Some of them were militant in nature.  But he hasn’t been involved in anything like that for almost two decades – at least, according to my friend’s research.”
 
   “So that’s –“ began Derrick, but he was quickly interrupted by Riley.
 
   “There’s a video,” Riley said.  “It couldn’t have been more than a few years ago.  And in it, he’s…he…well, it makes it clear that he didn’t leave all that behind him.  Trust me – he’s as racist as any Ku Klux Klan member.”
 
   “Race,” Felicia said, obviously rolling the idea around in her head.  “It makes sense.”
 
   “Does it?” Derrick spat.  “I’m not convinced that –“
 
   “It doesn’t matter!” Donald exclaimed.  “It’s all interesting, of course.  But the reasons don’t matter, do they?  I mean, it’s all academic at this point.  We all agree that this island isn’t what it seems to be, right?” The question was met with a few murmurs of agreement.  “Then let’s figure out how we’re going to get out of here.  Because last I checked, we can’t leave until they let us go.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   “I still think this is a stupid plan,” Riley whispered.  
 
   Donald shrugged, putting a few shirts into a backpack.  “It’s all we’ve got.  You heard what they said this morning.  We don’t have a choice now.”
 
   The morning after the meeting on the beach, they had been told that their stay on the island would be extended indefinitely.  Apparently, the “virus” had been deemed infectious, and they couldn’t risk going back to the mainland.  It was for their safety, they were told.
 
   “I know,” Riley said, hoisting his own pack onto his narrow shoulder.  “I just wish we could come up with a better plan is all.”
 
   But time wasn’t on their side.  
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to spend another month here,” Donald said.  “We’ve got to tell someone.”
 
   He was convinced that it wasn’t a contained experiment.  Rather, he thought that the island was only a small part of a much larger plan.  That he didn’t have a clue what that plot was didn’t matter; it was dangerous, and someone had to be warned.
 
   Riley, for his part, agreed.  He’d even begun to formulate a theory on the nature of Bell’s plan.  However, the urgency of their need didn’t make the plan any better – if it could rightly be called a plan in the first place.  It was more of a loose association of goals.
 
   Get to the dock.  Hide until there’s an opening.  Sneak aboard.  
 
   There were so many variables that its failure was almost inevitable.  Still, they were out of options.  If they didn’t board the supply vessel before it left that night, they wouldn’t get another chance for over a month.  No – there wasn’t any other choice.  
 
   Riley sat on the bed, waiting for Donald to finish packing the essentials.  After a moment, Donald sat down as well, putting his arm around Riley’s shoulders.  Riley leaned in, comforted.  
 
   “You scared?” asked Riley.  He didn’t bother looking up.  
 
   “Of course I am,” Donald replied.  “I’m not cut out for this sort of thing.  None of us are.”
 
   “I –“
 
   Riley’s sentence ended before it ever really began, interrupted by their door flying off its hinges, splintered by the heavy, booted foot of one of the island’s security personnel.  Four men with stun guns poured into the room.
 
   Neither Riley nor Donald had a chance to react to the intruders before a heavy-set Middle Eastern man stepped into the room.  He had thick, wavy hair and a dark, bushy beard flecked with gray. 
 
   “Going somewhere?” he asked in a gravelly, slightly accented voice.   “Look – this is how it’s going to be.  Go quietly, and you’ll be unharmed.  Resist, and…well, it won’t be pretty.  Your choice.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Riley huddled in the corner of a windowless, featureless room – cold, worried, and afraid.  He had no concrete notion of how long he’d been imprisoned, but knew that it had to be days; he wouldn’t have been surprised if weeks had passed since he and Donald had been taken.  
 
   At least I finally know what happened to all the people who “disappeared,” Riley thought.  He shuddered to think of those first victims, who’d probably spent months in solitary captivity.  I’d rather die, he thought.  
 
