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Prologue  
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“You know the story of the White Prophet. There is another one you need to hear. 

Do not run away from me. 

I know you can hear me.”
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Chapter 1 

Departure 
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––––––––
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One of the shutters is ajar to allow some air into the musty bedroom. I look through the window and see the sun, gradually smothered by clouds. A strand of shells strung together, taps quietly against the glass. The deep and even sound of Arthur’s breathing has not changed in the past several days. 

Every day, I sit by his bedside and nothing ever changes, except the sunlight that enters the room. Today, I have averted my gaze away from him and I’m standing in front of the window.  

I can see the island. The horizon seems very near, just beyond the edge of the village. Nearby, I can see the apple trees swaying in the rough winds. I hear my mother and Ana talking to each other downstairs, and a moment later I hear shutters being closed forcefully. 

A storm is coming. The signs have become quite familiar to me. My skin starts to tingle and the smell of iron drifts on the wind. The entire village braces for impact as huge thunderclouds gradually gather over Avalon. 

Yet my thoughts do not linger on the increasing winds or on the sea fiercely trashing its waves against the cliffs. I’m thinking about the ambiguous dream I had last night and the voice that was calling me. The moment I opened my eyes, I could still hear the sound echoing in my ears and I felt shivers running down my spine. Now I cannot remember whose voice it was.  

I turn to Arthur and look at him. “Was it you?”  

No reaction – he only gives me silence. 

I let out a deep sigh and put my hand on his. It feels cold. Not as cold as the hand of a corpse, but also nearly not as warm as the hand of a healthy boy. 

“I want you to come back, Arthur,” I say to him. “I want the spirits to let you go.” 

“He’s not our prisoner.”  

The voice is neither Rona’s nor Ana’s. I jump out of my chair with my heart pounding as I catch a glimpse of a creature by Arthur’s bed. 

The wolf’s fur is as white as snow and her eyes are like ice. Her paws make no sound as she moves. 

“Your brother has willingly gone to the other side. He’s carrying out his duties, as commanded by the Fisher King.” 

It is not my first encounter with a creature from the Other World. Still, I’m struggling to keep my nerves under control. “Why are you here? Is something wrong with Arthur?” 

“I’m here to talk to you. Do you have any idea who I am?” 

I shake my head. 

“You have heard of me, Nimue. I am the White Wolf from ancient times long gone by. I raised the first White Prophet, when the world was just a vast wasteland. I called him my son and he called me his mother.” 

I remember that story, just like the voice in my dream told me I would. Many weeks ago, on a dark winter afternoon in the Ark, Will told us the story of the White Prophet: a baby who was left by his parents to die in the forest. His parents took care of his healthy twin brother, but believed the pale and ill child would die within a day. Instead, a white she-wolf had crept out from among the trees to take the child under her wing. When the boy had grown up, he returned to the human world and begged his family to stop destroying the forest. He was cast out and exiled once again. According to Will, that was how the White Prophet came to be: a mortal man living on the edge, that boundary between the human world and the wilderness. Not a spirit, but not fully human either. A vengeful creature of the wilderness, or a bridge builder... Will wasn’t entirely clear about that.  

My hands are sweaty. I look at the wolf. “I thought that was just a legend.” 

“The truth is often disguised as a legend.” 

“So it was you,” I whisper, almost relieved that I solved the riddle. “You were the voice in my dream about the White Prophet.” 

“In your dream?” the wolf repeats. The ears on her large head move backwards and forwards. “If I had the power to visit you in your dreams, I would.” 

“But I heard a voice,” I insist. “Someone spoke of the White Prophet and told me that there’s another story I need to hear. If it wasn’t you, then who was it?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe there’s another spirit trying to give you the same message. We need the White Prophet again.” 

“Why have you come to me?” I ask. “I’m not the White Prophet.” 

“Because, when we let your mother go, you promised us your child. You possess the gift of the selkies and your lover is a shaman. The child that grows within you is a Holy Child. And so we must have it and raise it as I once raised the first prophet. Your child will be the next White Prophet...” 

“How can you be so sure of that?” I snarl and wrap my arms protectively around my belly. “Those are just fairy tales and memories from a long time ago. This is just a baby. My baby!” 

“Did you not hear me? It’s a Holy Child. You and your brother have a strong influence on the world, Nimue. Wherever you go, reality changes. As it’s the nature of the magic in your blood, and it’s the nature of the selkies. And now the White Prophet will return to protect us against the madness and destruction of human works.” 

“It is the Hunter! He’s the one destroying our world! You must know that!” 

“I do know that,” she says. She sounds sad. “How did you think the curse came to be? All your gases and toxins seeped through the roots of the tree until it became sick. The Hunter didn’t always exist, Nimue.” 

I let out a deep sigh. “I didn’t know what I was saying that day on the beach. I was... I was distracted and confused. Please, I’ll give you something else. Anything else...” 

“We don’t want anything else, Nimue, daughter of Rona. Only the child. We will come for the baby as soon as it is born, that’s why I’m here, to tell you. Alongside the Fisher King, the child will herald in a new era. An era for the spirits. We have suffered long enough at the hands of men.” 

“But the Fisher King is dying...” 

“Thus he must be cured, and your brother must save him. I will see you again, Nimue, at the birth of our prophet.” She turns away from me and when she casts me one last glance, her eyes shine like starlight. “Be warned, child of the sea: the Hunter craves your magic. We sense that he’s searching for you, in both your world and ours. Never let him steal the secret of the sea. Die for it, if you must. And always be vigilant.” 

I inhale sharply. Before I can ask another question, she’s gone. 

“Nimue?”  

I whip around. My mother is standing in the doorway, holding a linen basket. “I heard you talking. Is Arthur...?” 

I shake my head. Arthur is still asleep. 

The spark of hope in her eyes vanishes, but she quickly recovers. She puts the basket down and starts to take Arthur’s sheets off. “Are you alright, dear?” 

“I had a visitor,” I say hoarsely. “A white wolf. She reminded me of the promise I made at the beach.” 

My mother halts in her movements for a moment. “We won’t let that happen.” 

“What if she’s right?’ I ask. “What if it’s the right thing to do?” 

“Sweetheart. Do you really believe that?” 

“I don’t know what to believe anymore!” I sit down on a stool by the window. “What can I do to keep the baby?” 

My mother remains silent for a long time. When I look up, she slowly takes a clean sheet, her lips pressed into a thin line. Her dark eyes are locked on my brother’s face. 

“Mum?” 

“You could run away.” My mother drapes the clean sheet over Arthur’s body and carefully tucks him in. “This island is a haven for the spirits, it always has been. The Whispering Pool by the beach is one of the rarest crossroads between our worlds. If you stay here, they can easily find you. If you were to flee, they would have to use all their powers to track you down.” 

“Are you serious?” I ask. “Leaving Avalon? Leaving you and Arthur?” 

“We have talked about this before. You promised me you would find the father of your child.” 

“Yes... When the time is right! Not so soon, not when I just got you back!” 

“I believe the spirits are getting weaker every day,” Rona says. “The farther you travel from Avalon, the harder it is for them to find you.” 

