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Though I’ve wandered away

from the land of my birth

and been roaming around

to the ends of the earth

still my heart is at home

in that land far away

that lovely dark island

where memories stray

© 1963 Stewart Ross

The Dark Island
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Chapter 1
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The taste of bile in my mouth. A sticky, cold feeling between my legs. Slowly, I open my eyes. It’s so dark that I seem to have been swallowed up by the earth.

I look around me, searching. I discover the only sliver of light on the floor on the other side of the room. Slowly, I crawl towards it. I grope for the source of the light. My fingers collide with the bottom of a door. 

Iron. 

There is a floor, and a door, and a gap. 

My head is throbbing painfully. Where am I? All my memories and thoughts seem to be shaken up. What has happened to me? I can’t think clearly, I only feel panic. I hoist myself up, but realise that’s a bad idea. Nausea overwhelms me in intense waves and I vomit on the floor in the spot between my hands. 

I’m in the Asclepius Congregation, I remind myself once I can sit upright again. They caught me...

No, that’s not true. I have let myself get caught.

Yes, that’s it. My thoughts clear up, but I don’t have time to dwell on them for too long. I open my mouth and vomit some more. The phlegm builds up in my throat. I spit and cough and gurgle, gasping for breath. 

As soon as I can breathe again, I crawl away from my own vomit and pat my neck with a trembling hand. There is a sore spot where the needle was inserted. How long have I been I unconscious for? It could be an hour, or a day... I don’t know. It’s so dark in this cell I can barely see my own hands. I look at the only beam of light penetrating the room from underneath the door and suddenly it dawns on me that I’m here alone. Where’s my brother? 

‘Arthur!’

I’m startled by my own raspy voice. Groaning, I hoist myself a bit more upright and try to stand. When I lean against the door this time, it’s not so difficult anymore. ‘Arthur! Can you hear me?’ Powerlessly, I bang against the iron door. ‘Let me out!’

My only answer is silence. I grope around and find nothing, only empty corners that are not so far apart. Now I am throwing my full weight against the door. I knew it was a bad idea to let Arthur come along. They could’ve done anything to him at this point, without me being able to help him. I should’ve known better, protested more loudly. By Gwenhael’s blood, I should’ve locked Arthur in the Ark!

My efforts to kick in the door takes almost all my energy; pretty soon I’m out of breath. That must be from the crap they gave me. I keep shouting and banging on the door for a while, but then I fall back on the floor, dejected. There’s nobody on the other side of that door, or if there is, they don’t feel like opening it. Arthur can’t hear me – otherwise he would’ve answered.

I automatically reach for the seal pendant, but ít’s no longer around my neck. I have lost my talisman; lost it during those last minutes in the forest or on the way to the Institute. The discovery feels like a slap in the face.

The cold coming off the walls makes me shiver, despite my winter clothes. I wrap my arms around myself and feel something hard pressing against my chest. Rona’s diary. Strange... I still have the book with me, even though they have taken my rucksack away from me. I vaguely remember groping hands all over my body, someone searching for weapons in my pockets, under my sleeves... I frown deeply as I try to piece together the fragmented images into a correct memory. I think I clasped my arms in front of my breasts to protect the diary. Then there was a woman’s snarling voice, and as I lost consciousness, the hands disappeared from my body. At least one person in the Asclepius Congregation does not appreciate young women being groped by the men of Detection. I squirrel that little bit of information away, without knowing whether it’ll ever come in handy. But I’m grateful. I pull out the book and tenderly stroke the torn, leather cover. 

‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ I whisper. ‘We haven’t given up on you.’

––––––––

[image: image]


One day they must come and get me. I have no doubt. I’m just not sure what I’m more afraid of: being left to my fate in this dark, cramped cell or the moment that door opens and the blinding light announces my own personal hell. I remember Mirna’s horrifying story: for five years she was imprisoned here. If I have to spend five years in this cage I’ll go crazy.

I suspect they gave me Pax, but it’s starting to wear off, since I feel wide awake and the nausea is fading. With eyes wide open, I stare into nothingness. The darkness is a fathomless maw.

‘Will you, will you follow me... breaking the waves and braving the sea ...’ My voice is no more than a breath. I shudder and flinch even more. The cell begins to reek of my vomit. I want to put on some dry trousers, see some daylight. 

And where is Arthur? I have asked myself that question so often now that I’m numb with fear and uncertainty. I hope he’s not in the dark like me. Or maybe that’s a good thing? As long as he’s locked up, like me, no one will touch him.

The oppressive silence becomes more and more threatening. I want to hear something, anything. As long as it’s not my own breathing and anxious heartbeat.

