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For DRD




THE TEN


Lucy and Raheem


Li and Sam


Jing and Matthew


Rachel and Jamie


Eleanor and Sebastian
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HOTMUTHAFKER14



I used to like video games.


Dad bought me a PlayStation when I was fourteen. It was second-hand, but I didn’t tell anyone that.


All the other boys in my year played Fortnite. They would join these ‘squads’ and play together. At first, I thought they all went to each other’s houses and sat round the TV in a group, which sounded horrific. But then I found out they didn’t do that. They were doing it in their own bedrooms. Separately.


And I remember thinking I could probably make friends if I could sit in my room, alone. That sounded … much easier than making friends in real life. So I told Dad that and he got me the PlayStation.


I practised doing the solo games. Then, after weeks of practice, I was ready to join a squad. I thought I was good enough. I also thought, I can be someone else.


I opened the box with the headset that you talk to the other players through. It had lights that flashed and was covered in camouflage graphics like I was about to crawl into combat in the jungle. As I stood in my bedroom and put it on, readying myself for battle, Mum waved at me from the landing, beaming with hope, pride.


Have fun making friends, Seb, she mouthed.


I shut the door and loaded up the game. I chose this banana guy as my avatar. It seemed more robust than the others, what with its thicker skin and all. And it looked so cool.


I chose the player name new-on-here!234.


Then I had this weird giddy moment and I changed it. I changed the player name to hotmuthafker14.


My hands were shaking as I gripped the controller. My banana stood waiting in the load-up lobby, doing a strange little dance with its backpack full of weapons, and my whole body fizzed with the thrill of the unknown.


One by one, other people joined the squad and started talking to me through the headset. They said, ‘Hey, hot motherfucker fourteen, nice to meet you.’


I said, ‘Nice to meet you,’ back. And they laughed.


As the voices of these random fourteen-year-olds (I mean, I assume that’s what they were) called me dude and bro and said things like let’s go pow pow some bitches, something happened.


I felt happy.


It was a little odd at first, sure. Joining a group of (apparent) fourteen-year-olds to try and kill other groups of (apparent) fourteen-year-olds, while disguised as cats and superheroes and bananas with faces, was definitely within the realm of anxiety inducing. It was us, but not us. And we were killing each other. But not.


The whole thing was so far removed from everyday life. It was so much easier. Because it was all allowed. It was OK for me to be hotmuthafker14. In fact, it was pretty normal.


Normalised Banana Killing.


My parents didn’t mind. My sister Lily didn’t mind. My friend Shelly minded, but that’s Shelly for you. She said I’d turn into a brain-dead zombie with no personality. But I thought the complete opposite was true.


Hotmuthafker14 had a great personality. People liked him. They liked me.


And I got good at it. Really good. At both the game and being liked. After one game, I was named the Ultimate Sniper King by some angry Scottish person called anonymousbadboi46, for my skill with the Bolt Action Rifle. I could do head shots and kill in one, which he really appreciated.


I lived in that world for months and months. I made friends through my camo headset and said things like bro and wow, your building skills are sick to complete strangers. Well, not complete strangers. But people I’d never met and probably never would.


I was able to hear people laugh at what I had to say. To hear them tell me I was cool as shit and that without me they would’ve lost the game. That I was the Most Valuable Player. And I agreed with them. I had built myself an armour. An armour of strength, attitude and confidence, all while sitting cross-legged on my bedroom rug at 2 a.m. in my paisley M&S Y-fronts. On a school night too.


Then one day the PlayStation broke. I didn’t want Dad to pay for another one, so I lied and told him I didn’t like it, and that the other players could be rude and swore a lot. But I really missed it. I missed being in that world where things were different. Weird and potentially very bad, but different all the same.


Once it was gone, I understood something. I realised that I didn’t like reality very much. It was the first time I could articulate such a thing. That it can be real to not like reality. To not feel comfortable in it. To not feel safe in it. Because in the game, I did.


The game showed me how else I could feel. Powerful and strong and … other. Which was all so new. So exciting. So freeing.


And the comparison made reality so much worse. Because I saw that in reality there are much scarier things than sniper-shooting avatars. There are real people with their opinions. Their ability to look at me, really look at me. Look into my soul and see me. See the truth and then think with their real brains and talk with their real words about what I really am. Or what I’m not.


So what I guess I’m saying is the whole PlayStation experience amounted to a mini existential crisis. When I really thought about what all of this meant, the core of the matter was this:


I, Sebastian Harry Seaton, would prefer to be a cartoon banana.





ONE


DEAD FISH


I can smell dead fish. And blood. Putrid. Metallic. Mingled with salty air.


‘Seb! Move.’


Fragments of memory begin to circle. The HappyHead building. Sterile and white. A video playing in the assembly room. The coach. A bitter pill. A blindfold pulled over my eyes.


The ground lurches beneath me. A hand on my shoulder. ‘Come on…’


I’m sitting on the floor. Something is moving around me in the darkness. Something wet. Seeping into the fabric of my clothes, my shoes, weighing me down.


‘What’s the matter with you, Seb? Get up!’