   Each day followed the same monotonous routine.  In the morning, a silent guard would unlock the heavy, metal door, enter, and set a tray of tasteless gruel on the floor.  Without a word, he’d turn, and leave.  It was never the same guard, and they never uttered so much as a single syllable, no matter how much Riley might scream.  The only response he’d managed to elicit was an angry glare that told Riley that if he didn’t shut up, he’d regret it.  
 
   The room itself was the size of a jail cell – which Riley supposed was exactly what it was – and was unadorned but for a cot with a thin mattress, a stainless steel toilet, and a matching sink.  The walls were constructed of rough cinder blocks, and the floor was painted concrete.  
 
   The metallic click of a key being turned echoed throughout the room; it felt like an intrusion upon the normal silence.  The door swung open, but instead of a guard, the man who was ultimately responsible for Riley’s captivity stepped inside.
 
   “I’m sorry about this,” Bell said.  “Truly, I am.”
 
   “Where’s Donald?” Riley demanded.  “Is he okay?”
 
   Donald’s welfare had occupied his mind since the moment they’d been separated.  
 
   “He’s fine,” the doctor said.  He sat on the cot, and ran his hand along his bald head.  “With everything you did for this project, I hate that it had to end like this.  I didn’t want this.”
 
   Riley wanted to strangle the man.  
 
   “Your little meeting on the beach wasn’t very well thought out, you know,” Bell explained.  “We were watching you the entire time, of course.  Just like the others.”
 
   “Others?” asked Riley.
 
   “Oh yes,” Bell said.  “You weren’t the first people to question the nature of this project.  It’s regrettable; some of the detractors would have sped the timetable up quite a bit.  Ah – but that’s in the past.  It doesn’t matter.  No - what I’m concerned with is the future.”
 
   He spread his hands as he continued, “Because you were so instrumental in the project’s completion, I feel that you deserve an explanation,” Bell said.  “You’ll know soon enough anyway.  There’s no use in hiding anymore. The plan is already in motion.  By this time tomorrow, there will be no stopping it.”
 
   Bell said, “You were right, you know.  It was always about race.  Or more accurately, one race’s oppression of another.  My goal is to right the ship, so to speak.  Ah – but you know my philosophy, don’t you?  That was quite a file you had on me.  Pity it didn’t tell the whole story.”
 
   “If only I had read it sooner,” Riley said.  “I would have…”
 
   “What?” asked Bell.  “You’d have refused to work for me?  No offense, but someone else would have taken your place in an instant.  You’re good, but you’re not irreplaceable.  Whatever the case, that file only barely scratches the surface of who I am.”
 
   “I don’t fucking care who you are,” Riley said bitterly.  
 
   Ignoring him, Bell continued, “A long time ago, it became clear to me that real social change is doomed to inevitable failure.  Those in power will remain in power, their boots on the necks of those less fortunate.  The oppressed will remain oppressed because their voices are tiny, timid, and weak.  No matter how loudly we scream, no one will listen.  We’re handed scraps, and told it’s a feast. We campaign for equality, and we’re called whiners, racial opportunists, and thugs.  We –“
 
   “I get it,” Riley said.  “Okay?  Spare me your rhetoric.”
 
   “Fine,” Bell said, his tone deescalating.  “I’ll get down to the facts.  The device you’ve been working on is, indeed, exactly what it appeared to be – a means of disseminating an airborne chemical across a large area.  The difference is that what’s being spread is not a vaccine.  Rather, it’s one part of the chemical compound that is responsible for your transformation.”
 
   Riley wasn’t surprised.  With little else to occupy him, his thoughts had inevitably turned to figuring out Bell’s plan.  
 
   “Even now, the devices we’ve been building have been affixed to commercial aircraft around the world – six-hundred and twenty four of them, to be exact,” Bell said.  “Which will spread the chemical across most of the world.  We’ve got private planes covering the rest.”
 
   Bell continued, “But that’s not the best part.  No – the best part is that, on its own, the chemical is completely inert.  It does nothing until it comes into contact with the other part of compound, which has been embedded in select vaccines.  Don’t you see the beauty of it?  It will only affect the people I’ve chosen.”
 