I begin to sing softly:

––––––––
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‘Come from Camlann, lift anchor, set sail

If death won’t withhold you, then nothing else will

Hold fast the helm through the mist all those miles

Sail past the cliffs to that sweet, secret isle.’

I hear a thump behind me. I stiffen, my song smothered in a new wave of fear. I wait, without anything happening. Then I pull myself together and begin to scan the wall, but there is nothing that could’ve caused the sound. Did it come from the other side? After a few moments, I press my ear against the wall. ‘Is ... is someone there?’

For a moment all is silent. ‘Here,’ I then hear. The voice sounds dull.

My heart leaps. ‘Arthur?’ 

The voice is silent for a moment. ‘You must miss him a lot.’

It’s not Arthur. I sigh. ‘Who is there?’

‘Speak louder. Mouth against the wall.’

I press my face to the wall as close as possible. ‘Where am I?’ I shout. ‘I don’t see anything.’

‘A cell.’ For a moment there is silence. ‘What have you done?’

‘Nothing ... Not yet.’

I hear barking laughter. 

‘Where are these cells? I woke up here.’

‘Underground,’ says the stranger. It’s difficult to understand him properly. ‘In zero.’

‘Zero?’

‘Platform Zero. Underground.’

‘Can they hear us?’

‘Who?’

‘The guards.’ 

‘Guards don’t hurt you. Doctors are to be feared.’

‘I know that.’ Even Rona was afraid of her own brother. ‘Can they hear us?’

‘I don’t think so.’

I press my ear hard against the wall. He has a rough voice. Much too gruff for a young person. ‘Why are you here?’

‘Do you know?’

‘I know why I’m here.’ I wait, but he remains silent. ‘Who are you?’

‘Patient 263.’

Patient! A furious feeling coils in my stomach like a snake. If there was anything left in my stomach, I would probably have thrown it up by now. The Snake reduces us to numbers. 

‘Girl?’

I swallow. ‘My name is Nimue. What about you?’

On the other side of the wall, I hear some scraping. Maybe he’s chained and trying to get up? Will they tie me up too if I don’t cooperate? I clench my fists so hard it hurts. The pain makes me even more awake. Remember why you are here. Always keep it in mind.

‘Call me Wolf.’

I wonder if I have understood correctly. ‘Ulf?’ 

‘Wolf.’

I frown in confusion. A wolf, a beast of the wild ... But there are no wolves in Central Europe. At least not near Gwennec, and certainly not in the swamp near Brevalaer. ‘You have a strange name.’

He says something unintelligible. I try to listen again with my ear to the wall, but falls silent. 

‘Wolf?’

He’s quiet now. A moment later, I hear dull footsteps coming my way. I move as far away from the door as possible. For a short moment there is more silence, then a strange, squeaking sound. Suddenly, I’m blinded by bright light coming in from the corridor. 

‘Patient 1490,’ says a soft, feminine voice coming from the doorway. ‘Doctor Tangi Moal is ready for the examination. After that, I’ll take you to your room.’
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Chapter 2


[image: image]Doctor Moal





[image: image]




She’s wearing a blue dress and shiny, black shoes. Her face seems young, but the lines around her mouth tell a different story. Smiling, she looks down at me. ‘Do you need help walking?’

I want to growl and tell her not to touch me, not to come near me. Mirna’s warning stops me just in time. Yet, I stand frozen. I feel like a trapped animal in a cage, ready to defend myself if she pulls out another syringe. 

The woman takes a step backwards. Enough to give me some space, but not far enough to shoot past her. ‘Please follow me.’

It’s likely that they already have Arthur upstairs somewhere. Finding out where he is must be my first priority, but after that I must focus on the reason for my arrival. 

As soon as I’m outside, she shuts the door behind me. I now see how solid it is: an iron plate as thick as my clenched fist, with a massive lock. 

Her fingers close around my upper arm. For a moment I try to pull away, but I notice that I’m not as steady on my feet as I thought. ‘You have poisoned me, haven’t you?’

‘Well, no. It was just something to calm you down.’ She’s still smiling, though the smile doesn’t reach her eyes. She has bright blue eyes, I see. Maybe she would’ve looked friendly, if she didn’t frogmarch me away from the cell like a prisoner. 

‘How long was I calmed down?’

I see a trace of surprise in her eyes. Doesn’t she often get questions like that? ‘A few hours.’

‘What was that good for?’

‘Come, walk on.’

‘Is my brother upstairs?’ 