The voice is loud and comes from right next to me. I open my eyes, but the darkness remains. The elastic of the blindfold cuts into the tops of my ears.


The memories keep coming. A boy. Blistered hands. A bee tattoo.


Suddenly the blindfold is pulled from my head.


Light flickers. On and off. Blazing white. Then back to pitch-black.


‘I—’ My voice tears against my throat. ‘I can’t—’


Creaking. More shouting. Crying.


Hands push my chest, forcing me back. My arms twist, searing with pain.


I’m tied to a pipe jutting out from the wall.


The hands pull at the rope round my wrists. Fingers fumble with a knot. Shaking. Bloody.


‘Guys! It’s getting deeper!’


Blazing white. Pitch-black.


‘Seb, you need to help me here, for God’s sake!’ I focus on a pair of eyes – bloodshot and filled with terror. A trickle of red runs down the side of the girl’s face, over her dirty cheek. I hardly recognise her. Blond hair sodden and filthy. Green hoodie torn.


Eleanor?


She bites down on the rope and pulls with her teeth like an animal. The knot begins to loosen. As it does, I wriggle my arms, pulling them down to free them. My hands slide out, red raw.


‘What the…’


She turns to me, eyes wild. ‘Focus, Seb. Focus.’


In the flickering light I see snapshots of rusty walls. A long metal room. Figures steadying themselves, hunched over, half submerged.


Water. Water everywhere. Knee-deep now.


‘It’s filling up,’ she says, breathing heavily. ‘Here.’ She holds out her hand and I take it. ‘We need to help the—’


The ground rocks again and she’s thrown into me, slamming us both into the wall. The air is knocked from my lungs and I buckle forward. As the room tilts, the water swells and crashes over us. The weight of it forces me down, the burning cold tearing into my brain. For a moment I’m suspended, floating, weightless.


Move. I twist my body and feel for the floor with my feet. There.


I push myself up, breaking through the surface, inhaling gulps of freezing air.


‘Help! Please! Help me!’ someone screams. I spin round to see two people crouched by the opposite wall. I remember them from before. From the facility. The twins.


Li is pulling at the arms of her sister, whose head is below the waterline, her dyed-blue hair floating above her.


‘The knots are too tight!’ Li screams. ‘Get up, Jing, please!’


I thrash towards them. ‘Let me try!’ I plunge underwater and fumble in the murkiness to find the end of the rope that’s tied around her waist. I follow it with my hands and locate the knot, somewhere near her back. Then I dig in my nails and pull until it feels as if they might snap off.


Come on, come on.


The rope loosens and she begins to wriggle free. My lungs pound in my ribcage. My inhaler. Where is it?


When I break through the surface, my body doesn’t feel like it’s my own.


Jing pulls herself up, gasping, and leans back against the wall.


‘You’re OK. Breathe.’ Li pushes the hair out of her sister’s eyes.


‘What the hell is happening?’ Jing splutters.


I look behind me and for a moment the light holds for long enough for me to see nine other teenagers, cowering against the metal walls.


The Ten.


‘Is everyone free?’ a voice booms out. Man-Bun Boy – Sam. His eyes dart around the group, counting. Then he nods.


My brain throbs. Voices enter it from around me, words struggling to find meaning.


‘How do we get out?’


‘Everyone, just take a second. This is clearly a challenge. We need to think.’


‘Search the walls – there must be a door.’


I run my fingers over the coarse rust, fumbling for something, anything…


Someone joins me, breathing in shallow sobs.


Lucy. Lucy. She was always so nice…


‘Seb,’ she whispers. ‘There’s nothing—’


A bang. More screams. The light above us explodes and sparks fly, showering down over the water.


Darkness. I feel the water swirling round my waist.


‘What now?’ Matthew Parry-Brokingstock. His voice is strained with panic.


Something catches my eye from above. As my eyes adjust, I see the outline of a square of light.


‘Look! Up there!’


‘It’s a hatch,’ I hear Raheem say from somewhere close by.


‘How do we get to it?’ Jing asks.


‘Lift me,’ Ayahuasca Girl – Rachel – shouts and I can just make out her outline wading into the centre of the room.


A hulking figure joins her. Fridge Boy – Jamie. He picks her up, places her on his shoulders and manoeuvres himself under the hatch. ‘This had better work…’


Rachel runs her hands over the ceiling.


‘There! You’ve got it!’ Raheem yells.


She can just about reach. She pushes.


‘Hurry up!’


‘All right! It’s really heavy…’


She struggles, nearly toppling back down into the water. Then, all of a sudden, the hatch creaks open and a shard of light pours in. She slides it to the side, revealing a square of sky. A gust of wind blows down, whistling around us.


‘Easy now, Rachel.’ Jamie steadies himself as the room tilts again.


‘Give me a push,’ she calls down to him.


He lifts her legs so her head rises up through the square hole.


‘Holy shit!’ Rachel’s voice echoes down to us.


‘What is it?’


Her head reappears. ‘A boat. We’re on a fucking boat.’





