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Welcome to the conclusion. Welcome to the reckoning.

Every journey through the Fractured Soul series has been a descent into the labyrinth of memory, trauma, and identity, a place where truth is elusive, and the past is never quite what it seems. Over the course of three previous novels, readers have walked alongside Ian Anderson (or Tom, or Prisoner 375), through shifting realities, unreliable recollections, and the relentless search for meaning in a world shaped as much by what is forgotten as by what is remembered.

Now, in this fourth and final volume, the story reaches its reckoning. The boundaries between victim and perpetrator, patient and doctor, captor and captive, are more blurred than ever. The Facility’s shadowy corridors, the haunted landscapes of childhood, and the fractured relationships that have defined Ian’s existence all converge for a last confrontation with the truth—whatever that may be.

The end begins in shadows.

For years, Ian Anderson has wandered the shifting corridors of his own mind, haunted by memories that refuse to settle and truths that twist with every recollection. Once a victim, then a survivor, now something else entirely, Ian stands at the threshold of revelation. The ghosts of his childhood, the violence of his captivity, and the betrayals that shaped him all converge in this final reckoning. But as the walls close in, Ian must confront the most dangerous adversary of all: himself.

Dr Samantha Redding, once the only lifeline Ian could trust, now finds her own reality unravelling. Bound by duty, tormented by guilt, and drawn ever deeper into the Facility’s web, she faces a choice between professional detachment and personal redemption. Her compassion has always been her strength and her greatest vulnerability. In the end, will she save her patient, or herself?

And in the shadows, Smith mentor of sorts, manipulator, predator, waits. For Smith, control is everything, and the truth is just another weapon. But as the past resurfaces and the Facility’s secrets threaten to spill into the light, even Smith’s iron grip begins to falter. The hunter becomes the hunted, and the reckoning he engineered may yet consume him.

This is a book about endings and beginnings. It is about the cost of survival, the courage required to face the darkest corners of the self, and the possibility, however fragile, of healing. Old questions will be answered, new mysteries will emerge, and the ultimate fate of Ian, Tom, Dr Redding, Smith, and the others will be decided not just by what they remember, but by what they choose to do with the knowledge they have fought so hard to uncover.

As you turn these pages, prepare to question everything you thought you knew about the Fractured Soul. The final act is about to begin. The only certainty is that nothing will remain unchanged.

Welcome to the conclusion of Fractured Soul. The truth is waiting and it will not be kind.
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Chapter One
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The Scottish autumn day unfolded exactly as expected. A relentless downpour from the heavens, draping the world in a two-tone palette of greys that stretched unbroken to the horizon. Not a breath of wind stirred the air, leaving only a subtle chill to remind me of the season. The rain, which had persisted for days, showed no sign of abating. Sometimes easing but mostly drenching the landscape without mercy.

From the only sheltered spot on the beach, I sat gazing out over the Firth of Clyde. The Isle of Arran, just a few miles away and home to around 5,000 souls, was hidden from view—lost in the mist and rain. Locals say that if you can see Arran, it will be dry; if you can’t, it’s time for wellies. Today, Arran was nowhere to be seen. It was a day for the wellies.

The shelter itself was immaculate, untouched by the elements. Beyond its walls, there was no sign of life, no birds braving the watery bullets from above and especially no humans risking the deluge. The sea, oddly calm in contrast to the weather, lapped gently at the shore. The sand, flat and unmarked by wind or tide, glowed gold, the only brightness in a world otherwise painted in shades of grey and darkness.

For as long as I can remember, this place has been my refuge in difficult times. A sanctuary, or perhaps an escape from life’s burdens. It’s a way to distance myself from situations that might otherwise overwhelm me. Maybe it’s just familiarity that draws me here, the comfort of a place I’ve come to believe is safe. Yet, the truth is, I never really chose this spot for its safety or comfort. I never had any control over when I would arrive or when I would leave. That, I suppose, is what I came to accept.

Gradually, the landscape began to change. The rain eased, and the sky, once a solid blanket of shades of grey, started to brighten. The sea shifted from sombre greys to deep, shadowy blues, its colours familiar to anyone who knows this coastline. White-crested waves rolled in, their rhythm echoing the eternal ebb and flow of the tide. Even now I can’t understand why some people call these white crested waves , white horses. Nothing like a horse.

A gentle breeze carried the scent of drying seaweed, a blend of salty ozone that teased both nose and palate. It was a comforting, familiar smell, one that brought with it a sense of security so strong it threatened to overwhelm me. I felt it from the crown of my head to the tips of my toes, a wave of gratitude and delight that I struggled to contain. Still, I forced myself to stay present, determined to unravel the reasons for my being here.