“They are desperate! The spirits want to survive, but we need the Other World too.” 

“Maybe so. But isn’t it cruel to take a newborn child away from their mother?” Rona walks up to me and tilts up my face by the chin. “I love you so much. Once, I had to flee just so I could give you and Arthur a chance. Now I think it’s best for you to leave this island.” 

“Mum,” I whisper. My throat seems to be shut tight. “I don’t want to go.” 

She kisses me on the forehead. “I know.” 

Suddenly the rain starts to clatter against the window. I jump up to close the shutter. A moment later, my view of the apple trees is obscured by an immense amount of water pouring down. The sky opens its maw and roars with a furious clap of thunder. 

***
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For seven days, Avalon is being lashed by the storm. It feels like a giant is shaking the island. Foaming seawater reaches over the cliffs. A howling wind persistently seeks to find a way through the cracks of Ana’s round house. The days are long and dark, almost impossible to distinguish from the nights. The clattering of the rain mingles with the roars of thunder. Sometimes I sit by the flickering fire for hours and listen to the creaking of the shutters and the walls. My heart pounds with every jarring sound. It brings me back to that other stormy night. Arthur is so fast asleep that he doesn’t hear a thing. 

After the seventh day, we wake up to an unexpected silence. The wind has forced itself to sleep like an angry child. Now a slight mist has settled on the hills and valleys of Avalon, on the beaches and even on the vastness of the sea. Mum’s words keep going through my head. I become restless. Every movement in the corner of my eye startles me, afraid that a spirit has come to claim my child. 

One morning, I wake up early, with butterflies in my stomach but my head surprisingly clear. I know it’s time to make a decision. The sky and the sea have calmed down, but the mist remains still. I slip out of bed and wake up my mother.  

“Nimue?” she whispers sleepily. 

“I’m leaving today,” I whisper back.  

Instantly, she is wide awake. She doesn’t oppose or try to change my mind. She just wraps her arms around me and holds me for a while. Her warmth and smell, still unfamiliar to me, are like precious discoveries I never thought I’d find again.  

“I don’t want to leave,” I say again, hoarsely. 

“But you have to.” Rona lets go of me and brushes my curls aside. “Get dressed. We have a lot of preparations to do.” 

After the sun has past the highest hill of Avalon and slowly begins its journey down towards the bottom of the sea, I quietly enter Arthur’s room. I sit down on the edge of his bed and touch his stubbly cheek. For a while I watch his eyelids, with their golden lashes, blinking restlessly a few times. Is he experiencing something on the other side of reality? Or can he somehow feel that I’m saying goodbye to him? 

“I won’t be gone forever,” I promise him softly. “Wait for me, Arthur. I’ll wait for you.” 

He sighs deeply and blinks rapidly again. Then he seems to calm down, as if sinking into a deeper sleep. 

“I will come back,” I say. “With the father of my child. And once I’m back, we will never be separated again.” 

I take the leather cord from my neck and lean in. Arthur allows me to slightly lift his head, as if he were a doll. I arrange the necklace neatly around his neck and place the seal pendant on his chest. “Keep this for me. I hope you know we will always be with you, wherever you are.” 

My mother appears in the doorway, together with Ana. Struggling, I get up from the bed and walk away from Arthur. Mum takes my hand. ”The boat is ready.” 

“I’m scared,” I whisper. 

“Don’t be,” my mother tells me. “Be brave and have faith.”  

“I’ll be back,” I promise for the third time, clinging to the thought. 

Mum squeezes my hand gently. Then she takes me outside, to the small port where The Herring Gull is waiting for me. 

***
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On the verge of a hazy dawn, I moor The Herring Gull in the harbour of Camlann. The mist has settled here too, like a transparent veil that seems to muffle all sounds.  

I recall this harbour to be a busy place. I remember teeming docks and crowded warehouses, freighters and hundreds of fishing boats. Now there are fewer boats, and many of them seem to be in a degraded state. The few people I see move differently. They walk hurriedly, without talking to each other, and some of them are boarding up one of the department stores. I just stand there and watch for a while, until someone notices me. I turn around quickly. I don’t know whether the owner of The Herring Gull is still around, but I don’t want to take the risk of being recognised as a thief. Or even worse: to be recognised as myself. Those men from Detection could be anywhere.  

I pull the large hood of my new anorak over my head, sling my bags over my shoulder and leave the harbour behind me as I go through narrow, winding alleyways that lead up to the city centre. I notice how many houses are deserted. For a while, I follow a group of people who, like me, trudge on with luggage on their backs. Past the centre, they take a turn in a different direction and suddenly I’m alone again. I pass the last few houses and finally, the street turns into a lonely, little road through barren fields. 

It’s obvious that something has changed in Central Europe. You can tell from people’s faces. You can feel a heavy presence in the misty air. Filled with foreboding, I head off. 
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Chapter 2 

The Walls of Brevalaer 
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––––––––
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“Nimue, you can hear me. You can see me. Stay and listen to what I have to say to you. Listen: the sea was silent and unable to move...” 

I’m standing in front of a huge creature. It has the body of a man and the antlers of a deer. His voice rumbles against my eardrums. What he has to tell me is vital, but I’m frustrated because I can’t find Arthur. After all, Sela promised me that I would see my little brother if I drank from the Whispering Pool... 

The man with the antlers extends his arm. He is still talking, but I notice that he’s slowly starting to disappear. A moment later, I wake up from my dream. 

***
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There is a chilly mist when I wake up.  

I haven’t been able to properly dry my clothes for days. At the end of each night, I wake up in a world shrouded in wisps of mist.  

With a shudder, I sit up straight. No matter how well my clothes protect me from this sharp north-easterly wind, the cold humidity has found a way to my skin. Time to get up. Time to warm up my sore muscles and get moving. 

First, I wait for the nausea to fade away. 

I comb my hair with my fingers. A few hours before I left, I asked my mother to cut it shorter. She protested, but I insisted. She sighed in defeat as I watched locks of hair fall onto the floor. 

My breakfast consists of a piece of stale bread, salty fish, an apple, and a few sips from my water bottle. I eat it while walking. My backpack feels much lighter than a few days ago. I must be getting closer to Brevalaer. 

It also means that I’m getting closer to the marshes. I think of Wolf, the father of my child. The last time I saw him, I left him with Will. Will must have returned to the Ark, so that is the first place I want to look. 

When Wolf comes to mind, I feel a familiar combination of longing and uncertainty. Is he thinking about me as often as I’m thinking about him? Or was it easy for him to let me go? I’m afraid of how he’s going to react when I tell him about our child. He might hug me. He might shake his head. I could not be more nervous.  

At noon, the fog has changed into a fine haze. It will probably not fade completely today, but I have gotten used to it. Even with the sun at its peak, the mist sticks to my arms, my face and my legs. It should give me aches, like pins and needles. The falling rain is toxic enough to cause blisters. But this mist does nothing more than block my view and make me uncomfortably clammy. It must be an other-worldly phenomenon, I can feel it in my bones. 

Now that my vision is clearer, I look ahead. The road is a straight, long black line running through a hilly landscape, where there are no other settlements: a clear sign that I’m approaching the Periphery. 