TWO


BAD, BAD, BAD


Rain whips into my cheeks and the harsh tang of petrol fills my nostrils. As I try to pull myself up through the hatch, my legs dangling beneath me, the muscles in my arms shudder uncontrollably. The weight of my body is about to drag me back down when Jamie gives my feet a shove.


I jolt forward. My hands slip.


Crack. My chin slams against the deck.


‘Get him up.’


Feet scurry into my vision, then I’m heaved upwards and dragged across the deck, sliding along the grimy wooden panels until I’m dumped down on to a heap of fishing nets.


I spit. Blood.


Someone sits me upright. Raheem. ‘Arms up, mate. Quickly.’


He pulls something over my head, clipping it around my waist.


A yellow life jacket. My name written on the front. Below it, a smiling HappyHead face.


My stomach drops.


‘You OK?’ Raheem says. ‘You good?’


I nod.


I watch the chaos happening around me. Panicked faces and flailing limbs, obscured by lashing rain. One by one the rest of the group is lifted up through the hatch and scramble to get the life jackets scattered across the deck. Matthew and Sam then lean down and pull Jamie out.


Move. I drag myself up.


A captain’s shelter stands at the boat’s top end. I crawl towards it, hoping there might be some instructions, someone, inside. When I reach it, I steady myself on the window ledge, paint flaking loose in my hands. Through the single pane of glass I can just make out a large steering wheel in the gloom. A dashboard. A stool.


Empty.


The deck creaks, sending tremors up into my legs. The window frame vibrates.


I realise two things in quick succession. One: we are alone on this boat. Two: it is sinking. Sinking into the water, the actual sea. The reality of it makes my brain feel thin, stretched. Like it might snap.


How did we get here? I don’t remember getting here…


I notice my reflection in the cloudy glass. Grey. Half dead. A crack appears, creeping its way across my face, cutting me in two.


‘Seb!’ Eleanor shrieks. ‘Get away from that!’


I edge towards the side of the boat and reach for the metal handrail, but my fingers struggle to grip. They’re swollen. Unnaturally white.


I peer down into the water. Black. Foaming. Alive.


Shit. This is bad.


Bad, bad, bad.


I turn my back to the churning sea and scan my eyes across the deck. They’re all here. The Ten. Clinging to the railings, blinking the rain out of their eyes. The HappyHead face smiling at me from their chests.


‘What now?’ Lucy looks to me for an answer.


‘It’s sinking.’ I hear how emotionless my voice is.


‘We need to work together,’ Sam yells. ‘A team. That’s what they’ll want to see. Everyone just think for a second…’


‘Yeah, let’s take our time. Great plan,’ Matthew says. I can see his lip trembling.


‘What’s your idea?’ Sam snaps.


‘Surely someone’s coming?’


‘Let’s look for some kind of distress signal!’


‘The life jackets have whistles…’


Whistles shriek through the air. The noise makes my head spin. I try to block it out, to think like HappyHead wants us to, but I can’t pull my thoughts together.


‘They’re not coming! We need to figure out what they—’ I start to say, but no one listens.


Water begins to bubble up from the hole in the deck, spilling out around our feet. I raise my head up to the sky and watch the vapour escaping my lips, merging with the swirling clouds above. I want to disappear. To evaporate into them. To be carried off in their vastness and taken somewhere far away. Anywhere.


No. Not just anywhere. To him.


A pain ignites in my chest, clawing at my throat.


Where are you? I need you.


And then I see something yellow in the periphery of my vision. A flag. High on a pole jutting from the back of the boat, streaking out in the wind. Words painted on it in big, black letters.
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I gesture to Eleanor across the deck. Look up. She spots it and stares.


Eleanor. My match. Oh, God. I’d almost forgotten…


She then looks straight at me. Widens her eyes. Don’t tell them…


I ignore her.


‘Guys. Stop. Stop!’ I scream, waving my arms. ‘Look! The flag!’ I feel Eleanor glaring at me as everyone turns their heads. The words slowly register on their faces.


‘The fire?’ Matthew says. ‘What the hell does that mean?’


For a moment, no one speaks. We look around as if flames might burst from the deck.


‘Over there!’ Jing’s voice rings out. She points across the waves towards a mass of land, shrouded in the grey haze. Land. On the shoreline, a bonfire flickers in the wind.


And I remember. They said we were going to an island. Elmhallow.


I hear an almighty crash. The window in the cabin has shattered, shards of glass now litter the deck.


‘Come on!’ Jamie yells, grabbing Rachel by the arm.


Suddenly Eleanor’s face in mine. ‘What are you doing? Don’t just stand there!’ She grabs my hand and pulls, but my feet don’t move. ‘What’s wrong with you, Seb? Don’t you want to win?’


I blink.


She cocks her head, then leans forward and whispers into my ear. ‘Remember what I did for you. I saved you. I gave you your chance back. Don’t you dare ruin this.’


My chance for what? Happiness?


I blink again. ‘You’re bleeding.’


She touches her head. ‘I’m fine.’ As she looks at the red on the tip of her finger, the faintest shadow of fear crosses her face. She snaps her head up. ‘We’re wasting time.’ And the shadow is gone.