‘Your brother is sleeping,’ she says, clearly impatient. ‘I’ll take you to Doctor Moal and then to your room, where you’ll get clean clothes and a bed. You must be exhausted from all those days in the wilderness. All alone.’

What kind of story has Will told her? I decide not to correct her. If I have to pretend, I’d better play along. ‘It wouldn’t have been so bad if we hadn’t been hunted,’ I tell her with conviction. 

‘You can’t go wandering around out there on your own,’ the woman says kindly. ‘It’s dangerous.’

‘But you can?’ 

The smile disappears. The woman presses her lips together and stares straight ahead. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. They might decide I should stay in that cell permanently, just like the strange man – Wolf.

We go up a flight of stairs. The steps are a bit too narrow for me to properly put my feet on them and there is no handrail, so I press myself against the wall. 

It strikes me how long we have already been climbing. These cells must really have been built deep underground. I wonder if they were ever part of an Ark.

When the stairs end, we stand in front of a closed door. This time it’s not made of iron, but it is locked. The woman uses a keycard to open it. That explains the beeping noise from earlier. Rougher than necessary, she shoves me into the corridor.

I blink against the daylight and peek up. The window that lets the sun through is too high to reach and has a long row of bars in front of the glass.

‘This way,’ says the woman. I follow her silently. We seem to be walking endlessly, straight ahead. I use this time to commit all the details to memory. We pass walls that seem deceptively cosy, with their soft yellow tones. It’s as if they want to give the impression that the sunlight is coming in through all the windows. A lie that’s immediately contradicted by the bars. The floor has been given less attention; it consists only of grey concrete and makes our footsteps sound hard and cold. On either side are dozens of closed doors, all of them numbered.

At the end of the corridor, there are three steps leading upwards. On the right, the hall fades into twilight. There are no windows and only a few lights. Here, where we stand, the lamps are fixed to the ceiling like glass tubes. It reminds me of the Ark. I feel a twinge of loss, of regret. And of fear. 

At the same time, I think of Katell. She must be somewhere in this huge building, perhaps behind one of these doors. I bite the inside of my cheek, and the pain stirs up my anger again. Remember why you are here, Nimue. 

The woman takes me to the left. Finally, we’re standing in front of a large glass wall, with a glass door in it. Next to it is a sign that says: Laboratory 5.

The woman knocks on the glass door, then opens it and gestures to me to walk in. I reluctantly do so. There is a strange, sharp smell in the laboratory. A smell that I cannot really place, and it stings my nostrils almost painfully. Around me are shelves full of books and closed jars. We walk past a huge device that looks like an elongated oven. Wires are running from it in all directions, some red, some blue. 

Only then do I see the man. He’s overshadowed by a semi-circular wall of computer screens, which display nothing but coloured lines undulating up and down, like jagged mountain peaks. 

‘Doctor Moal,’ says the woman in the blue dress. ‘The girl.’

The doctor turns around with a little jump. He is round and balding and has thick lips. He, too, smiles at me. Why do they do that?

‘Patient 1490,’ he says warmly, approaching me with his hand extended. ‘I’m Doctor Moal.’

I stare at his hand without moving. ‘I have a name. I’m Ni...’ Just in time, I swallow the last two syllables. You idiot! How many Nimues are there in Central Europe and how long would it take Benji to identify one within his own institute? ‘Nicole,’ I say, finishing my sentence. It’s the first name that comes to mind.

The corners of his mouth turn up even more. He actually does look like a mole, I think involuntarily. Moal the mole. 

‘Well then, Nicole. Sini has already told you what is going to happen...’

I shake my head.

The doctor points to an elevated part of the room. In front of it is a white curtain. On the other side is a hospital bed. ‘You may take a seat there for a moment.’

‘I may?’ 

He looks at me coldly. Without a smile on his face, he suddenly looks a lot less like a mole. ‘It’s not a request, patient 1490. Take a seat and pull up your sleeve.’ He turns to the woman, Sini. ‘Those rags she’s wearing can be burned later.’

I sit down on the bed. It’s covered with thin, blue paper that crackles when I move. It is chilly in the laboratory. I pull up my left sleeve, but apparently Moal is not satisfied yet. He nods to Sini, and she pulls up the sleeve even further, well above my elbow. Doctor Moal takes out a bandage and wraps it around my upper arm so tightly that it cuts off my blood circulation. I clench my teeth.

‘It’s just for a little while.’ He grabs a syringe.

‘No!’ I jump off the bed. ‘What are you going to inject into me this time?’

‘Nothing.’ He shows me the empty syringe. ‘We’re going to take some blood for your blood test. It really doesn’t hurt that much.’