When I reach the top of a hill, I take a second to catch my breath. I put my hands on my belly, as if to protect the life inside me. I wonder if I will have a son or a daughter. I wonder if it will have red hair, or jet black.  

Suddenly, I ask myself why there is a barricade running through the deserted, hilly landscape, from north to south. It looks like the backbone of a gigantic beast, breaking through the horizon. I stare at it with narrowed eyes. A few kilometres further on, there’s a railway. I can see the tracks from the hilltop. So far, I haven’t seen a single train passing by, even though I have been watching the tracks for days. Now I’m beginning to understand why: the tracks are cut off by a barricade of stone. I expected to be  looking at the first houses of Brevalaer by now, but I see a large wall instead. 

I rearrange my backpack and descend from the hill. The sun has moved further west by the time I finally find myself facing the city barrier. I stare at it with an open mouth. It is a construction of iron plates and wooden pillars, built on a foundation of stone. Barbed wire and electric cords are meant to deter anyone from attempting to scale it. I don’t quite understand what I’m seeing, but it is clear that I won’t be able to get into Brevalaer this way. With a sense of foreboding, I start walking along the length of the wall. There must be an entrance somewhere. If only for the transportation of goods. Or has the storm destroyed so much of Central Europe that there is no traffic between Brevalaer and the rest of the continent anymore? 

I’m in luck. After about half an hour’s walk I reach the train track, and there is a gate with iron doors, large enough for a freight train to pass through. The tracks are flanked by two watchtowers, and I’m being watched from the roof by guards on the parapet. 

Or maybe they are just looking at the people gathered at the gate. There might be fifty people, maybe even more. I don’t bother to count. They are dressed like me, in anoraks and with protective headgear to protect them against the rain. They seem to be carrying all their household goods with them. I hope they’re wearing sturdy footwear for their own sake. 

I have noticed more and more people wandering the roads between Camlann and the Periphery. Vagrants. Refugees? I recognise the expression on their faces. I see emptiness in the eyes of people who were somehow spared from a terrible fate, but have lost almost everything. 

Carefully, I approach them. The gate is closed and these people are obviously hoping that someone will open it. I wonder how long they’ve been standing there.  

My question is answered by a young woman with broad hips and tousled hair. She wears it even shorter than I do – her brown locks barely cover her ears. There is a three-year-old girl by her side, holding her hand. They share the same brown eyes and the same snub nose. I notice how exhausted they look. 

“Would you like some water?” I offer her my bottle, which is almost empty. 

The young woman looks at me in despair. “You don’t have enough left.” 

“I have two more bottles in my bag and I can refill them in Brevalaer.” 

“I don’t think we’ll be able to get into Brevalaer.” 

I glance at the wall, tracing its length from left to right, then slowly shift my gaze back to the armed men in front of the entrance. “You mean the gate won’t open?” 

“We have been waiting here since sunrise.” 

“I don’t understand,” I say, confused. “Why won’t they let us in?” 

“Go ahead and ask them yourself.” 

I look at her and hesitate. Is it wise to make myself known to those strange, suspicious people in front of the gate? I’d assumed that in Brevalaer I could replenish my provisions and find some shelter in the Ark. I’m exhausted from the long walk. I look at the young woman and her daughter and offer the girl my water bottle again. She eagerly pulls it out of my hand, her little fingers denting the plastic. She reminds me of Katell; hungry, Undreamed Katell. 

“I am Nimue,” I say. 

“Anouel. This is my daughter Marie.” 

“How long have you been travelling?” 

Anouel seems to be counting the days in her head. “Nine, ten... Every day is the same if you walk long enough.” 

I nod. “And where are you from?” 

“Guer. I can’t recommend it.” She softly adds: “There is nothing to see... Nothing left to return to.” 

“The storm?” I whisper back. “Or was it the plague?” 

“The Black Influenza came first.” Anouel runs her fingers through Marie’s tangled hair. “It killed both my husband and my mother. When the storm came, the district officials left us behind in quarantine. A few people managed to break free. We set off with a group of twenty people. My brother and I believed we would all be able to make it to Brevalaer.” She shakes her head. “Now there’s just five of us left.” 

“I’m so sorry,” I mumble. 

“Me too. And what about you? Who did you lose?” 

“How do you know I have lost someone?” I ask. 

She smiles sadly. “You have that same look on your face.” 

She is probably right. I nervously pick at a fray on my anorak. “I’m looking for someone.” I stare at the gate again. One thing seems certain: if I do nothing, I will never get past the gate. I make up my mind and say: “Anouel, will you come with me?” 

Anouel says nothing, but she follows me as I slowly shuffle through a crowd of people, my hands wrapped around the straps of my heavy backpack.  

The two men guarding the gate look at me suspiciously, and I mirror their attitude. The man on the left has short, grey hair and equally grey eyes, the other looks younger and seems slightly more curious. They are both wearing dark green jackets and flat, red caps. If this is their uniform, it bears no resemblance to the camouflage clothing from Detection. Neither of them are displaying the logo of the Asclepius Congregation. What are they – soldiers of Brevalaer? City guards? Volunteers?  

Whatever their duties might be, it is clear that they do not see it as their task to speak first. I glance around and notice that several people are looking at us. I gesture at them. “There are a lot of people wanting to go in.” 

“You are supposed to clear the gate before sunset,” the older man says. 

“It would help if you opened the gate,’ I say. “Since when has Brevalaer been closed?” 

The man clenches his jaw, as if chewing on his answer before spitting it out. “We do not welcome refugees. Please turn around.” 

“I’m not a refugee,” I protest. 

“Do you have any relatives in Brevalaer?” 

“No, I’m from Gwennec. I’m on my way home.” 

“Gwennec.” The eldest seems annoyed and lets out a sigh. The youngest points to my backpack. “Do you have any identification with you?” 

I look at him, apparently in a very ignorant way, because he speaks to me as if I were a child: “The passport that proves you live in Free Breizh?” 

I laugh out loud, because for a moment I think he is joking. But his serious look puts an end to my amusement. “When I lived in Gwennec, nobody had a passport like that!” 

The man makes an impatient gesture. “You need a passport to get into Brevalaer. Please identify yourself.” 

“I’m from Breizh,” I say again. “Born and raised in Gwennec. I am a fisherwoman.” 

“Where have you been all this time, not knowing you would run into a wall on your return?” 

“I have visited my family,” I tell them. It’s not even a lie. “First my cousin near Cami. Then my mother and...” I press my lips together. Suddenly I remember the border post between Brevalaer and the rest of Central Europe. I knew there was a quarantine station at District 15, but I had not expected that so much could have changed within one winter.  

“You have crossed Central Europe without noticing there’s an epidemic terrorising us?” It is clear that he does not believe me. 

I shake my head. “I call it the Black Influenza,” I say softly. 

“I call it Stay-the-fuck-out-of-my-town. Breizh needs to protect itself.” 