Then she’s pulling me to the side of the boat and we’re climbing up on to the handrail. I wobble, looking down into the inky black.


‘Ready?’ she yells, taking my hand. ‘Now!’


Together we plunge into the water. The cold explodes into me, smashing the oxygen from every cell of my body. The life jacket pulls me up, and my head surfaces.


Breathe.


In. Out. In. Out. Come on.


There’s a loud splash next to me, then another, as the couples begin to launch themselves into the water.


I see Eleanor up ahead of me, fighting through the waves.


‘Move, Seb!’ she gasps.


I start to swim. Away from the others, towards her.


I kick and kick and kick. My shoes and clothes dragging at me, pulling me down. I swallow mouthful after mouthful of water. My body numbs. The cold fizzles away.


My muscles burn and a ringing in my ears takes over, but I keep my eyes on the fire. As it slowly grows closer, it reminds me of something. The end of someone’s cigarette, burning.


His cigarette.


Finn’s.


My mind locks on to this image. His hair, his smell. His ice-blue eyes. Rough fingers, gentle on my skin.


What have they done to you?


Breathe.


There is a way to get out. To stop all this. To stop Professor Manning and her Never Plan. To get Finn back. She took him away at the facility, but we have Doctor Stone. She’ll know the answer. He will be OK.


I have to believe that.


Stay strong, Stone said on the pager she gave me. See you at Elmhallow. I can try to message her…


A rush of panic surges inside my skull.


The pager. I stop dead in the water and feel for my pockets.


No. No.


‘What are you doing?’ Eleanor treads water a few metres ahead.


I dunk my head beneath the surface and scream into the blackness.





THREE


DANCING QUEEN


When I reach the shore, I dig my hands into the rough shingle and pull myself forward out of the water. My body thumps down hard on to the beach. I focus on the bonfire up ahead, feeling its heat as it pumps black smoke into the grey sky.


Warmth.


Eleanor is already there, silhouetted by the flames. She’s the first to have made it.


‘Hurry, Seb!’


I push myself up and take a moment to stand and inhale the cold air. More memories start to emerge, becoming less like a series of snapshots and more like…


Reality.


I am here. This is real. And this is bloody awful.


How could I be so stupid? The pager was our only way out of this. Our only chance to escape.


Finn. Where are you?


‘Come on!’ Eleanor screams.


I want to scream back that I heard her the first time.


Suddenly there’s a piercing yell from behind me. I whip my head round. The noise has come from Raheem. He’s pulling Lucy out of the water, dragging her on to the beach.


She looks strange. Unnaturally limp. No life jacket.


Behind them, the other couples are beginning to emerge. Drenched and spluttering, they wade their way up on to the rocky shore.


The boat is nearly fully submerged now. The yellow flag and the top of the cabin the only things visible above the waves.


‘Why are you stopping, Seb?’


Jesus, Eleanor.


‘Someone help!’ I watch as Raheem lays Lucy flat on her back. Her limbs flop around like she’s broken. Something’s not right. She doesn’t seem right.


Matthew pulls Jing past them, grabbing at her arm. ‘We did it!’ he yells as they reach the fire.


Jing yanks her arm free.


‘What are you doing?’ he barks.


‘I think Lucy’s in trouble,’ Jing replies, turning back. ‘She needs help. Come on!’


Jing and I run over. We drop down next to her.


‘What happened?’


‘I don’t think she clipped her life jacket on properly…’ Raheem’s voice trembles. ‘It came off.’ He takes Lucy’s face in his hands and begins to shake it. ‘Lucy!’ he cries. ‘Lucy!’


‘She needs rescue breaths,’ Jing says.


‘What?’


‘Mouth-to-mouth. She’s not breathing!’


Lucy’s skin is paper white, the edges of her lips blue like she’s sucked on the end of a biro.


Not good. Not good at all.


Jing leans forward over Lucy’s face, tilts her chin back and begins to blow into her mouth. I feel the others gathering round us.


Jing blows again, but nothing happens. She lifts her head and looks at me. ‘Chest compressions, Seb. Now!’


I fumble my hands forward to the middle of Lucy’s chest, pretending I know what I’m doing. I begin to pump them up and down.


‘Harder!’


I put one hand on top of the other and push, leaning my weight right into Lucy. I can feel her ribs springing beneath my hands.


Is she going to die?


‘Jing, how many?’


‘Keep going!’


‘Come on, Lucy,’ Raheem whimpers, tears streaming down his face.


‘Faster, Seb!’


‘I’m trying…’


‘You need to do it to a rhythm. Two every second.’


‘What?’


‘Use a song.’


‘What song?’


‘“Staying Alive”’.


‘What?’


‘Move your hands to the rhythm of the song. You need to be faster, Seb!’


‘I don’t know it! Does someone else want to—’


‘“Dancing Queen” by ABBA?’


Oh, I know that one. The tune anyway. I start to hum the chorus in my head, my hands moving to the beat.


Mmm mmm mmm – mmm mmm mmm. Mm mm mm mmm mm mm mmmm… Ooo ooo ooo—


‘That’s better,’ Jing says.