   “So who are you targeting?” Riley asked.  “Politicians?  Those you think are racist?  Who?”
 
   “Think bigger, Mr. Diaz,” Bell said.  “I want to change the world.  Completely.  Irrevocably.  To do that, no one can be spared.  The compound will affect nearly every white man in the entire world.  Some are immune, of course, but those are few and far between.  And we didn’t manage to vaccinate everyone, of course.  But we’re expecting coverage to exceed ninety-nine percent.”
 
   “You can’t do this,” Riley said.  “You just can’t.  It’s…it’s wrong.  Can’t you see that?  You’re just as bad as any of those racists you claim to hate.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Bell admitted.  “In fact, I embrace it.  I do hate them, but I have reason – oh so many reasons.  My hatred is based on years of oppression.  I am justified.  I’ve been a victim for far too long.  I’m backed into a corner, don’t you see?  I have no choice but to fight.”
 
   “You’re insane,” Riley said quietly.
 
   “Perhaps,” Bell said.  “They won’t know that the compound has been split, of course.  They don’t know that we’ve been administering different vaccines to different people.  The black population received untainted vaccines.  White men – to a fault – were given the laced version.  Other races – like you - were randomly assigned – as were those of mixed race.”
 
   Bell rose, saying, “I won’t go into specifics about how the compound works.  You wouldn’t understand it anyway.  But suffice it to say that it is permanent and irreversible.  Further, affected men, while still fertile, will only sire children who are like them.  It’s perfect.”
 
   “So why are you telling me all of this?” asked Riley.  
 
   “Because you can’t stop it,” Bell said.  “And I need you to perform one last task for me.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Riley spat.  “I won’t do anything for you, you sick bastard.”
 
   “Oh – you most assuredly will,” Bell said.  “If you want your special friend to survive this whole ordeal.  Besides – it’s not complicated, what I want you to do.”
 
   The threat served its purpose; with Donald’s life on the line, Riley wouldn’t dare refuse.  
 
   “You will be transported back to the United States,” Bell said.  “When you get there, you will simply deliver a message.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    “You don’t fucking understand!” Riley screamed, banging his fist on the cheap, metal desk.  He barely felt the pain as he continued, “This threat is absolutely real!”
 
   “Ma’am,” the man said, trying to remain calm.  “You need to settle down, or we’re going to have to restrain you.”
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you?” Riley asked.  “I’m not a ‘ma’am.’  My name is Riley Diaz, and I’ve been held captive on an island in the South Pacific by a man named Omar Bell.”  He tried to explain the plot again, but it sounded crazy, even to Riley’s ears.  Still, he had to try.
 
   True to his word, Bell had sent him back to the U.S.  After arriving at La Guardia Airport in New York, he’d gone directly to the New York Times offices, and given them a thumb drive prepared by Bell’s people.  
 
   From there, he went to the city’s F.B.I. office, where he’d explained the nature of the threat to the low-level agent sitting across from him.  
 
   “I’m telling you,” Riley said.  “This is serious.  I don’t know how else to explain it.  I know it sounds crazy.  If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes – if I hadn’t experienced it, I wouldn’t believe it either.  But you have to believe me.  There might be time left to prevent it all from happening!”
 
   He knew it was a slim chance; Bell wouldn’t have freed him if the plan was preventable.  Still, he had to try.
 
   “I believe that you think it’s a real threat,” the man – Agent Lincoln – said.  “That doesn’t mean it actually is.  I think that you –“
 
   Riley never found out what Lincoln thought, as he was interrupted by another man in a dark suit.  “We’ll take it from here, Agent Lincoln.”
 
   The newcomer handed Lincoln a sheaf of papers, and said, “I think you’ll find that everything’s in order.”
 
   “Y-yes, sir,” said Lincoln.  
 