I strongly doubt that a wall could stop the Black Influenza from entering the city. I probably have more experience with the disease than anyone here. I have personally experienced every broken molecule of it, and I still wake up at night with trembling hands, my mind filled with suffocating thoughts, and haunted by a whispering voice. But I keep it to myself, deciding not to divulge that information. “So you won’t let us in?” 

The young man seems to feel a little sorry for me. “You can apply for asylum with the district officer of Brevalaer. He takes care of all the applications.” 

I sigh. One way or another, I’ll have to enter this gate if I want to track down Wolf. Not to mention the other people here, who don’t even seem to have a home or hut to return to. Once again, I feel overwhelmed by the trail of destruction that is left by the great storm and the Black Influenza, which is still spreading despite all the efforts of the Asclepius Congregation. In Avalon, everything seemed so far away, like a distant memory... Now, the truth hits me like a tsunami.  “How do I apply for asylum?” 

The young man enters a guardhouse built against one of the towers and comes back with a form. I look at it as if he is handing me a can of worms. 

“Surely you can read...?” 

“Gwenhael’s grave, of course I can read!” I take his pen and pull the paper out of his hands. Using my real name is too risky, even if the district official of Brevalaer has no connection with Cormack.  

When I hand him back the completed form, he gives me an intense look. “Good luck, Nicole. If you can prove that you are indeed from Gwennec, I’m sure you’ll be fine.” 

“What about all the other people?” 

“Can’t help you with that.” 

I let out another sigh. “Where can we wait until you can?” 

“Not here.” My question seems to surprise him. “We are not allowed to have refugees camped outside the gate.” 

“Then where should we go?” 

He doesn’t answer. I look over my shoulder, at the deserted tracks and the vast hills. 

“Stinging jellyfish,” I mutter. 

“I’m sorry,” he says, and I think he really means it. “Every Monday, the district official organises a meeting. We’ll have more information then.” 

I’m about to turn away from him, until I change my mind and ask: “What day is it today?” 

“Tuesday.”  

He looks at me as if I were a poor stray dog, and I feel embarrassed. The long journey from Avalon to Brevalaer has made me lose track of the days completely. All that mattered so far was the sun’s arc through the sky and the long nights that followed; a darkness in which the stars were my compass.  

Anouel joins me as I find a spot at the edge of the messy, makeshift camp. Like most of the others, I let the backpack slide off my shoulders and use it as a seat. It is just a little more comfortable than the ground that is thawing from the late frost.  

”Thanks for the water,” Anouel says. Marie has already finished it. “I’m afraid I have very little food left to share.” 

“Don’t worry about me,” I say, still thinking about the closed gate. “This is going to be tougher than I thought. But we’ll get in.” 

Anouel looks pensive. “I’ve heard that there is another way to cross.” 

“How?” 

“They say there is a group that... helps people.” The little girl puts her head against her shoulder and she gently rocks her. 

“Who is willing to help us with this? The people of Brevalaer certainly aren’t, that’s for sure.” 

Anouel shrugs her other shoulder. “Who? No idea. My cousin left for Brevalaer about a month ago... Maybe longer. She never came back, so who knows? She might have made it across.” 

She makes it sound as if the wall of Brevalaer is a giant rift. 

“But it’s supposed to be a secret,” Anouel continues. “They say that if you want their help, you have to know the position of the moon. But it was cloudy last night.” 

“It is the third day of the crescent moon,” I say. “Is that a code?” 

“Then you should be able to find them three hills north from the main gate. That’s how it works, see? For every day of a crescent moon you count one hill to the north. For every day of a waning moon you count back. It’s a way for them not to get caught, I guess.” 

“Very clever,” I say. “But how do you know it’s true?” 

“I don’t,” Anouel admits. “It could be just a rumour, but if it’s true, it would be our best shot.” She goes quiet for a moment, and I understand her silence immediately, realizing that the chances for them to be admitted by Brevalaer were small. Suddenly I notice she is holding three coins in her hand. “This is all I have left. And I’m willing to bet one of them that the Marsh Birds really exist.” 

“The Marsh Birds?” I repeat. “Is that what they are called?” 

Anouel nods. 

“Wrap me in fishing nets and throw me to the bottom,” I chuckle. “Three hills north, you said?” I scramble up with stiff joints and swing my backpack onto my aching shoulders. “Put your coins away, Anouel. You’re going to need them on the other side.” 

*** 
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The valley is surrounded by rocks and berry trees – a suitable place to take shelter. Up ahead, against the ridge of a hill, are a few unfamiliar tents. They blend in with the colour of the grass surrounding them. I wonder how much effort it took to get them past Detection. 

The tents are like villas in a slum, because the rest of the valley looks like it’s littered with makeshift shelters covering the luggage on the ground. Shelters made of plastic bags, wooden planks, sticks and rags. Anouel turns a bit pale as we take in the camp. We find barrels everywhere – medium-high barrels that may once have contained oil. They form small havens of light, small fireplaces that burn against the rising dusk, and keep groups and individuals warm. But most people have gathered in the middle of the valley around a wooden cart. Someone is sitting on top of the cart... someone who, despite the approaching chill of the evening, is not wearing a coat. 

I recognise him by the way he sits, with his legs crossed and his fingers restless as ever. One hand is holding a cigarette, the other hand is drumming against his thigh. Finola’s blonde braid is shorter now. When I last saw Will, he prominently wore his sister’s mark to his shoulder. Now it’s just a single blonde strand, woven into his own dark brown hair. Someone, perhaps Mirna, has taken care of his hair as well. It always used to be a little too long and now he is wearing it short, particularly at the nape of his neck. 

He looks a lot tougher. Tougher and older. 

But his smile remains the same. His crooked little smirk always gives me the feeling that he knows more than he is letting on. I couldn’t hear what made him smile, but when Anouel and I come closer, I can finally make out what he’s saying. 

“... I swear on my grave, they will turn you away at the gate of Brevalaer. But you are more than welcome here. We provide clean water, rainproof clothing, soup. Blankets will be given to children and women first. It’s best to share...” 

People are handing out bowls and water bottles, rain ponchos and blankets. It doesn’t surprise me at all that Will is able to provide all these things. It is also clear that this is not the first time they have taken in the ragged travellers for Brevalaer, as everything goes orderly and fast. 

“Go on,” I say to Anouel, giving her a gentle push forward. “He said children get a blanket first.” 

Will has jumped off the cart and disappeared into one of the tents. I don’t want to let him out of my sight, so I squeeze through the crowd and run after him. 

One of the tent flaps is half open, but when I step inside, Will isn’t there. I look around. There is a cot in the corner – no more than a straw mattress with a couple of blankets carelessly thrown over it. On the blankets is a packet of cigarettes. A thick, hooded jumper is laid out in a messy bundle and looks like it’s being used as a pillow. The rest of the tent is mainly used as a storage area: I see a few wooden crates and some plastic baskets. I lift up one of the lids and discover more oiled rags, provisions and bottles of clean drinking water. Survival items in an empty wasteland. In a crate next to it I find different kind of items: three rifles, neatly stacked, hopefully unloaded. I shake my head and my curiosity is replaced with aversion. 

“You lost, girl?” 

Will’s suspicious voice tells me that he has not yet recognised me. I hear him take a step closer.  