The first sign of life appeared when a seagull landed on the sand just a few feet away. It eyed me with a piercing yellow beak and spindly pink legs, chest puffed out, wings half-spread, tail feathers quivering as if shaking off invisible burdens. Then, as suddenly as it had arrived, it took flight, vanishing into a sky that now seemed brighter and bluer than before.

Across the Firth, Arran materialised as if conjured by the clearing weather. The island’s hills wore a dusting of white, a reassuring and seasonally expected sight. Goat Fell, the highest peak, stood proud, just shy of Munro status, but unmistakable, a magnet for hillwalkers and a picturesque icon on the horizon.

The sound of the sea rolling ashore brought comfort and a strange sense of safety. It’s odd, finding solace in something so unpredictable, so far beyond my control. In the distance, I heard the voices of children and an adult. Perhaps a parent, calling out, their shouts muffled by the waves and the cries of excited seagulls. They were only excited to be here.

A boy and a girl, possibly siblings, came into view. The girl, slightly older, darted ahead, her rusty-red hair tied in two ponytails, a common enough sight among those with Scottish roots. She must have been nine or ten, her face a constellation of freckles stretching from ear to ear. She wore a white blouse, fluttering in the breeze, black leggings, and black trainers. She smiled, showing off immaculate white baby teeth, but she never looked around, never saw me. She only looked back at the boy and the distant adult. The adult so far behind, that identifying their features was futile.

I watched the girl, struck by a sense of familiarity I couldn’t place. I felt an urge to speak to her but resisted. These days, a man talking to a child he doesn’t know is rarely seen as innocent. Not all men are the same, not all want to harm children, but who can blame people for being wary of the unknown?

The girl’s excitement grew as the boy approached. She turned and ran, laughing, and the boy stopped in front of me, just as she had. He didn’t look back or forward, but directly at me, smiling. He had the same rusty hair, cropped short, and the same freckles. Dressed in a plain white t-shirt, red shorts, and black plimsolls, he looked like any schoolboy from my own childhood. Odd, I thought, given that I wasn’t even sure what day, month, or year it was.

“I know you,” the boy called out. “You are him, aren’t you?”

His voice was calm and confident for someone so young. Hesitation washed over me. What was the right thing to do? Was it safe to reply? Would I be seen as a monster for talking to a child I didn’t know? I thought about the adult who had been with them, and why I could no longer see them. Where had they gone? My hesitation gave way to worry, for the boy, who now seemed alone.

Moments before, I’d felt calm and clear-headed, almost happy to be here. Now, that feeling was gone, replaced by a creeping dread, for myself, and for the boy who, for all I could tell, was alone. Did he see it too, or was it just me?

“You shouldn’t be talking to strangers, little man,” I said, keeping my voice gentle. “Haven’t your parents told you not to talk to strangers?”

“Of course they have,” he replied, still smiling, eyes fixed on mine. “But you are him, which means I know you, which means you’re not a stranger, which makes it okay.”

“Where are your parents?” I asked, scanning for the adult. “Was that one of your parents you were with just now?”

“I wasn’t with an adult,” the boy replied, deepening my confusion.

“What about the girl? You were with her. Is she your sister?”

“She’s always running away from me,” he said, folding his legs beneath him like a miniature Buddha, minus the belly. “She thinks it’s funny to tease me all the time. It is not.”

There was something uncannily familiar about this conversation. I didn’t recognise the boy, but he seemed to know me or at least believed he did. He wasn’t afraid. In fact, he was calmer and more self-assured than any five-year-old I’d ever met. In fact, he was double the calmness and self-assured as I was right then.

“Do you like coming to the beach?” he asked, before I could speak again. “I like the beach. I like the smells and the sounds you only get here. Even when the weather’s bad, the beach makes me feel safe and calm.”

I was taken aback by his words, by the maturity in his tone, the self-assurance, the hint of authority. I struggled to make sense of it. No matter how familiar it felt, it was undeniably strange.

“I do,” I admitted at last. “I come here when I’m stressed or worried. Like you, I like the smells and sounds you only get at the beach. But I don’t come much anymore.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not sure. Life just seems too busy.”

“So how come you’re here now, if life is too busy?” he pressed. “Are you stressed? Are you worried? Is that why you’re here?”

“I can’t remember why or how I got here today,” I said, surprised by my own honesty and by the boy’s probing nature.

“That’s strange. You must know how you got here and why,” he said, still smiling, eyes never leaving mine.