‘Sit down,’ Sini orders me. She comes towards me. 

I sit down on the crackling bed again. ‘What do you mean, my blood test?’

‘Nicole,’ Moal says, frowning. ‘I’ve heard that you can be quite stubborn. That’s not allowed here.’

If he thinks I’m stubborn now, I’ll show him. But no – fighting should come later. I’m barely inside and already I’m starting to mess up Mirna’s strategy. Perhaps acting a bit dim is the best thing to do for now. I take a deep breath and humbly hold out my arm.

Doctor Moal’s thumb searches for a vein and sticks the needle in me once he’s found a suitable spot. I feel a sharp jab and a burning sensation.

‘Blood test? What do you mean by that?’ 

‘Standard procedure,’ Doctor Moal says. ‘We’re working hard here at the Institute to find all kinds of solutions.’ He jerks the needle out of my arm. Sini immediately presses a cotton pad against the wound. ‘Personally, I don’t think we’ll find anything in your blood,’ Doctor Moal confesses, smiling as he removes the tube from the syringe, puts a label on it and puts it in a rack with some other tubes. 

‘Why?’ I look at him suspiciously. ‘What is wrong with my blood?’

He laughs out loud. It’s a high, giggling sound. ‘Nothing at all. You’re from the Periphery, aren’t you?’

I give him “Nicole’s” most ignorant look. ‘How do you know?’

‘Your accent.’ He smiles broadly. ‘You and Patient 1491 both talk like farmers.’

So Arthur is Patient 1491. Would he be somewhere near me once I get to my new room? ‘There are no farmers in Gwennec.’

‘Aren’t there?’ Doctor Moal looks at his equipment a little bored.

‘The sea provides fish, not crops.’ 

‘You’re awfully mouthy. Your brother kept his mouth shut nicely.’

Ah, so Arthur hadn’t been asleep at all. At least not for very long. ‘When can I see him?’

‘Not anytime soon.’ 

‘But...’

‘Lift up your jumper.’ 

The doctor grabs a stethoscope and puts the earpieces in. 

‘If I do, will you take me to him?’

‘Your brother is sleeping,’ Sini says clearly. ‘You can’t see him.’

‘Your jumper,’ Doctor Moal repeats. 

I lift up the hem of my jumper, along with the diary in the inside pocket. They don’t notice anything. The doctor presses the stethoscope against my stomach. ‘Breathe in – hold – and breathe out ... Good. And again, breathe in – hold ...’

He checks my lungs, then my heart. Once he’s satisfied, he takes off the earpieces of his stethoscope and steps back. ‘All done. No reason to look so suspicious, okay?’ His words are reassuring, but his tone unfriendly. 

‘Come,’ Sini says. She helps me off the bed and pulls down my jumper like I’m a child who needs help getting dressed. I let her.

‘Is that all? You’re ... not going to do anything else?’

‘What else should I do with you?’ Doctor Moal already turned his back to me, clearly not interested in a chat. ‘You seem healthy and strong.’

‘You should rest first,’ Sini says.

‘And do I get food?’

Sini smiles a little condescendingly. No doubt I come across as a mutt wagging its tail at the mere thought of scraps of food. ‘As promised.’

‘And then? What happens next?’ I wrap my arms around my chest, protecting the diary without them realising I’m hiding it there. ‘Are you going to hurt me? Or my little brother?’

Sini makes a shocked and slightly disapproving sound, then purses her lips. ‘Child, whyever would we hurt you?’

I frown at her. ‘They call you The Snake.’

Behind me, Doctor Moal lets out another high-pitched laugh. ‘Ssssnake. That is rather fitting. You shouldn’t listen to gossip too much, Nicole.’ He throws me a look I can’t quite read. Is it anger? A warning? ‘You have no idea what’s going on here.’

I keep my thoughts to myself. If they won’t take me to Arthur, I must somehow find out where they’re keeping him, what is happening to him. 

But I still have another priority, I remind myself sternly. Arthur at least knew the snake’s nest he was walking into – he limped straight towards it, with his one good leg. But Katell had no idea. Nor Taran, Marci and Judikael, Arthur’s friends. They have nothing to do with our uncle either. They are the ones I should be focusing my efforts on. They must be the first to be released from this building. 

But by Gwenhael, the Institute is bigger than I expected. I have only seen the long straight hall and the cells underground, which Wolf called Platform Zero. That means there must be many more rooms, and corridors, and laboratories. How am I going to snoop around here without getting noticed? 

‘Move along.’ Sini’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts. I notice that I stopped walking a few steps away from the door. Quickly I start moving again. We walk back, down the long corridor with numbered doors on both sides. When Sini opens door 17, it reveals a room with a bed, a closet, a sink and a toilet.  In the corner is a green light.