“Everything you need is outside. You are not supposed to steal from us.” 

I suppress a grin. “You never really trusted me, did you?” I turn around. “Hello, Will.” 

“Nimue!” Will looks at me as if I just appeared out of thin air. “What are you...?” 

“Looking for trouble, Will?” 

“I can’t believe you’re here. What are you doing here?” 

“I’ve come back.” 

“So I see.” His face shows a range of emotions going from shock and bewilderment to relief. “I have often thought about you. Anything could have happened to you. You and Arthur on that boat... I didn’t know...” He surprises me as he pulls me towards him and presses a kiss to my lips. Then his hands slide through my cropped hair. “What is this? Where’s your long hair?” 

“Inconvenient when travelling.” 

He exhales; a sigh and a laugh at the same time. He lets go of me and takes me in from head to toe. “Nimue of the sea.” 

I smile. “Do you have room for an old acquaintance?” 

“Where is Arthur?” He looks behind me, as if he expects my little brother to be hiding somewhere.  

“He’s still on Avalon. On the island,” I clarify. “With my mother.” 

“So she’s alive? And Arthur, he’s alright too?” 

“Later,” I say softly. I’m too tired to tell the whole story now. I’m not even sure if Will would believe me. “Do you know where I can find Wolf?” 

“Wolf? Did you come back for him?” 

“I need to speak to him urgently.” 

“Oh, you need to speak to him, do you?” He looks at me rather probingly and I’m under the impression that something amuses him. “Well, he didn’t come along on this ride. But you don’t have to look so worried, he’ll be back. And in the meantime, I’ll help you get to the other side of this damned wall.” 
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Chapter 3 

The Way Home 
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“Are we going to the Ark?” I ask.  

“I’m afraid that’s no longer possible.” 

“Did something happen?” I imagine the underground bunker as I remember it: suffocating, claustrophobic, but safe. “Please tell me Mirna and Conn are alright.” 

Will reassures me. “We haven’t lost anyone else, Nim. Everyone is in good shape, healthy even.” He grins for a moment. “It’s just that our carts are not very useful in the marshes. Both front and back wheels keep getting stuck in the ground.” 

“You didn’t build decent roads while we were away?” 

“We like it the way it is.” 

“Soggy and smelly?” I tease him. 

“Soggy and smelly.” 

We both laugh. Then Will tells me to get some rest. “We get up before sunrise.” 

I nod. “What about you, Will? Do you still wait for Finola every night?” 

He touches the blonde lock in his hair. The sudden sadness in his eyes breaks my heart. “I don’t think I will ever get my sister back.” 

“Will...” I’m not sure what to say. I take his hands and hold them tightly. A bit too tightly, I guess, because he flinches somewhat. I understand how he feels, because I don’t know if I will ever get my little brother back either. Finally, I let go of him. “I’m exhausted.” 

“Then I’ll just have to be a gentleman.” He gestured to the makeshift bed. “You can sleep here tonight. Out of the wind, away of that damned fog.” 

“Will, I can’t do. It’s your tent, your secret mission.” 

“Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately? You look extremely pale.” 

I rub my face. “Well, I’ve been walking a lot. And the weather isn’t helping either.” 

“Please, Nim, sleep here tonight. There are enough fires to keep me warm.” 

I decide to give in and as I lower myself onto the cot, I feel relieved. My ankles are swollen and sore, despite the sturdy boots Mum and Ana gave me. “What about Mirna? Why isn’t she here?” 

“Ah, if Mirna were here, I wouldn’t need a fire to keep me warm,” Will grins. “She’s working, like me. She’ll be so happy to see you.” 

With these words, he exits the tent, leaving me alone to get some sleep. I cross my legs and rest my hands on the slight curve of my belly. There are days when I think I can feel the baby growing inside me. 

“We are lucky, little one,” I say softly. “According to Will, your father is close by. It won’t be long now, I promise.” 

I take off my boots and wiggle my toes a bit to get the blood flowing. Then I lie down and curl up under the covers. All this time I have been stuck in that awful fog. I have watched the moon wax and wane as I was using the chilly earth to sleep on. This tent is a blessing for both me and my baby.  

“One day, we will all be together again... Wolf and I, your Grandmother and your Uncle Arthur...” 

I fall silent. I embrace myself and the child that grows with every heartbeat, and I try not to think about Arthur, who I left behind in Ana’s house. I try not to think about his missing leg, his chapped lips and his sunken cheeks.  

He seems to be able to survive without water, without food. He’s breathing, but he is barely alive. The old Arthur died that day, on The Herring Gull, delirious and restless on the hard, rocking floor of a cabin...  

Stop! I squeeze my eyes tightly shut. I will not remember him like that. 

I exhale slowly and try to relax. The real Arthur isn’t chained to a bed in Avalon. He is somewhere out there, travelling, free and in good health, with two arms and two legs, as he should be. And one day, I will see him again. I promise myself that every night. And I promise that to him, too, whispering in the dark, hoping he can somehow hear me.  

***
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I am not completely awake yet when Will enters the tent in the morning. He has an apologetic look on his face when he addresses me. “I’d let you sleep longer, but we’ve got a long journey ahead of us.” 

“It’s alright.” I sit up straight and comb the snags out of my hair. 

Will helps me up. He frowns. “You seem different.” 

“Different how?” I know from experience that I shouldn’t get up too quickly, so I slowly put on my boots. “Oh, yes, my hair is shorter.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” Will lets out a sigh. “I know that look on your face. You’re keeping something from me.” 

I stay silent. 

“Here.” He throws an apple at me and I manage to catch it just in time. “At least make sure you eat.” 

”Do we have to take everything with us?” I gesture to the bags. 

“We’ll take those three bags, and these crates.” With some effort, Will lifts up the wooden crate I checked out earlier. I know there’s ammunition in it. 

“Are there people you don’t trust?” I ask. 

“I have enough reasons not to. Can you carry those for me, please?” 

I lift up a bag, but my back feels sore and weak. “What’s in it?” 

“Apples.” He raises an eyebrow. “Too heavy?” 

“It’s alright. Have you ever had to use a gun, Will?” 

We leave the tent and walk towards the cart that is waiting for us. The horse is harnessed and made ready. I look up, where the moon is slowly fading and the sun is already rising, its morning glow blocked by hilltops surrounding us. Smoke from last night’s campfires mingles with the mist spreading through the valley. 

“The fog seems to get denser every day,” Will mutters. He puts the crate into the back of the cart and I throw in the bag of apples. He looks at me. “There are times when I have to, you know. When we go through customs, for instance. We usually manage to avoid the guards, but when we stick to the same routes, they will catch on quite easily.” 

“And are they firing at you too?” 

“Sometimes.” He frowns. “My purpose is clear, Nimue. I’m bringing these people to safety. I’m not ashamed of it.” 

He puts the rest of the necessary items into the cart. A group of people is eagerly waiting in the morning chill. He smiles at them and helps them with their heavy bags. Among them are Anouel and her little daughter. I walk towards them and lean against the back of the wooden cart.  