He was right, of course. But I couldn’t tell him how, or why, or what had brought me here. Every time I sat in this shelter, staring out at Arran, the bad weather would eventually clear. I enjoyed the change, the way it made me feel. I never thought about how I got there, or how I left. I just did.

“You’re very inquisitive for a boy your age,” I said, trying to change the subject. “Don’t you think you should run off and get your sister? She’ll be worried about you.”

“If Anna was worried about me, she’d be here by now,” he replied. “She’s always around, no matter where I am or what I’m doing.”

“What about your mother?” I asked, expecting another candid answer. “That was your mother you were with, wasn’t it? I can’t understand why she hasn’t come over yet.”

“That wasn’t Mother. She’s too busy to take me and my sister to the beach. Do you like Polo Mints?” he asked, producing a familiar tube of mints and offering one with a smile.

“Funny enough, I do, but I don’t fancy one just now,” I replied, all the while thinking how odd this was. If an adult offered a sweet to a child alone, it would be seen as suspicious. Was the boy up to no good? Or was I?

“So, if that wasn’t your mother you were with, who was it?” I asked, trying to regain my bearings.

“You keep asking about my mother. Why?” he said.

“Like I said, you’re too young to be down here alone.”

“But I’m not alone,” he interjected, before I could say more.

I was left confused. The boy had been with a girl, his sister, he’d said, who liked to tease him. But now, both she and the adult were gone. I’d assumed the adult was his mother, but he insisted otherwise. When I pressed him again, he just smiled, eyes never leaving mine.

“Your sister is nowhere to be seen, and neither is the adult you were with,” I said, unable to hide my frustration.

“I told you,” he replied. “Anna would be here if I was in danger or missed. Since she’s not, she knows I’m safe. You keep asking about an adult. First, you think it’s my mother. Why?”

“Because you were with your sister, and I was sure you were with an adult, your mother, I thought. But you’ve corrected me. Still, you were with an adult.”

Out the blue the boy asked, “Why have you not asked me my name?” the boy asked.
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I had no watch or clock to mark the passage of time, yet it was impossible to ignore the sensation that time itself had slowed to a crawl. Was it my state of mind? Or was it that strange place we all retreat to under stress, where peace reigns and the world seems to move in slow motion? From the shelter, I watched nature continue its quiet routines, and the little boy sat on the ground before me, looking so innocent, so unburdened by what the future might hold.

He was right, of course. I still couldn’t fathom why I hadn’t asked his name. It’s such a simple, obvious thing to do when meeting someone new, especially after spending so much time together. Out of courtesy, you’d expect it. Yet, he hadn’t asked for mine either. All he’d said was, “You are him,” and somehow, that seemed to be enough for him.

That wasn’t the only thing that struck me as odd. In all the times I’d found myself here, in what I called my safe place, this was the first time anyone had ever stopped to talk to me. In fact, I was fairly certain it was the first time anyone had even acknowledged my existence here. Had I simply never noticed before? Had others seen me, but I’d been so wrapped up in myself that I failed to acknowledge them? Or did I unknowingly radiate a “stay the hell away” vibe? Surely not. I couldn’t think of any reason why that would be the case.

I could feel the sun’s warmth on the bottom of my legs, the only part of me exposed to its rays from inside the shelter. The heat crept up through my body, and for someone who sweats as much as I do, I was surprised to find I wasn’t sweating at all. It was a pleasant, unexpected comfort.

Beyond the boy, Arran was now in full view, the allusion of being just a stone’s throw from the shore. The island’s landscape was painted in shifting shades of green. In the distance, a ferry made its way across the water to Brodick, leaving a white wake behind, like an aeroplane’s contrail across the sky.

The sky was cloudless, a clear, pale blue, familiar yet somehow distant. The smell of seaweed had vanished, burned away by the sun. The waves bounced sunlight back towards the sky as they rolled gently onto the shore, caressing the sand without disturbing its settled surface.

I could swear I heard music drifting towards me on the warm breeze. The rhythm was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. Why couldn’t I pull the memory forward? I knew it was somewhere in my mind. The boy, meanwhile, helped himself to another Polo Mint from his dwindling packet, pausing before popping it into his mouth, still smiling and soaking up the breeze.

“Can you hear that music?” I asked him.

“I can,” he replied, closing his eyes as he savoured the mint and drew in a deep breath through his nose, still facing the direction he’d come from.

“Do you know it?” I asked, not really expecting an answer.

“Sure, I do. Don’t you?”

“I feel as if I know it, but I can’t...” I trailed off as the distant music faded, replaced by the sound of waves and circling seagulls. I looked up, searching for the birds, but there were none, just their sound.