My arms begin to throb. For a second I leave my body and I’m floating above, watching from the sky. The magnitude of what’s happening hits me. A bunch of teenagers on a deserted island, trying to save someone’s life to the soundtrack of 70s disco.


Suddenly I feel Lucy’s body twitch beneath my fingers and she begins to cough.


‘Turn her!’ Jing shouts. ‘Turn her on her side!’


The others bend down to help.


Once she’s on her side, Lucy vomits all over the shingle. Jing uses her fingers to scoop the sick from her mouth. She bangs Lucy on the back and more dislodges, causing chunks to fall out on to her chin.


‘That’s it, Lucy,’ Jing says, rubbing her shoulder. ‘Well done!’


‘Oh my God, Lucy. Are you all right?’ Li asks.


Lucy pushes herself up on her arms, dribbling yellow and brown. She wipes her mouth. ‘What the hell?’


She looks up at us, eyes bloodshot.


‘You nearly drowned.’


‘Right. Nice,’ she says, oddly calm. Then she grasps the sides of her face. ‘My head.’


‘You need to get warm,’ Jing says. ‘Let’s get you to the fire.’


I sling one of her arms round my shoulder while Raheem takes the other. We stumble up towards the bonfire – who lit that?– where Eleanor and Matthew stand staring. We lay her down in front of it.


‘She OK?’ Matthew asks, hovering sheepishly.


‘Yeah, no thanks to you.’ I hear the words escape my lips.


‘What was that?’


‘I said, no thanks to you. You just ran straight past her.’


‘I didn’t know she’d drowned,’ he says, his hands in the air, relinquishing any responsibility for his shitty choices.


‘Guys, just leave it. Is everyone here?’ Sam does another headcount. ‘Good. Let’s just take a second, OK.’


We huddle round Lucy, attempting to keep the wind off her trembling body. The heat from the fire tingles my cheeks as I look around the group, at the faces of the Ten. The top five couples who’ve been selected to move forward in the programme.


Jing with her dyed-blue hair, her sister Li – hers green, standing next to each other, poised, focused. Behind Jing is her match Matthew, sulking stupidly. Sam stands tall, protective behind Li. Jamie has his barrel arm round Rachel, who is leaning her head into it. Raheem is kneeling beside Lucy. He takes her hands and rubs them in his.


I look over to Eleanor. My match. She stands slightly away from the rest of us, her arms folded. Like she’s annoyed. I can see she’s fighting the instinct to speak. Then it overtakes her. ‘So … who won?’


It’s confirmed. She’s a complete, raging psychopath.


‘I don’t think it matters now,’ Rachel says.


‘Just wondered. Since it was a challenge…’


‘Yeah,’ Matthew chimes in. ‘Didn’t the flag say the first couple to find the fire would win? Who was first?’


‘I was,’ Eleanor says.


‘We were the first couple,’ Matthew argues.


‘Please just stop talking,’ Jing says.


Silence falls. I can’t tell if the others are thinking what I’m thinking. That this still feels like a very bad situation and we should probably get Lucy to a hospital because she looks like she just died.


Technically, she did.


I turn to Jing. ‘Where did you learn all that?’


‘We used to be lifeguards. Kids classes,’ she says, her eyes still fixed on Lucy.


‘Oh, right. Well, you were amazing.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Will she be OK?’


‘She needs to go to hospital,’ Li says quietly. Jing nods.


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I thought that…’


I look around, as if trying my best to find one, and I see the beach properly for the first time. Long and bleak. Jagged rocks stick up everywhere, spiky tufts of grass poking out from between them. They congregate, creating a slope that leads up to the top of a low clifftop that juts out above our heads, shrouded in mist.


‘Is someone coming, do you think?’ Jamie asks, sounding less sure of himself than usual.


‘Maybe we should go look for help,’ Raheem says.


Then I hear something. It sounds like music.


‘Guys, can anyone else hear that?’ My eyes follow the line of the grassy slope.


There are two people standing there. Staring down at us. A girl and a boy. Probably a bit older than we are. Both dressed in yellow cloaks that billow around them in the wind, hoods up over their heads.


They are holding lamps. But that’s not the weirdest thing. The weirdest thing is that they are singing. Their voices sound thin on the wind, but I can see their lips moving in unison. I can hear them harmonising, and it’s not English. It sounds old, like Celtic or something.


‘Hey!’ I shout, waving my arms. ‘We need help down here! Someone’s hurt!’


The others notice them too.


‘Hey! Help us!’


‘We have an emergency down here!’


‘Who are they?’ Eleanor says, eyes wide.


Together, the two figures turn, ignoring us, and walk away over the grassy mounds, back into the mist.


OK. That was… What was that?


I look at the others, all staring up with their mouths wide open.


‘So what do we do now?’ Jamie asks.


Don’t say follow them. This is literally how the worst kind of horror films begin.


‘It’s obvious,’ Sam says. ‘We follow them.’





FOUR


A HIGHER PURPOSE


Two lanterns drift ahead in the swirling mist as we make our way across the island. I’m still out of breath from scrambling up the rock face to follow them. From here, the Couple looks like phantoms floating above the uneven ground. They remind me of those twins from The Shining. The dead ones.