‘What is that?’ I ask.

‘The alarm clock.’ Sini looks at me blankly. ‘Tomorrow morning at half past six you have to get up, shower and get dressed. If you are late, you will be disciplined.’

Silently, I step forward. Before I can even turn around, I hear the shrill sound of Sini using her keycard, closing the door behind me.

I take in the details and it doesn’t make the room seem any more pleasant. The bed has rusty legs of steel. On top of the tightly made bed with white sheets is a bundle of clothes. There is no window, only a bulb on the ceiling. No light switch on the wall. I’m locked up here and I don’t even control the light in my own room. This room may be a better place to stay in than the cell, but it’s not exactly a victory.

Tired, I lower myself onto the bed to examine the clothes. The Asclepius Congregation apparently wants me to walk around in a knee-length skirt and a synthetic cardigan. I can hardly stand the fabric – it feels too slick on my fingers. The skirt and cardigan are both a faded blue colour, as if they have been washed too often. Have people worn these clothes before me? 

There is also a woollen scarf; the only piece of clothing that feels comfortable.

Slowly, I undress myself. I take out the diary and stare at it for a few moments, before putting it under my pillow. 

The skirt is too loose around my hips and the cardigan almost slips off my shoulders. I button it up to my chin. For the first time in weeks, I touch my own body and it scares me. Not because of the bruises I got from banging on the cell door; I’m used to having bruises on my skin. But I don’t like how bony I am. I have never exactly been chubby, but that winter in the swamp has left me really skinny. With my thumb I can feel all the ribs, sticking out like tiny bumps. I’d better put on some weight if I want to keep my strength up, I think, as I lie back on the bed. As soon as I think about eating, I notice that my stomach is screaming for food. I had my last meal before I went to sleep and Mirna woke me up to put the plan into place. It seems like ages ago. Besides, when I woke up, I threw everything up. Anyway, Sini promised I’d get some food, so I won’t pass out right away. While I wait for a meal, I try to concentrate on the positive.

I’m in. And this was day one. I snuggle into the scarf and stare at the ceiling with wide-open eyes, until all the grey specks start to look like a constellation of stars. So far, my first impression of the Asclepius Congregation only raised more questions for me: is Sini telling the truth when she says they’re not going to hurt me? What does that mean for the other patients? What is that man doing in Platform Zero? 

And how do I get to Benji?
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As I am lying on the bed with my eyes closed, thinking that they must have forgotten me, someone comes in. But it’s not Sini who brings me my meal. It’s a young man, dressed in the same blue colour. He doesn’t look at me when he puts down the tray. Nor when he says: ‘Tomorrow you’ll have breakfast in the hall. Someone will pick you up.’

I wait for him to leave, wondering why Mirna never mentioned a dining room in her descriptions. 

The food has little taste. There is a slice of fish on my plastic plate, mashed up potatoes and some unrecognisable vegetables. I don’t care about the lack of salt or taste. The food is hot and it satisfies my appetite, that’s all I want. 

After I have scraped the last bits of stew from the plate, I let myself sink back into bed. My body and mind are exhausted. Now that I have been provided with food, I’m feeling overwhelmed by my next need: sleep. My pressing questions no longer keep me awake.

The shrill sound of the alarm clock wakes me. I throw the pillow at the flashing light to shut it up. It doesn’t work, so I get up, swearing. I run cold water from the tap and splash it in my face. I find a bar of soap, still wrapped in plastic, and stand there naked for a full minute clumsily trying to get the plastic off. Stinging jellyfish, what a waste. Don’t they know how much oil has to be pumped out of Gwennec to produce all this plastic? After I’ve washed and dressed myself, the alarm clock is still ringing.

‘I’m up, by Gwenhael!’ I growl. By now I’m wide awake and because of that I sharply remember where I am, and what day it is: the second day. Whatever happens today, I should, at any rate, make good use of my time.

There is a single knock on my door, followed by the beeping noise of the electronic lock. The person who comes to get me is neither the young man nor Sini. This man is tall and broad like a bull, with a shiny, bald head and bright eyes. He looks straight at me – something that seems to make Sini and the other person who appeared before uncomfortable – and says: ‘You’re the new one? Come with me.’

I don’t have much of a choice. He leads me down the empty corridor, takes me up a few steps and around a corner without speaking to me. I strain my eyes, memorising the numbered doors we pass and guessing what might be behind them. We pass a few windows decked out with iron bars. Unless we can find a crowbar somewhere in the building, these windows do not offer an easy way out. 