#
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All I can ever remember like the beach,  returning here, to this room, just happens. Every time, it’s the same. I never know how I arrive. Unlike the beach here I feel nervous, but not afraid. I don’t know where “here” is, but I know it, I’ve been here for what feels like a long time.

“Take your time,” a woman’s voice said from behind me. “It always takes a couple of minutes for you to orientate yourself when you return.”

The voice belonged to Dr Samantha Redding, who now appeared in front of me, kneeling as I sat on a leather chair, back straight, knees bent, hands flat on my thighs. I looked at her, unable to speak, but not panicking. I trusted her, for reasons I couldn’t explain. Nor could I explain what she meant by returning. Did she know about the Beach ?

Dr Redding was nothing like the stereotypical psychiatrist or psychologist, whatever she was, I wasn’t sure. She was a new breed of “head doctor,” one who seemed to genuinely care. Maybe I was being too harsh on her profession, but she was the only doctor I’d ever engaged with who wasn’t pushy or driven by a personal agenda. She seemed honest and compassionate, qualities rare in her field.

Throughout our acquaintance, however long it had been, she remained guarded, never revealing anything deeply personal. Still, I could reasonably guess she was married, despite the absence of a wedding ring. The faint sun ring on her finger was a clue. She looked to be in her mid to late forties, with a natural, effortless beauty that rarely needed makeup. At that moment, her blonde hair fell to her shoulders, her blue eyes were captivating, and her lips parted gently as she regarded me with concern.

She wore a stylish trouser suit and a white open-neck blouse, classy, understated, refined.

“How are you?” she asked, tilting her head.

“I’m okay, I think.”

It was true. I did feel okay, if a little confused. Dr Redding said this was how I usually was on my return, so yes, I was okay.

“Would you like a drink of water?” she asked, rising to her feet and turning to a wooden cabinet beneath a piece of art that could have been painted by a preschooler. The room wasn’t clinical like a hospital, but more like a library or a professor’s office.

Books lined the walls, shelves starting halfway up and stretching nearly to the ceiling, capped with ornate white cornicing. The exposed wall was painted a deep, original-looking red. Behind me, a mahogany door with a brass knob let in a gentle draft. The floor, also mahogany, was varnished to a shine. I could see my blurred reflection in it. Across from me was another leather chair  and behind that, a mahogany desk cluttered with a computer and paperwork. There were no picture frames, nothing personal in sight.

From my seat, I could look out through a bay window behind the desk. I smiled, realising the window frame was also mahogany, or at least made to look like it. Brilliant morning light poured in, casting shadows of the shelves onto the floor. The outside world was hidden by the brightness, but I knew it was there. That was enough.

Dr Redding returned, handing me a plastic cup of cold water. I sipped, surprised by its lack of taste, but grateful for the relief it brought to my dry throat and chest. She watched as I drank, then took her seat opposite.

I tried not to stare. I’d lost track of how long I’d been seeing her, days, weeks? It was certainly more than once. The appointments were something I looked forward to, if only to hear her soft, professional English voice. I couldn’t place her dialect. Oddly, for as far back as I could remember, which wasn’t far, I’d never been fond of the English. Over the years, though, I’d learned not to judge everyone by the same brush. Like many Scots, it was more about being ruled by governments we never elected.

“How are you feeling now?” she asked, pen poised over her notepad.

“I feel okay, thank you,” I replied, unsure what else to say.

“Are you ready to try and describe your journey today, and if anything changed or was new from the other journeys?”

“The journey has always been the same,” I said after a moment’s thought. “I just find myself sitting in a shelter, staring out across the water. The weather is dreadful when I arrive, but it clears, and the sun comes out. An island appears as the clouds lift.”

I told Dr Redding about my feelings and emotions, as I had before, I assumed. The only new detail I shared was the seagull. I didn’t mention the sister or the adult who seemed to disappear. Nor did I tell her about the boy, at least not then. There was trust between us, but I wanted to understand this new experience before sharing it. It was only during these visits that I could travel to the shelter. The journey never happened at any other time, as far as I knew.

#
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The sun moved across the sky, casting the shadow of my legs onto the ground, the position of my legs making the shadow look like the face of a sundial—ten to two, it would seem. The boy stared at the tip of the shadow, as if ready to run if it moved closer to him.

“Do you know what a sundial is?” I asked.

“No,” he replied, not taking his eyes off the shadow’s edge.

“Years ago, it was an instrument used to tell the time, before watches and clocks as we know them.”

“How could you tell the time if it wasn’t a clock?” he asked.