There’s something unsettling about the way they move. Delicate but purposeful, like they have somewhere important to be but will just casually float their way there and probably murder someone along the way.


They’re still singing.


The lanterns grow dimmer as we lag behind and we have to pick up our pace in order not to lose them entirely. The wind whips against me, pushing me back. My clothes are sodden. Everything hurts.


I close my eyes and picture a log fire, his arms wrapped around me…


‘Seb! Keep up!’


The ground is peaty, an endless bog. I lose one of my Vans and have to stop to search and dig it out, fighting against the gurgling mud. It feels alive beneath my feet, desperate to drag me down into its depths.


Finally I catch up to the group and we shuffle forward, taking it in turns to support Lucy.


Now and then Sam runs on ahead, returning to tell us the direction the spirits have taken. It’s almost as if he’s enjoying this. He spurs everyone on, saying things like yes, team and we got this.


As we continue, I can only make out brown earth and mist in every direction. Nothing like the video at HappyHead. I remember the aerial shots of the island – all crystal waters and lush green grass…


This is the complete opposite. Liars.


The two lanterns suddenly stop moving.


‘What’s going on?’


‘They’ve stopped.’


‘No shit.’


‘So … do we stop?’


‘Let’s just keep going.’


‘They’re so weird…’


‘Shh, they’ll hear you.’


A gust of wind momentarily clears the mist around them and I realise they’re standing beneath a huge tree. Its broad trunk slants over their heads as if it’s spent years resisting the battering winds that have tried to topple it.


A wooden sign is nailed to the trunk, a single word carved into it.
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Twisted branches, black as death, hang above the Couple, creating a dark, webbed canopy. Directly beneath the branches a ring of lanterns rest on the ground, lighting up a circle of five large, white stones. In the centre is a firepit full of unlit logs.


A little further out, I see two long, wooden huts, like cattle sheds, with tiny windows and low doors. And further away still, cloaked in the mist, is a small brick outhouse without any windows. Just one big iron door, padlocked shut.


That definitely wasn’t on the video.


The singing stops. I almost preferred it before – the silence is horrible.


‘Let’s go,’ Sam says, a little more cautiously.


We support Lucy as we make our way towards the Couple. They stand watching us, holding their lamps.


‘Hey!’ Raheem calls. ‘Are you going to help us?’


‘Lay her down here.’ The girl points to the ground beside the firepit. She lowers her hood and her face shines like porcelain, her green eyes gleaming. Two long, auburn plaits fall in front of her robes. There’s a hippie vibe about her – a little dreamy, a little dishevelled, but sort of … model-like. Like she’s just been to Glastonbury with her famous mates.


But this isn’t Glastonbury. And she doesn’t appear to have any mates. Just him.


When the boy lowers his hood, I see his face is all chiselled, with stubble and shoulder-length brown hair. He reminds me of someone. Either the picture of Jesus on Mum’s dressing table, or that serial-killer Charles Manson. I can’t decide.


They’re like some freakishly beautiful rural power couple.


As we head towards them, into the middle of the stone circle, the Couple dart their eyes over us, studying our every move. We lay Lucy down gently beside the firepit.


OK, what now?


‘Sit in your pairs,’ Jesus Boy says.


Jing looks at him. ‘Don’t we need to—’


Glasto Girl holds up her hand. ‘Sit with your partner.’ There’s an edge to her voice that sends a chill through me. It doesn’t quite fit with the softness of her face.


Eleanor grabs my arm. ‘Come on, Seb. Let’s take this one.’ She pulls me down on to the nearest stone, then shuffles over so the side of her body is pressed firmly into mine. ‘God, I hope Lucy’s OK.’


Do you? Do you really, Eleanor? You were willing to let her die on the beach earlier.


I turn to her. She still has a faint trace of blood in her hair from the boat. ‘They’re both so … interesting,’ she says. ‘Isn’t this exciting?’


That’s not the correct word for this, Eleanor, no.


I watch as the other pairs take their places on the stones around the firepit.


Rachel and Jamie.


Li and Sam.


Matthew and Jing.


Raheem on his own, looking down at Lucy.


Baffling is the word I would use. Concerning.


Silence. More silence.


Perhaps they’ll sing again. Why are they just staring?


‘Sorry, but aren’t you going to say something?’ Raheem finally asks. He has a point.


‘Hello?’ Jamie waves his hands at them like they’re stupid.


I’m pretty sure these people are not stupid. Not stupid at all.


They don’t respond. Instead they turn and glide towards the base of the tree where there’s a stack of wooden crates. Taking them one by one, they set them down on the ground beside Lucy. Jesus Boy opens one to reveal pots of dried leaves and coloured powders and seeds. He begins to mix them together with a couple of drops of oil, using his hands to churn them into a browny-green paste.


He scoops the gunk up with his fingers and holds it in front of Lucy’s face.


‘Eat,’ he says. ‘It will help.’


Right. Sure. Lifesaving care in the form of crushed bark.


Raheem shuffles on his stone. ‘Are you…’ He doesn’t finish his sentence.