I’m surprised when we turn the corner and I suddenly see children standing in a queue. They’re standing there, ramrod straight, dressed in white and blue – the colours of the Institute. A couple of them peek over their shoulder when they hear us coming. The man puts me in the back of the queue, doesn’t say a word and walks past the children to open double doors with his key card. Behind them is a dining room with two long tables and rows of wooden chairs. He gestures for us to go inside. The children seem to know this routine. Everyone takes their seats. There is no talking. So many children together who are all dead silent – it makes me incredibly nervous. I follow their example, press my lips tightly together, and find a spot at the far edge of the table. No trace of Arthur anywhere. I notice that the second table remains almost empty. We each get a bowl of porridge, a slice of bread and an apple. There are glasses with a kind of orange-coloured juice that I cannot identify. It doesn’t look like we can ask for seconds. The bull-man in his blue suit didn’t come in with us, but we don’t really have privacy either. At the edge of the room are three women, all dressed in blue. They seem to be keeping an eye on us while they’re quietly talking to each other. I see one of them stifle a yawn behind her hand.

While spoons are ticking against bowl rims, a little boy next to me gently tugs at my sleeve. I look down at him. He can’t be older than nine, I think, and has short, cropped hair. I lean towards him and he whispers:

‘Don’t stare at the Caretakers.’

I point at the women with my spoon. ‘Are those the Caretakers?’

‘When they are tired, they let us talk. But only if we do it quietly.’

I imitate his whisper as I gesture to the largely empty table beside us. ‘Where are the others?’

‘We never see them.’

‘Never?’ That’s a problem if I ever want to find Arthur.

‘Not often.’ He has already emptied half of his bowl and eagerly shovels more porridge into his mouth. He notices me watching him, then peeks at my untouched breakfast before commenting: ‘If you don’t finish it, you’ll have to sit here until you do.’

‘All day?’ The idea of wasting food is appalling, so I start eating the porridge quickly. It is lukewarm. Despite the Snakes’ wealth, they can’t even give their patients a decent meal?  We were better off at home; even in the Ark we were eating food more tasteful. 

‘What’s your name?’ I ask the boy between my fifth and sixth bite.

‘Ruben.’

‘Ruben, how long have you been here?’

He shakes his head and downs his juice in three gulps. ‘It was winter when they caught me.’

‘What are they doing to you? Ruben, this is important.’ I put my hand on his upper arm to hold his attention. ‘Tell me what they did to you. Or did they say something...?’

One of the Caretakers hisses at us. Ruben collapses and seems to shrink, as if she just slapped him in the face. 

I fold my lips and look at my food. Suddenly, I’m no longer hungry.

A loud bell announces the end of our breakfast. This is the only moment of chaos in this otherwise silent, timid group of children. Their chairs slide back and their feet make loud noises across the bare concrete floor. 

Ruben surprises me by taking advantage of the moment. Again I feel a tug on my sleeve. ‘You have to watch out for the fat doctor,’ he whispers. ‘Children go to him. Sometimes they don’t come back.’

I nod to confirm I heard him. The bit of porridge I have eaten feels like an unpleasant cold lump in my stomach. Is he talking about Doctor Moal? I can’t ask him anymore, because Ruben quickly joins the queue and doesn’t look back at me either. I stand in the queue as I did before, until the muscular man takes me back to my room. Before he closes the door behind me, his gaze drills into my eyes. ‘Everything alright?’

An absurd question. I don’t answer it, but ask: ‘What’s going to happen now?’

‘You’re new, no schedule has been made for you yet. Wait and rest.’

I curse softly when he locks me in the room with nothing to do. An hour passes, I think, and in frustration I pace from my bed to the wall and back. Sometimes I hear footsteps outside my door, but nobody comes to get me. I don’t know what I expected, exactly. That they would immediately take me to the Big Cheese within the Asclepius Congregation? Or to the place where children disappear? That wouldn’t be very convenient, since I don’t have a plan yet. But I’m wasting precious hours being stuck in a room, not knowing anything. 

After another long, boring period where no one comes to collect me, I stop pacing up and down and drop onto my bed. I haven’t seen much of the Asclepius Congregation, but I must make sure I remember everything. I close my eyes and try to remember by conjuring up the route to the dining hall. And then, from my room, the way to Doctor Moal’s laboratory. I try to remember every corridor that took me from Platform Zero to the laboratory, but it frustrates me that I’m still too disoriented to recall all the details.

I get hungry. And wait some more.