“Well, back in the day, someone clever made a flat plate and fixed it to a solid base, with numbers or numerals around the edge. In the middle was a thing called a gnomon.”

“Is that not a small person with a pointy hat and beard?” he said, grinning.

“No, no,” I chuckled. “A gnomon was usually made of metal and fixed in the centre. If you think of a watch, the big hand is the gnomon, but it doesn’t move. As the sun moves across the sky, it casts the gnomon’s shadow onto the plate. The number or symbol the shadow falls on tells you the time.”

The boy pondered this, still staring at the shadow. I could see him mulling it over or maybe wondering why I’d started this conversation at all. I was wondering the same. Why had I rambled on about sundials? Was it because I’d noticed the look on his face at the appearance of my shadow?

“What happened when the sun didn’t shine?” he asked, the smile returning to his face.

“Well,” I said, “I suppose time stood still until the sun came back out, and time could start again.”

“Do you believe in time standing still?” he asked, eyes still on the shadow.

“Not really,” I replied, noticing a subtle change in his tone. “Sometimes I feel time slows or stops, but that’s usually when I’m bored or enjoying myself. But for time to truly stop? No, I don’t believe that happens.”
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Sleeping has never come easily to me. Whether it’s the act of drifting off, staying asleep, or waking, each part has always been a challenge for as long as I can remember. Test after test, endless rounds of consultations and observations, have been carried out on me and, I imagine, countless others. Yet in my case, no professional has ever been able to tell me with any certainty what my problem is.

So, another night began as every other night does. I lay on my bed, staring up at a painted white ceiling, where a constant green, pin-sized light glowed in one corner. Its faint illumination was amplified by the stark whiteness of the room, bouncing off every surface. That green light belonged to a tiny CCTV camera. When someone was watching, it shone green; when the room was unwatched, it turned red. I’d agreed to this observation technique. What harm could it do, after all? Someone sits in front of a screen, watching you, keeping you safe, ready to intervene if anything goes wrong. That’s how it was sold to me, at least. Too late to change your mind now, Ian, I’ve told myself more than once. But really, what harm could it do?

Night terrors and nightmares have plagued my life, growing worse as I’ve grown older. Most professionals, at least my majority, believed I’d suffered trauma as a child, trauma my subconscious was still suppressing. The so called experts, those winging it through their university courses, would ask if I could recall any traumatic childhood experiences. It’s in the terminology used by the better ones. Idiots, I’d think.

It gets to you, being told to, trust sometimes forced to trust, an alleged professional who, frankly, has no idea what they’re talking about. Whoever they are, they expect you to ‘open up’ about your most intimate feelings, emotions, and experiences, the whole shebang of your life. They expect you to trust them unreservedly, never questioning their understanding or direction. Accept it or don’t, but what they say is fact, and if they’re wrong, well, tough. Even when the context of life is wrong, the truth is lost in the professional’s ultimate goal.

I’ve tried in vain for years to ignore the nightmares and night terrors. Ignoring them is not as easy as it sounds. If you’re lucky enough to suffer them only occasionally, or if they stay confined to the night, you can make excuses for screaming out, for leaping to your feet and making a beeline for the nearest exit. But if you nod off in the middle of a meeting because you haven’t slept in two or three days, that’s something else entirely.

What’s even more destructive for someone who suffers night terrors is the impact it can have on family and friends. I married a wonderful woman who understood my difficulties. I loved her with all my heart and soul, and I felt, without a doubt, that it was reciprocated. The only thing that got in the way of married life progressing to family and the like was me, and my night terrors.

One night, the last in a series of such nights, I became extremely aggressive towards my wife. By all accounts, at around 2:30 a.m. on a Monday morning, my wife woke to find me sitting upright in bed, staring blankly toward the bedroom door. She knew about my night terrors and didn’t panic. She lay there, watching, making sure I was okay, or at least safe. According to her, I lay back down, and she turned towards me, about to spoon as we always did. Just before she could, I shot up again, pushing the duvet off, breathing rapidly. Something new. This time, she reached out and put her hand on my arm. Big mistake.

I have only my now ex-wife’s account of what happened that night, and even that came second-hand. There is not a single recallable memory about what happened, though I’ve tried to seek it out. By all accounts, I became nonverbally aggressive towards her. A coward’s way of saying I became physical, battering my wife within an inch of her life. I assume I was there, staring at the painted white ceiling.

All I can remember with any confidence is waking later in the morning and wondering where my wife was, as she was not in bed. The house was quiet. The only sound from outside was the distant wail of sirens. I’ve always found it hard to distinguish between the different emergency services by their sirens, but whatever they were, they were getting closer.