In front of me I see a young couple with their twelve-year-old son. They introduce themselves as Nanicka, Cezar and Hannus. Two younger children shyly lower their gaze as Will lifts them into the cart. The girl squeezes the boy’s hand. They are both wearing worn-out shirts and shoes, and overalls that seem a bit too big for them.  

“Where are your parents?” I ask. 

The boy looks up. He shakes his head. Dead? Or lost? I wonder. 

“Come sit next to me,” I suggest. “What’s your name?” 

“Pedre,” he says softly, after he hesitantly lowers himself into a spot to my right. I notice that he protectively keeps the girl on his other side. 

“Is that your sister?” 

“Yes. Alma.” 

“My name is Nimue.” 

Will climbs onto the cart. It creaks and judders before departing the valley at a snail’s pace. I can feel the wheels struggling in the soft earth beneath.  

I ask: “Is anyone waiting for you on the other side of the wall, Pedre?” 

His silence is telling. 

We are heading west and I’m sure we have left Brevalaer far behind. I wonder if there are any villages nearby. We follow a paved road, which must have been built for a destination beyond Brevalaer. But judging from its lack of maintenance, nobody cares about this route. There are cracks everywhere, and grass, wild clover and thistles are forcing their way up through the tarmac.  

I move to the front of the cart and climb onto the seat next to Will. I think I see a hint of green up north, a thick forest... It must be a marsh. A little further behind us is Brevalaer, like a walled fortress. The barbed wire fence is a sharp dividing line from north to west.  

Will points ahead. “Look. Those are the customs posts.” 

From afar, they look like small, wooden towers manned by ants. Up close, they would probably be a lot more intimidating. 

“Anything for Free Breizh,” Will says. 

“What in the name of Gwenhael’s grave is Free Breizh?” 

“It’s Breizh, without Central Europe. You’ve been on the road a while, surely you’ve noticed things. People leaving their districts, fleeing from the Black Influenza. Cities are begging Rome for help, but Rome has collapsed like a sandcastle. Their water treatment works are heavily damaged by the storm, hospitals are sending patients away. They just don’t have the capacity to deal with the storm victims while half the population has to be quarantined.” He looks at me sullenly. “Can you guess what happened next?” 

It’s easy to guess. “The Asclepius Congregation?” 

“They came out of the shadows; became the heroes and the shepherds of the people.” 

“What they do is like giving people rat poison for a cold.” A horrifying idea crosses my mind. “Please don’t say they took over Breizh.” 

“On the contrary. The Asclepius Congregation controls Central Europe, and Breizh is closing them off. It started with Brevalaer and Saint-Thonan. They noticed that something strange was going on with their patients, who were declared healthy after treatment.” 

“Apathetic, sleepless, as if the most important part of them is missing?” 

“Exactly. And their distrust increases every day, as you can see from the measures they’re taking. As long as Central Europe is at loggerheads and the Asclepius Congregation doesn’t achieve a satisfactory result, the whole Periphery keeps its borders closed. And Brevalaer is a watchdog with bared teeth.”

“How does Free Breizh treat the infected people?” I ask softly. “How do they fight the Black Influenza?” 

“The wall. Why do you think the refugees are so eager to pass it, and why do you think Breizh refuses to take them in?” 

“But it spreads via air,” I object. “A wall can’t protect people from airborne contamination.” 

“Well, they are doing the best they can. And they are doing better than the rest of Central Europe, for that matter.” Will shrugs his shoulders. “They are lucky Breizh is so sparsely populated.” 

“But I refuse to believe that there is not one sick person in the whole of Breizh,” I say incredulously. 

“Oh, there are sick people alright. And it’s not just the Black Influenza... Because they have closed their borders, there is no transportation for medicine and food supplies...” 

“Oh, Gwenhael...” 

“But a large area has been designated for shelter. A wide, sparsely populated piece of land on the coast...” He looks at me for a moment, with a crooked smile. “You’d feel right at home there.” 

“Gwennec?” My mouth drops open. It’s outrageous. “They’ve taken Gwennec for quarantine purposes? But there are people there! My people!” 

“It’s not as bad as you think. And it’s not just for quarantine. Orphans, homeless people, refugees who have managed to cross, even the handful of refugees who are granted asylum; they are all relocated to Gwennec, or have ended up there themselves.” 

“But why Gwennec?” I ask. “There is no fertile land, there are no orchards, there’s nothing to live on except the sea. What are those people doing there?” 

“Where else can they go? Think, Nimue. Where would you go if you are sent away from every town or village you pass? To Gwennec, the end of the world.” 

After a short silence, I say: “So we’re not just going past Brevalaer. We are going home.” 

“I thought you’d be happy.” Will’s smile is fading. “I wanted to surprise you. But... you look like you’d rather go the opposite way.”  

“I don’t.” I stare at the horizon. We’re getting closer and closer to my old village. “It’s just strange to be here... It feels wrong without Arthur.” 

“Nimue.” When I don’t respond, he puts his hands on my shoulders and gently turns me towards him. “What happened to Arthur? What are you not telling me?” 

I hesitate, but he keeps looking at me and won’t let go of me. I finally give in. “Shortly after we boarded The Herring Gull, harbour patrol was alerted. Arthur got shot and his leg was injured. There was nothing on board to get the bullet out, so it got infected... He became very ill. “ 

“Weren’t you able to cure him?”  

“I tried, Will. But a bullet is not the same as the Black Influenza. And the Hunter...” I shake my head. Will doesn’t know anything about the Hunter and I don’t want to give him nightmares. I have enough of those myself.  “I’m very tired.” 

“Of course.” He puts a hand on my shoulder. “But you said he’s still alive. That he’s on Avalon.” 

“It was a close call, but the islanders saved his life. However, we couldn’t save his leg.” 

Will looks at me in horror. 

“It was awful. At first I couldn’t stand looking at it without getting nauseous. But I have gotten used to it by now.” 

“I’m sorry.” He embraces me briefly and firmly. “We have to move on.” 

Whether he means continuing the journey or getting on with our lives, I don’t know. I just know he is right on both accounts. 

***
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A few hours before nightfall, we exchange the paved road for a sandy track that takes us to the fence. Will shows us where the barbed wire has been cut.  

I help him push aside the iron cables. “Is there a chance we could be electrocuted?” 

“The electricity has been cut off. Sometimes they repair the fence – in that case we have to find a new place to cross. Are you in pain?” 

I feel caught as I rub my tired lower back. “It’s nothing. Is this passageway big enough?’” 

“It just about fits.” 

We let Anouel go first, with Marie, Alma and Pedre under her care. Nanicka, Cezar and Hannus follow suit. Will unhitches the horse and carefully leads him through. We silently watch as Will guides him past the cut barbed wire. His withers touch the top cable, and his manes get stuck in the vicious iron. Will stays calm, cuts off a piece of the mane with a knife and a few moments later we find ourselves in Free Breizh. 

“Welcome,” Will says. He grins. “You’re halfway to the promised land.” 

I shake my head as we follow him. From the marshes and woods of Brevalaer to the secluded island of Avalon, there is no place where I ever felt like I truly belonged. Once, I believed Gwennec was that place. But I no longer trust the sea, and with those rocky shores and sharp winds, it is certainly not our promised land.  