When the shrill beeping noise wakes me up from my slumber, it is Sini who comes in. I prepare myself for danger, perhaps for a confrontation and an escape, but she takes me to another room, where the light is more pleasant and where, to my surprise, I hear voices talking pleasantly together. I can even hear laughter.

Inside is a playroom, one like we had in the Ark. There are a few bookshelves along the wall, some drawing materials and toy blocks and balls. The room is clearly designed for much younger children, and it makes me wonder how far Benji was willing to go. Did he ever use babies for his experiments? 

Sini misunderstands the look on my face. ‘You’re not the only older kid,’ she says. ‘You’ll have some company.’

‘What... what am I supposed to do here?’

She seems surprised that I don’t know. ‘Enjoy yourself. This is your time for leisure. Normally you’ll have an hour a day to yourself, but you’re new and you’re still under supervision. You get twenty minutes.’

I slip inside. My gaze immediately falls on the window. It’s barred, but the windowsill is wide and furnished with soft cushions. Nestled in the cushions is a twelve-year-old girl with thick, blonde hair. For a moment, I think I have found Katell. The next moment, she turns and I’m disappointed when I see her face. I let my gaze wander and suddenly I get my hopes up again. On the other side of the room, I think I see a familiar face.

I wade past toys and children. ‘Judikael?’

She turns around. Her face lights up. ‘Nimue!’

‘Shh!’ I peek around, but the Caretaker at the door is looking in another direction and is too far away to hear us above the children’s voices. ‘Call me Nicole here.’

‘Nicole? Why?’ 

‘Just trust me. Judikael, I’m so happy to see you! Are you alright? Did they ... do anything?’

‘Not yet.’ Judikael speaks softly. She glances around, then takes me to a corner of the room, half out of the Caretaker’s sight because a chest of drawers is blocking his view like this. ‘They took Marci one day, but she came back unharmed. All they did was take her blood, she told me. But I’m not sure that’s all they want. Some children are here one day, gone without a trace the next.’

‘What about Taran?’

‘Yes, he’s here. But they know we know each other, so they have separated us.’ Judikael peers at the Caretaker with a dark frown. ‘What are they afraid of? An army of children?’

‘Perhaps of a stampede. Judikael, do you know where Arthur is? Have you seen him?’

She looks at me. ‘Arthur is here?’

‘They have separated us. I haven’t seen a trace of him yet.’

‘He’ll be fine,’ Judikael says. ‘As long as he’s not sick.’

I look at her, surprised. ‘You know about that?’

‘Who doesn’t? That’s all they want to know. I think the Caretakers are afraid of it. They spray themselves with some kind of disinfectant as soon as they smell something even remotely weird.’

‘Good luck with that,’ I mutter. I lower my voice to a whisper. ‘Arthur and I have come to help you. We can be picked up from Cami in eight days, if we find a way out before then.’

Judikael stares at me. I can’t blame her for the bewildered look she’s giving me. ‘You act like it’s easy! If there was a way out, I would’ve taken it by now.’

‘It’s not easy,’ I admit. ‘But I have a plan. At least ... I’m working on a plan, now, right this moment.’ 

She looks at me, waiting. 

‘I need paper, and something to write with.’

‘If that’s all, I can help you.’ Judikael opens a drawer in the cupboard, rummages around for a moment and then hands me a green-coloured pencil and a wrinkled sheet of paper. I kneel down on the floor and smooth out the paper.

‘This is where I start. My room, in this hall. That hallway makes a bend...’ Carefully, I draw what I’m describing. Each corridor I walk through becomes a line, alternating with dots to depict the rooms and halls I have encountered. Judikael takes the pencil from me and maps out what she remembers of the surroundings next. 

Once we’re finished, I look at our handiwork with a critical eye. ‘It’s a start.’

‘What are we going to do with this?’

‘First we find out where Arthur and Katell are. And Taran and Marci. We’ll mark the best hiding places; if there’s a pattern to the Caretakers’ routine patrolling the hallways, we’ll make a note of it.’

‘That still won’t get us out,’ Judikael says in a muffled voice. ‘Even if we manage to get through all the corridors unseen. Every door closes with a keycard.’

‘Then we’ll make sure we get one.’

She looks at me in disbelief. ‘How?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ I have to admit. 

‘Nimue, this is madness!’ She peers at the Caretakers at the door and lowers her voice even more, until she’s whispering. ‘They’re watching us every second of every day. That makes it impossible to slip away or steal anything...’

I follow her gaze and look at the Caretakers. ‘They look tired. I bet they’ll be even more tired by the end of the day. We can think of a diversion. And a complex building like this must have one or two back doors. Maybe a kitchen door, maybe a fire escape or a loading dock for goods.’