Thinking nothing of the approaching sirens, sirens could be heard almost every day where we lived. I got out of bed and went downstairs as usual. There was no sign of my wife, which was unusual, to say the least. There was no reply when I called her name. Even more unusual.

Like every morning since we married and started living together, I pulled two mugs from the cupboard, filled the kettle with fresh cold water, and flicked the switch, illuminating the kettle in blue light. Teabag in each mug, sugar for her, none for me, and the bottle of milk from the fridge. All this without thinking, all this without noticing the obvious.

After putting the kettle on and getting things ready for our morning tea, I would venture into the downstairs toilet for the obvious. The bathroom was through the kitchen, into the utility room, and by the back door. When I opened the toilet door, I found my wife lying in a pool of blood on the floor, which looked like oil in the room’s darkness. Her head was propped up on the side of the toilet bowl, her face unrecognisable because of the swelling and the blood.

Her body twitched as I bent down in a panic at the sight of her. I tried to cradle her head in my arms. With the power of hindsight, the closer I got, the more her body twitched. I was acutely aware of a voice in the toilet that belonged neither to her nor to me. I looked down at her hands. One was holding her mobile phone, face down, giving the slightest hint that the phone was live and someone was on the other end.

All that time, I was stumbling backwards, falling against the door, and landing on the floor facing my wife. I knew, without any evidence then, that I had more than a little to do with what I saw. The next clear memory I have is waking up in this white-painted room. A bed with two sheets and one pillow. A room with no window, other than the seven-by-seven-inch reinforced glass window inlaid in the white door, which I knew was not made of wood.

Most people, I would suggest, would become hysterical waking in a place like this, not knowing where they were, why they were there, or even how long they’d been there and how the fuck they got there. On the other hand, I didn’t desire to scream or shout. It felt relatively safe to be there, even though I didn’t know where “there” was, and no one had told me about my now ex-wife.
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Time moves slowly in a place like this, where the days and months blur together. The staff put on a caring face, but beneath the surface, it’s clear their only real concern is getting through their shift with as little drama as possible. Their priorities are simple, hand out medication, prevent anyone from harming themselves, and above all, make sure no one leaves who isn’t supposed to. That’s the order of things here.

If you’ve ever found yourself in a place like this and I hope you haven’t, you’ll know the blandness, the repetition, the mind-numbing monotony that seems almost designed to erode any sense of self. It’s counterintuitive, really, given the supposed goal of helping people become stable and safe enough to re-enter society. But here, it’s all carrot and stick, do as you’re told, conform, don’t question, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll be allowed to leave, allegedly a better person.

Information about the outside world is forbidden. The staff don’t talk about it. There’s no television, no radio, at least, nothing live. Internet access is out of the question, as are mobile phones or anything that might connect you to the present. My only knowledge of the world beyond these walls is the last memory I had,  staring at my wife, lying in a pool of blood that looked like oil in the darkness. Eventually, I was told what had happened, but the explanation brought no comfort.

In short, I learned a truth more distressing than any nightmare. My wife now ex-wife had to undergo facial reconstruction surgery because of what I’d done to her. She recounted the events of that night, an ordeal that eclipsed any terror I’d ever known. Remarkably, she never blamed me, though I held myself responsible. She made it clear she wanted nothing more to do with me. I was detained, not charged, by a judge, simply because I couldn’t offer any explanation or defence for what had happened. I don’t even remember standing before the judge.

The court-appointed solicitor was powerless to help. I had shut down completely, unable to engage with anyone. How could I? I still don’t remember anything from the moment I fell to the floor to waking up here. That must have been six months ago, maybe more, maybe less.

Staff later told me that when I arrived, I was catatonic, only responding during night terrors. Hence the single room, the CCTV camera in the corner. For a long time, my engagement with staff was minimal. According to one nurse, I barely responded at all, and no one could say how much time had passed.

After three doctors, countless junior doctors, and an endless parade of professionals, it was Dr Redding who finally reached me. According to the same nurse, she was the first to get me to say my name. I don’t recall seeing anyone else. Maybe there’s something in that.
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Back again in the shelter, my safe place and, for once, genuinely happy to be there. In the distance, I heard the familiar sounds,  waves rolling onto the shore, seagulls wheeling overhead. The sun is out, its warmth pleasant, the breeze soft as it drifts into the shelter, carrying the scent of seaweed and ozone.