I could. Trained? Capable? Normal?


Lucy falters for a moment, then opens her mouth. God, she’s brave. Jesus Boy pushes the paste into it. She gags. Her face is ash grey.


The others look on with a mixture of unease and complete bewilderment.


‘I think she needs a hospital…’ Jing says.


‘Please, do not speak.’


Jesus Boy feeds Lucy more of the gloop, then shifts her closer to the firepit. Glasto Girl pulls out a large woollen blanket from another of the crates, wrapping it neatly around her shivering body. She then bends over the firepit, grinding together two pieces of slate to create a spark and blowing on some dry moss beneath the logs. Flames lap up like tongues, reaching into the air. She is ethereal. Otherworldly. But there’s also something disturbing about her movements. Exact and made with complete conviction, like she’s been doing this for years.


‘She’s so cool,’ Eleanor whispers.


We watch and wait as the colour starts to return to Lucy’s skin. Slowly she sits herself upright. ‘I’m OK,’ she says quietly. ‘I think I’m OK.’


‘Thank God!’ Raheem bolts from his stone. He crouches down beside Lucy, putting his arms round her. Everyone starts to clap.


‘Wow!’ Eleanor gazes at the Couple. ‘Aren’t they amazing?’


Again, not the word I’d choose.


Raheem looks up at them. ‘Thank you so much.’


Jesus Boy nods, the creases between his eyebrows deep with thought. ‘She will be well, Raheem. The island will heal her. Now go to your seat.’


Raheem puts Lucy’s arm over his shoulder and she hobbles over to their stone.


I wonder if now is a good time to ask for a blanket. I can’t feel my toes.


Sam raises his hand. ‘Sorry, but who are you?’


They turn to him, their movements completely aligned.


‘I am Ares,’ Jesus Boy says.


‘I am Artemis.’ Glasto Girl clasps her hands in front of her. ‘You must trust us more than you’ve ever trusted anyone before.’


Ares and Artemis? Who comes up with this shit? Manning, no doubt.


‘You are the chosen Ten.’ Artemis’s eyes move over us all. ‘You are the Elite. And your journey here will be more important than anything you have done in your lives up to this point.’


‘You have been chosen for a higher purpose,’ Ares adds. Eyes meet around the circle. ‘The island will be your friend, if you let it. If you embrace it and all its power. That is what it wants.’ Why is he acting like these are ordinary things to say? ‘If you do not, it will turn against you.’ Oh, right. ‘You must show it the utmost respect.’


Artemis steps forward, taking over again. Have they rehearsed this? ‘The very stones you sit on once formed the foundation of a monastery here on this island. Elmhallow. Named after this ancient tree that hangs over us, protecting us.’ She raises her hand. ‘Hundreds of years ago, a handful of devotees lived here in this incredible place and became at one with one another. They found a way to exist in a place free from the restraints of the outside world, within the elements.’ It can’t have been that incredible if it’s now rubble. Just saying. ‘Together, they found the utmost contentment. They learned the art of benevolence. True, untainted goodness. From this stemmed great strength, real happiness and pure love. You will learn that here. And then your love will become sacred, like ours.’


They turn to each other.


And they kiss.


And it’s really, really long. Uncomfortably long. Don’t-know-where-to-look long.


When they eventually part, Ares smiles at Artemis and whispers something into her ear. He then looks back at us and his face darkens. ‘The island has some rules it wants you to adhere to.’


Of course it does.


‘Firstly, you must never leave the camp at night without one of us. This is imperative for your safety. Do you understand?’


Everyone nods.


‘Secondly, you must put everything you have into your upcoming betterment trials and rituals.’


Rituals?


Li raises her hand.


‘Yes, Li?’


How do they know our names?


‘What are those?’


‘The trials will help you grow, like the one you have just done.’ More a near-death experience than a trial, but sure. ‘The rituals will help you prove to us that you are learning.’ Oh, cryptic. Fun. ‘The third and final rule: you will fall in love. That is what the island wants from you. Needs from you.’


Love. My throat tightens. Where are you, Finn?


People look at their partners. Eyes flash with anticipation. Cheeks blush. Eleanor touches my hand.


Fuck my life.


‘Each pair will now be given a gift.’ Artemis reaches into one of the crates and lifts out a wooden dish. ‘A vessel.’


Vessel? It’s a fruit bowl, Artemis. I’ve seen them in IKEA.


‘These vessels will represent your partnership. They are made from the fallen branches of the tree above us.’ Or in a factory in Sweden. Mum has the same one on our dining table where she leaves apples to rot and post she doesn’t want to open. ‘You must fill it.’


Artemis walks round the circle, placing a bowl at each couple’s feet.


I look at ours. Something is etched into the side.


[image: image]


Eleanor nudges me. ‘So cute, isn’t it?’


No. No, it is not.


‘Fill it with what?’ Jamie asks.


Ares holds up a stone. Green-black, flecked with deep red, about the size of a snooker ball. It looks heavy. ‘These.’ He turns it in his hand so it glints in the firelight. ‘Sacred bloodstones.’