‘Maybe...’ Judikael looks unconvinced. ‘I want to leave as much as you do. I’m terrified every day that they’ll come and get me and I ... won’t come back.’

Because there are no pockets in these clothes, I fold up the paper and put it in my sock together with the pencil. ‘Keep your eyes open,’ I tell her. ‘Everything you see can be useful. If only we could pass messages to each other...’ But where could we safely leave them without a Snake finding them?

Judikael guesses my idea. She shifts slightly and hooks her fingers behind a floor tile. It slides up a little. ‘We can leave messages here. Just be careful the stone doesn’t break by pulling too hard.’

‘Excellent.’ I carefully put the stone back down and note with satisfaction that the fault line is barely visible. ‘If you see Arthur or Katell, please let me know.’

‘Of course.’ 

I want to hug her, but she avoids my arms. ‘If they know we know each other...’

Of course. It’s safer for the Snake to keep us separate. Imagine old friends getting ideas that don’t fit into the plans they have for us. I smile grimly. ‘We’re not defeated yet, Judikael.’

It doesn’t take long for me to be collected after that. This time it’s Sini who is waiting for me at the door. I find it hard not to look at Judikael over my shoulder. I carefully rearrange my facial expression to a look of bored nonchalance and follow her. The piece of paper in my sock rubs against the skin of my ankle. 

I look up at the barred windows. ‘Why are they all like that?’

Sini casts a glance aside. ‘It was like this when we came here. This whole south complex was once a prison.’

‘Before the Impact?’

She smiles. ‘After the Impact, Nicole. An older building would no longer be safe. I believe the prison was built to extend one of the Arks at the time.’

‘Are the cells part of an Ark?’ I ask softly.

‘They must be.’ She looks at me appraisingly. ‘Why this interest in the building, Nicole?’

Certainly not because I want to work out an escape route. I point to the next iron barricade. ‘I was wondering what would happen if a fire broke out. We can’t escape through the windows. What if we need to get out quickly, but we’re stuck?’

‘Ah,’ Sini says slowly. ‘Like the tidal wave in Gwennec?’

Now I’m genuinely surprised. ‘You know about that?’

‘I heard stories. You had to flee, didn’t you? I understand why it frightens you.’

‘We jumped off a roof,’ I reply softly.

Sini looks at me and I see pity on her face. I avert my eyes, not feeling sure if I want her pity – she’s a Snake, after all. 

‘At least here you don’t have to fear such calamities,’ Sini says light-heartedly, as we approach my door and she holds her card in front of the scanner. ‘If there’s ever a fire, the alarm will go off, someone will come and guide you safely through one of the firebreaks.’ She waits until I enter my room and smiles at me. ‘You’re safe with us, Nicole. No more tidal waves and no more wilderness. Try to relax, because tomorrow you’ll get your schedule.’

‘Will I still get food?’

‘Of course. In a few hours. Don’t worry, Nicole.’

I give her a meaningless smile. Sini closes my door and I wait until I hear the beeping and the sound of her footsteps dying away. 

So there are fire lanes. And in the belly of this complex is an old Ark, just as I suspected. I wouldn’t be surprised if the CORE still works and the whole Institute runs on it. 

I wonder how much chaos it would cause if that CORE broke down, just like in the Ark.
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Chapter 4
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From the third day onwards, I fall into the routine that the Institute sets for me. I keep quiet and absorb every detail that might be of interest. It takes four minutes to walk from my room to Laboratory 5, across a corridor that has large round drain covers every fifteen steps. Sini says that the sewer runs right under our feet. When the alarm clock wakes me in the morning, I have exactly thirty minutes to get ready for breakfast before I’m picked up by the broad-shouldered, bald staff member, twenty minutes to hastily eat my porridge, and then another hour in my lonely room before Sini takes me to Doctor Moal for examination. I pass the time by pacing around my room, like a frustrated, trapped animal in a cage.

Doctor Moal doesn’t ask much from me. He even seems a bit bored, and I encourage him to find me terribly boring. He checks my heart rate, my lungs and takes some blood which he uses for later examination. It seems as if he’s waiting for something. I don’t know what for, until the fourth day. There is something else in the laboratory. A large device called an E.E.G. is waiting for me. I don’t know what it’s for, but he gestures at it as if he’s inviting me to step into a playboat.

‘First take off your shoes.’

I crouch down quietly to do aas he says. It is only when he whips out a syringe of white liquid that I start to protest: ‘I don’t want that stuff in my bloodstream.’

‘It’s just an anaesthetic.’ 
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