Arran sits in its usual spot, a sight that never loses its appeal, especially from afar. The most breathtaking view is always the one that unfolds at a distance, a vista that remains perpetually captivating. From here, as I gaze across the expanse from the mainland to Arran, the sea is as smooth and serene as polished glass, disturbed only by the rhythmic caress of the waves. It’s unusual to find such tranquillity in these waters, known for their treacherous currents, busy ferry crossings, and the not so secret passage of nuclear submarines. Offshore fishing is rare here, thanks to these unique and sometimes perilous circumstances.

“It’s another good day, isn’t it?” the boy says not so much asking as suggesting.

“Fuck,” I blurt out before I can stop myself. “Where did you come from?”

I stare at the boy, startled. He looks a little shocked, too, but it fades quickly.

“Oh, I’m sorry, please don’t...” I say, apologising as fast as I’d sworn. “I didn’t see or hear you coming back. I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean, coming back?” the boy asks, still a little wary. “I haven’t been away. We were talking about time standing still, and then you quit, so I just let you be for a while. I thought you needed more time to tell me what you believed. If you didn’t know, time can and does stand still.”

What was this kid talking about? I’d been away and so had he. Or had I? Had I just been sitting here, lost in a daydream, pondering a question posed by a child who seemed far older than his years? I watched him run his fingers through the sand, trying to make sense of the strange feeling that had come over me for the first time here.

Something was different. Something felt different in this place, more challenging to put into words than ever before. I’d already noticed subtle changes in the environment. At that moment, it struck me that there were no ferries on the water, which should have been the main difference, but I hadn’t noticed until just then.

Looking back at the boy, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I knew him, though I didn’t recognise him from anywhere. His sister, what about her? The adult he’d been with, where were they? What was going on? Why was this boy sitting in front of me, alone and unafraid? I wanted answers, and I wanted them now. This was my safe place, and I should know. And why couldn’t I ask him his name? He knew mine. Had I told him?

“Is it not getting late for you to be here alone?” I asked, my voice softer now.

“I told you,” the boy said, rolling his eyes. “I am not alone. You are here, so I am not alone.”

“Your sister...” was all I managed before he cut me off.

“I’ve told you this as well. Why are you avoiding asking the real questions?” he said, staring into my eyes as if searching for something deeper.

“Whatever are you talking about?” I stalled, trying to make sense of things.

“If you don’t ask the questions, I can’t help you. And I know you want and need help. That’s why you summoned me here.”

“I summoned you here?” I laughed. “No, I did not. How could I summon anything, never mind someone? I’m not some Marvel hero or villain with superpowers.”

“What is Marvel?” the boy asked.

“An American comic superhero magazine—well, now a movie franchise.”

My words meant nothing to him. Maybe not all kids his age know what Marvel is. Maybe his parents don’t let him read or watch such things. If so, I felt a little guilty for assuming. Even so, I thought what he’d said sounded like something from Marvel.

“I’m sorry if I’ve done something wrong,” he said, the mood relaxing again.

“No,” I said, shaking my head and smiling, hoping he could see there was no harm done. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Why do you say that?”

“I just say things sometimes that get me into trouble, but I don’t mean to be bad. I just say.”

His distant gaze stirred a sense of familiarity in me, a reflection of my own tendency to speak before thinking. I remembered a childhood argument with a friend, not a girlfriend, over something trivial. She was right, but my insecure, prepubescent self, lashed out, blurting that if her mother were still alive, she’d be on my side.

That thoughtless remark ended our friendship. She unleashed a fury I’ll never forget. Only later did I learn that my reason for saying such a crass thing, was down to  my careless attempt to save face.

“Sometimes, we all make mistakes to cover up our inability to admit we’re wrong or to express how we truly feel. I’m sure you’ll experience this more and more in time. You just have to hope they’re kept to a minimum and do as little harm as possible.”

“What if what you’re saying is the truth?” the boy asked, looking at me. “What should I do? Should I lie? Why do people tell me to tell the truth, and when I do, I get into trouble, or worse?”

Those last two words “or worse,” rang in my head. What could be worse for a young boy than getting into trouble? I assumed he meant being told off, but even that can be frightening and harmful to someone so young.

“What do you mean, or worse?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” he replied, turning his attention back to the sand.

“You can tell me,” I pressed. “You’re safe to tell me anything you want.”

“I don’t want to tell you. That’s what I want.”

He got to his feet as if to leave, standing just a few feet from me, staring with an intensity that made me shrink back in my seat. My chest tightened, my breathing grew shallow, and my hands gripped the chair as the pressure mounted.

My eyes stayed on the boy, whose mouth was moving, talking, maybe shouting, but I couldn’t hear a thing. Arran shimmered and shook in the background, the sea and sand fading away until only the boy remained, clear as day.