To my surprise, Will reveals a second cart that’s waiting for us – hidden behind trees, covered with branches and leaves.  

I look at him a bit stupidly. Will laughs and says: “We have our ways.” 

“If the guards come, they’ll take the other cart.” 

“True. I’ll have to think of something. Meanwhile...” He pats the horse’s neck, then lifts the children to the ground. “Forward march.” 

“Hm,” I say, not being very helpful. 

“A bit more excitement would be nice.” He puts the horse in front of the cart with the harness that was in the cart. “Or a smile, maybe. Come on, Nimue. What’s the matter?” 

“I miss Arthur.” 

“And you feel bad that you left him behind.” Will guesses without looking at me. I suspect he’s standing with his back to me on purpose while he buckles the harness. “And you’re wondering if Wolf is worth making this whole journey for.” When I don’t answer, Will sighs and turns around. “You haven’t asked me anything about him. You’re making this whole journey to find a man you barely know. I’d be terrified.” 

“I’m not terrified.” 

“I can see it’s tearing you up inside. It must be very important.” He grabs my shoulders, so I can’t turn away and escape confrontation. “He reminds me of you, you know? Evasive, knows more than he’s letting on, and full of secrets.” 

“Sounds more like you.”  

Will starts laughing. He lets go of me and I help him prepare the horse. Then we hop onto the cart. My backside feels sore from sitting on these wooden planks for so long. 

Will clicks his tongue and the horse flexes its muscles to pull us all forward. Forward march, to the sea. To Wolf. Will knows me very well, that’s for sure. What if Wolf turns out to be a waste of time? I will have left Arthur for nothing.  

***

[image: image]


The next morning, I wake up with the familiar feeling of nausea. With a groan I roll over onto my back and stare at the sky. It starts to transition into a soft, pink hue. Maybe today will finally be a clear day. I put my hands on my stomach and slowly breathe in and out. Close to the ground, patches of fog are floating like damp veils. As soon as I stretch out my hand, it is surrounded by fine droplets that do not harm my skin.  

“Odd, isn’t it?” 

I hadn’t noticed that Nanicka is awake and looking at me from her bed. She stretches her arm and slowly moves it through the mist. “You’d think we would all be covered in blisters by now. Maybe the world has changed. What do you think?” 

I shrug my shoulders. To me, it’s one of the many mysteries of the Other World. If only I could put all those puzzle pieces together, I would have an answer. Has the mist descended to cover the world for the rest of our lives? It’s as if we are slowly disappearing, a little more each day. Even if it’s a clear day, soon we may not be able to see the sky anymore. 

That evening, we find the first sign of human life since the wired fence: a large farm surrounded by orchards. The family takes us in without too many prying questions. We are all relieved that, on this third night, we are not at the mercy of the open air. We are given a warm meal and a cozy bed. When we leave the next morning, everyone is in a cheerful mood. I put my arm around Pedre and Alma, and when Anouel starts singing, I finally get Pedre to join in. Encouraged by her brother, even Alma tries to sing along. She has a sweet voice, but nothing is as sweet as the image I see before me when I look up. The road descends into a valley and up ahead, the land is flat. I can smell it before I see it: the smell of salt, carried by the wind. The smell of algae and seaweed. 

And there, far to the north, against the horizon, I see that grey line I haven’t seen for such a long time. 

My body responds to it like a magnet. The voice of the sea stirs something in my blood. It sings my name – I can feel it in my bones. For a brief moment, I experience this insane desire to dive into the water and swim for miles and miles. My instinct tells me that air and light are not as important as the shadows that can be discovered down there. 

But then I shake my head and smile at the thought. This is not my own instinct, but an echo of Sela’s selkie blood, and I refuse to give in to it. What happened to my mother was enough warning.  

Will leans into me from aside. “I think you’re home.” 

I nod, with a lump in my throat.  

He casts a glance at my face. “Are you happy or sad?” 

“I don’t know,” I say. I laugh and feel tears rolling down my cheeks.  

Will smiles too. “Welcome back, Nimue of the Sea.” 
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Chapter 4 

The Village at the end of the World 
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There are places that are so deeply engrained in your memory that they seem impervious to change. For me, Gwennec is that place. As we drive through town, everything seems exactly like how I remember it: the market square, the zigzagging streets and the once-imposing buildings; the smells of tar, smoke, paint, and donkey droppings. There are many familiar sounds too: the loud clattering of carts, the murmuring and shouting of people trying to get through while passing each other... I look around with a smile plastered on my face which probably makes me look like a fool. 

Everything is still the same.  

But when we leave town and drive along the paved road that leads to the fishing village, I’m confronted with a sobering reality. I was expecting empty spaces. I was expecting small houses with gardens, fishing boats bobbing on the waves. I search the horizon for the windmill with its slow, rotating wings, but all I see are the many tents and makeshift shelters on the once empty beach. 

My face must have gone white with terror. Will says: “This is the end of the world. This is where they all end up.” 

“Sweet Gwenhael,” I whisper. I raise my gaze unwillingly to the home of the saint I have just invoked. There is nothing on the hill – no old church that defies time, storm and adversity. I can only make out a few stones left from the foundation.  

For some reason, that touches me deeply. 

“Are you alright?” Anouel asks. 

“Everything is gone,” I murmur plaintively. 

Fortunately, I don’t have time to feel too sentimental. We reach the encampment, and someone hurries out of the tent to greet us. I let out a cry of excitement and jump off the cart before Will brings the horse to a halt.  

This young woman is Yannick, my best friend, whom I left in the ruined village when Arthur and I set out on our journey. It takes a few seconds for her to recognise me, but then we run into each other’s arms, laughing and crying. 

When she lets go of me, she looks at the cart behind me. “Where is Arthur? Is he not with you?” 

“It’s a long story.” 

“But... where is he?” 

“Later,” I promise her. “He’s safe. But it’s complicated.” 

Yannick knows exactly when I’m ready to talk and when it’s better to leave me be. She takes my hands and says: “I thought you’d never come back.” 

“As did I sometimes.” I think of Wolf. Is it a coincidence that my search for him brings me back to Gwennec? I smile. “I couldn’t stay away, even if I wanted to.” 

“But why have you come back? Will made it sound like you were finally able to track down your mother...” 

“Will? The two of you know each other?” 

“Of course,” she laughs. “I know a lot of your new friends. They all told me the same thing: how persistent you were, how dangerous it is out there. Gwenhael’s blood, I had no idea, otherwise I would never have let you go!” 

“I have seen things I never thought possible,” I sigh. “And I have learned a lot too.” 

She looks at me with a serious look. “Are you happy?” 

Happy? Every time I turn around to catch Arthur’s gaze, I remember he’s not here with me. 

“Excuse me,” Will interrupts. “We’ve all had a long journey.” 

“Of course,” Yannick replies, as I watch her transform to become the capable and confident leader she must be by now. “Everything is ready. Come with me.” 

“Where are we going?” I ask. 

“Because the city and the beach are fully occupied, we had to improvise,” she says. 