   “Mr. Diaz,” the man said.  “My name is Patrick Dansby.”  He extended a meaty hand, which Riley took.  He had a thickset physique, graying hair, and a pale complexion.  “And the first thing you need to know is that I believe every word of your story.”
 
   Surprised, Riley said, “Who are you?”
 
   “That’s not important,” Dansby said.  “You just need to know that I work for the government, and my job is to figure out how to stop Bell.  I think you can help with that.”
 
   “We don’t have much time,” Riley said.  “I think it’s already –“
 
   “The change is going to happen, Mr. Diaz,” Dansby said.  “The chemicals were released into the air nearly a week ago, by our estimates.  At this time, there’s no reversing the effects.  However, our scientists are hard at work trying to isolate the –“
 
   Riley interrupted, “So if we can’t stop it, what do you want from me?”
 
   “Information, Mr. Diaz,” Dansby said.  “As much as you can remember.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Omar Bell sat in his office, enjoying the soft rock of the ocean’s inexorable movement as he perused the data for the hundredth time.  The Island Experiment had been a complete success from nearly every perspective.  Not only had the scientists fine-tuned the delivery system, but they’d also served as perfect test subjects.  He leaned back, smiling.  
 
   As he’d predicted, the large scale effects of the changes were dramatic.  Given the slightest push, nearly all of the subjects had accepted the sexual and sociological ramifications of their biological changes.  In short, they had behaved exactly as Bell had hoped they would.
 
   The telltale sound of a helicopter’s rotors told Bell that his guests had arrived.  A few minutes later, the door to his small cabin opened. Clarence poked his overlarge head through the crack, and asked, “Dr. Bell?  They’re here.”
 
   “Send them in,” Bell said, leaning forward, placing his elbows on his desk.  He looked over his hands, waiting for his guests to arrive.  He only had to wait a few moments before Inara Valentino swept into the room, followed by a disheveled Desmond Dean.
 
   “I fucking hate boats,” Dean said, taking a seat.
 
   “A necessity,” Bell said with a shrug.  
 
   “So it’s on, then?” Dean asked as Valentino gracefully took the seat next to him.  “There’s no stopping it, right?”
 
   Bell truly despised the man.  He was a grandstanding politician who epitomized the word sleaze.  It was a pity that he, like the yacht, was necessary.  “The first stage is finished.  They’re going to change.  It’s up to you two to make it stick.”
 
   “It will,” said Valentino.  
 
   “Tell me the plan,” Bell replied.
 
   “It all starts with Hollywood,” Valentino said.  “If they embrace it, so will the rest of the world.  To that end, we have…”
 
   Bell couldn’t help but grin as he listened to Valentino’s plan.  It was ambitious, but given the woman’s reputation, he didn’t doubt that she could pull it off.
 
   “And you?” Bell asked, directing his attention to Dean.  “What about your part?”
 
   “Once the changes start, I’ll be able to get started,” Dean said.  “But rest assured, I’ll have all the support I need.”
 
   “Good,” Bell said.  “Good.”
 
   “And just so you know,” Dean said.  “None of this works without me.”
 
   Bell asked, “What do you mean?”  
 
   “Oh, come on, Bell,” the politician said.  “I’m not stupid.  I know what happens to people when you have no more use for them.  Silas?  Chase?  Mosely?  That kid you rode to the Nobel Prize?  When’s the last time anyone heard from any of them?  Just know that I’m a vital part of this plan.  Without me, you won’t –“
 
   “Vital?” Bell asked.  “You?  No – you’re not vital.  You’re useful.  You’re easy.  But you’re not vital.  But I’ll humor you – say that I do…ah…get rid of those people who have outlived their usefulness.  I suppose your best course of action would be to remain useful, right?  Do that, and you won’t have any issues.”
 
   “That’s what I’m saying,” Dean sputtered.  He might have been a bit dim, but he could recognize a threat when someone waved it in his face.  “I won’t –“
 
   “Oh, shut up, Desmond,” Inara said.  “We’re on the verge of changing the world.  Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “Oh – it’s never enough,” Bell said.  
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