I struggled for breath, a ringing in my ears. With a blink, everything went dark. There was nothing but the boy’s face, his body hidden in the blackness. He stared at me, wide-eyed and expressionless.

“OPEN UP,” his lips spelled out, before everything went dark.
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Chapter Five
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A Voice

The room spun wildly, making it nearly impossible to focus on anything. If it hadn’t been for the hands gripping my ankles and legs, two more pinning my arms, and another steadying my torso, I think I might have simply come apart, at least, that’s how it felt. None of those restraining me looked familiar. In fact, none of them had faces at all. Each wore a blank, featureless mask, as if their identities had been erased. The effect was deeply unsettling. All of them were dressed in white coats, the kind you see on medics, or perhaps the eccentric professors in old films.

A sudden, sharp sting pierced my left shoulder. Almost instantly, a cold sensation began to spread through my body, radiating out from the injection site. The chill relaxed me just enough for the faceless figures to release their grip, apparently satisfied that I could no longer struggle. The room continued to spin with relentless intensity, but now, everyone, me included, remained motionless, as if frozen in place.

In the corner, the green light blinked steadily, a silent witness to everything unfolding.
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‘So, Ian, can you tell me anything about what happened?’ Dr. Redding asked, seated in what I’d come to think of as her main stage, the chair across from me in her office. ‘You caused a little bit of worry. Thankfully, for all concerned, staff hadn’t changed over.’

It was the first time anyone had mentioned staff changing over. I’d been kept isolated, and, I assumed, shielded from anything that might reveal how this place was actually run. You get used to your own routine, but that’s about it.

‘No,’ I replied, buying time as I tried to piece together how I’d ended up here today.

‘Uh huh,’ Dr. Redding murmured, jotting something on her notepad.

I noticed she wore the same outfit as our last meeting. Maybe she was strict about work attire, nothing flashy, nothing revealing. Ironically, that made her stand out even more, at least to me. She sat slightly off centre, her upper body tilted to the left as she wrote with her left hand. I remembered, as a child, wishing I could write left-handed, maybe I’d have avoided the sting of a wooden ruler across my knuckles, the punishment for left-handedness in a bygone era. Strange, the things you remember.

Every so often, Dr. Redding would pause her notetaking and glance at me, then just as quickly return to her writing. Once, a few strands of blonde hair slipped down the left side of her face. She didn’t immediately tuck them behind her ear, she only did that each time she paused and looked my way.

‘Can I ask you a question, doctor?’ I blurted, surprising myself.

‘Of course you can, Ian,’ she replied, pausing her writing and this time holding my gaze for more than a fleeting second.

‘Why am I here?’ I asked.

‘Why are you here?’ she echoed.

‘Yes,’ I said, hearing my own question reflected back at me. It was clear she was stalling.

‘No, Ian,’ she said, sitting up straighter, a slight smile on her lips. ‘Why do you think you’re here?’

‘If I knew the answer to that, I wouldn’t be asking,’ I replied, my tone sharper than I intended. ‘And another thing, doctor, where is here, anyway?’

She started writing again, not replying for what felt like an age. She just sat there, pen moving, the carotid artery in her neck visible, pulsing with each beat. There was a sheen of sweat on her skin, though the office was chilly. Was it the season, or just poor insulation? I had no idea.

‘Can you remember the reason you’re here, Ian?’ Dr. Redding finally asked, sidestepping my question, which still hung in the air.

‘No,’ I said, compelled to be honest. ‘I do have this nagging sense that I’ve asked this question before, or at least...’

‘I’m sorry, Ian,’ Dr. Redding interrupted, her concern genuine. She paused, glancing at her notes. ‘I was under the impression you’d started to recollect the events that led to the need for your restraint.’

The room fell silent, the kind of silence that presses in on both people. I wanted to say something but thought better of it. It’s frustrating when your own mind is at war with itself, fighting for dominance.

As for the restraint, I’d assumed it was just another relentless night terror, one I couldn’t shake. I’d thought it was all part of a nightmare. I couldn’t find any evidence of having been injected with anything, though I did recall a sensation like a needle piercing my skin. Still, Dr. Redding insisted that a physical restraint had taken place.

‘I must admit, Dr. Redding,’ I said, breaking the silence, ‘I thought it had been a nightmare, not something real.’

‘According to the evening notes, it seems you became notably agitated while asleep,’ she said, shifting her focus from her notes back to me. ‘You were sleeping as usual, but what was unusual was that you began to thrash about in bed, which was out of character for you. At first, it was assumed you were having a nightmare since you didn’t vocalise any distress. But as the thrashing persisted, someone decided it was necessary to enter the room and try to soothe you.’
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