We pass many tents as she leads the way. I’m not sure if it was intended or not, but there are lots of narrow streets separating the tents from each other. “These buildings are not so safe anymore after that heavy storm. Did you see them? From wherever you were coming?” 

“Oh yes,” I assure her. “So which building is still fully intact?” 

“That one over there. Made out of stone and cement. Our own little hospital.” 

“That used to be the school,” I say in surprise. “You’ve turned the school into a hospital.” 

“We had to. It’s chock full, but it offers shelter and we are able to keep it reasonably clean.” 

She opens the door for us and we wade through a puddle of water and detergent that disinfects our boots. For a moment, it feels like stepping into a memory: the hall, the notice board on the wall where they once pinned up a list of vocational courses, the three doors to the classrooms. The corridor leads to an annex that used to be a dusty library, but now I see a stranger coming out in a hurry, carrying a roll of bandages.  

“It took some fitting and measuring,” Yannick says. “We keep our stocks in the library. Everything has to be stored and numbered.” She points to a room that used to be an old classroom. The door is ajar. “That’s the dormitory for those who have to stay overnight for observation. And here we have first aid and medical check-ups.” 

“That’s our classroom,” I say.  

“That used to be our classroom. Education had to make way for fixing nosebleeds and broken arms.” 

“And what’s over there?” I point to the room at the end of the hallway, where the youngest children used to learn to how write and count. 

“Quarantine. No one goes in or out without permission.” She turns to the others. “Please be mindful of that. The door should always be closed. If you see anything out of the ordinary, alert the Medical Officers immediately, or a doctor. Alright?” 

Anouel, Nanicka and Cezar nod. 

Yannick bends down to address Alma and Pedre. “Did you understand what I just said?” 

“No entry,” Pedre says. “I’m hungry.” 

“I have to pee,” Alma adds. 

“Then we’ll have to take care of that. You can use the toilet after we’ve checked you. It won’t take long.” She leads us into the old classroom. I’m taken aback by seeing such a large number of people inside. The window is open, but it doesn’t help clear out the musty smell. Our old chairs and desks have been rearranged and supplemented with pillows, blankets, and straw mattresses. The old teacher desk is now a hospital table. There is a straw mattress on top, covered with blue paper. 

“I thought we’d be the only ones in today,” I say, dumbfounded. 

Yannick looks at me and starts laughing. “Not everyone is brought here by Will.” 

“I’m just a guy with a cart,” Will grins.  

“How did they get in?” 

“The wall is long,” he says. “Those who want to risk their lives can feel with their hands when the power is switched off. Sometimes they do it out of thrift, even. Or if they have the money, they’ll bribe someone. Groups who have heavy weapons join forces.” 

“Plus, there are other smugglers,” Yannick says in a sullen tone. She puts Alma on a stool in front of her and gently touches the joints in her arms and knees, then her back and stomach, then the glands at her throat. “They are exploiters. Sometimes they’re customs officers from Free Breizh who take bribes and promise residence permits. But what can you do? If you don’t have any weapons and you don’t know your way around, it’s the only way to get in. Some smugglers are clever and they make a lot of money now.” She lets Alma take a deep breath, a stethoscope against her chest. After a moment, Yannick seems satisfied. “Just a slight cold. Well done, sweetheart. Is that your brother?” 

“This is Pedre,” I say. “They were on their own.” It terrifies me to think that these two children were at risk of being victims of exploiters and smugglers. 

Yannick doesn’t seem surprised. How many orphans has she seen already? How many of them are able to survive in a camp on the beach? 

“Is everyone who arrives in such bad shape?” I ask.

“Most of them, yes. They will all have travelled for weeks and immediately rushed to Gwennec. The district officials decided that it is compulsory for everyone to get a medical check-up. It only takes one person for a bad case of diarrhoea to spread...’ 

“Has it happened before?” 

“Don’t get me started. We’ve survived that crisis, but the hospital in the city was at full capacity after just three weeks.” 

“Brevalaer has a bigger hospital,” I say. “Don’t they do anything at all?” 

Yannick rolls her eyes. “Brevalaer refuses to take in refugees without residence permits.”  

“I have to go,” Will suddenly interrupts. “Please tell Doctor Merric I’ll be in the town hall.” 

“Hold on.” Yannick quickly grabs him by the sleeve. “You know the rules.” 

For the next few minutes, I watch with pleasure as Will reluctantly undergoes a physical examination. When Yannick gives him a satisfied look, he pulls down his jumper and hurries away with his remaining dignity. I chuckle. 

“Your turn,” Yannick says. 

She checks the back of my throat, presses a stick to my tongue and says: “You haven’t brushed your teeth properly.” 

“How cah I ush my eeth?”  

“You have any cavities?” 

“Ho wah?” 

She takes the stick out of my mouth. 

“I said, so what? My cavities are my business.” 

She laughs when I make a face and push her off me. I allow her to listen to my lungs and heart and check my joints. “You’re covered in bruises too,” she says. 

“You should see my backside. Done yet?” 

“Hm-hm.” Her hands slide over my belly. “You’re a bit fatter than you used to be, aren’t you? What have you been eating lately?” 

“Apples, salted meat, some bread,” I list.  

“And before that?” 

“Lots of fish.” 

“How’s your bowel movement?” 

“Divine,” I say. 

“When was your last period?” 

“Seriously?” 

“Hey, I have to ask. I used to know exactly when it was your time. You wouldn’t stop cursing,” she laughs. 

“Alright then.” I lean forward and whisper in her ear: “It must have been about thirteen weeks ago.” 

“What?” 

“Shh.” I wink. 

“But...” 

“I haven’t told anyone yet.” 

“Nimue!” She glances down to my belly, then back up at me. I can almost hear her thoughts: am I making fun of her, should she pity me, am I beaming with joy...? 

“Later,” I promise. “Not here.”

Finally, Yannick lets out a deep sigh. My smile seems to reassure her. “Just wait over there until I’ve finished,” she says. Her look tells me that she doesn’t intend to keep me here any longer than necessary, and that I’m about to have a very different kind of interrogation. 

I go outside and walk down the street, taking in the familiar yet strange surroundings. A jeep passes by me and stops at the entrance of the building. Once, this would have been a rare sight; now I am the only one staring at it. Keep walking. People scurry from tent to tent. They are standing in groups. They talk, fiddle with pans and keep low fires burning in front of the entrances to their tents. The light colour of their skin tells me that they’re not from the coast. Their hands lack the calluses that you get from fishing, hauling in catch and casting out nets every day.  

I look at them as I walk past, but nobody pays any attention to me. 

When I reach the point where the paved road turns into a sandy track, I stop. This used to be a barren area. A plain beach where the tide gets trapped in gullies and ruts, full of crabs and shellfish. And behind it, I used to be able to see the tide, either retreating or throwing itself onto the sand.  

But the beach has now been taken over by refugees from all over Central Europe, and the sea has been swallowed up by dense fog.  

I hear someone approaching me and suddenly Yannick stands beside me. For a while we just stare at the misty landscape, the end of the world. I have the feeling that we are thinking the same thing: the world we once knew is gone. 
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