‘Wow!’ Eleanor gasps. ‘It’s so pretty.’


‘They are incredibly rare, mined on this very island. Each of them represents core traits we want to see from you. Courage. Compassion. Faith.’ So no longer commitment, growth, gratitude and obedience? OK… ‘You shall be rewarded sacred bloodstones for showing these traits as you undertake your trials and rituals.’


Eleanor raises her hand. ‘So the first to fill their vessel … wins?’


Jesus, she can’t help herself.


Ares looks at her. ‘When it is full, it means you have proven yourself to be ready. And you will leave.’


Leave? What?


Is that the only way off this island? To find Finn…


Do they even know where he is? Who he is? Should I ask them?


No. Not a good idea.


‘You said ready?’ Matthew asks. ‘Ready for what?’


‘A life unlike any you could have dreamed of,’ Artemis says.


That’s not really answering the question, is it?


‘Cool,’ Matthew says, eyes wide.


‘Game on, guys!’ Sam chimes in.


I raise my hand.


‘Yes, Seb?’


‘Um. Hi. Yeah. So what happens if we don’t fill it?’


Artemis smiles weirdly at me. Why is she smiling like that? Why isn’t she answering?


Then Ares turns to face Jing and Matthew. Sacred snooker ball in hand, he walks towards them. ‘Jing and Matthew.’ He stops right in front of them and they lean back slightly. Please don’t bash their brains out with it. ‘You were the first couple to reach the fire,’ he says. ‘And so the first sacred bloodstone is yours.’ He places the stone into their bowl.


Eleanor tenses. ‘I got there first,’ she protests, letting go of my hand.


‘But more than that,’ Ares continues. ‘Jing, you showed great kindness with Lucy. Courage. Leadership. This strength is what we’re looking for. You showed no fear.’ He places another stone in their bowl.


‘Are you kidding me?’ Eleanor mutters.


Jing smiles. ‘Wow, thanks!’


‘You showed benevolence.’ Why am I starting to hate that word? People begin to clap.


Matthew puts his arm round her. ‘You did amazing.’


‘You deserve it,’ Lucy says.


I look at Li. Her face tenses for a moment. Fighting something. Jealousy? She forces a smile. ‘Well done, sis.’


Eleanor suddenly leaps up. ‘Go, Jing! You’re an inspiration!’ she whoops, keeping her eyes on the Couple. Then she hisses out of the side of her mouth, ‘If you hadn’t been so slow, that would have been us right now.’


Artemis puts her hand in the air, silencing us. ‘Now for the welcoming ritual.’ Ritual. Already? ‘Put these on.’


She hands us each a yellow cloak like the ones they’re both wearing. We pull them round our bodies and I glance around the circle. It’s like a scene from one of those films where witches get burned at the stake. So that’s encouraging.


I look at the Couple. Her, with her plaits. Him, with his jawline.


There’s something in his hand. About the size of a pen. Its wooden handle engraved with swirls and markings, strange symbols that I don’t recognise. A dagger.


Oh God.


The blade gives off a sickening glint.


‘The world we have come from is broken.’ Ares pauses, taking us all in, his eyes burning red in the firelight. ‘It ruined us. And it continues to ruin our young people. The pressures. The comparisons. The fears. On Elmhallow, it will be different. There are no distractions. No technology. No one else. Here, you can thrive. You are the first. You are so very, very special. You have what it takes, we know you do. It’s why you were chosen.’ He lifts the dagger up in front of him. ‘We will now enact the Commitment Ceremony.’


The what?


‘You must now release yourselves from everything you have ever known. Let us commit to a new life.’ He turns to Artemis. She holds out her hand to him and the blade hovers over her palm. ‘With this cut, we kill our old selves.’


I watch the knife flash as he slices. She doesn’t make a noise. Doesn’t flinch. Blood begins to trickle from her palm, down over her fingers and on to the ground. Ares wipes the blade on his cloak, marking a streak of red across the yellow. Then he cuts his own hand.


They both stand with their bloody palms, facing each other.


‘Artemis,’ Ares says softly. ‘I commit myself to this island. And to you.’


She smiles. ‘And I, you.’





FIVE


BLIND FAITH


The Couple face each other, centimetres apart. Chests heaving, eyes staring. We sit in our circle, shivering in our yellow cloaks over damp clothes, watching them.


And then something strange happens. They lift their hands up to each other’s foreheads and they begin to draw. With the blood.


‘What are they doing?’ Rachel whispers.


‘Shh,’ Eleanor hisses.


When they turn back to us, I see two smiley faces. On their faces. Their foreheads.


The HappyHead smile. In thick, dripping, red blood.


‘All of you, now hold out your hands.’


No one moves.


‘Physical pain is nothing compared to the pain of being trapped in the old world,’ Ares says, his apparent girlfriend’s blood now trickling into his eyebrows. ‘Of being unhappy. We must show ourselves, show each other, that we truly understand what this means.’


I truly don’t understand what this means. Any of this.


‘Are you ready to show that you are willing to put the pain of your past lives behind you?’


Nope, nope, nope.


I look around the circle. Blank expressions. Fixed stares.


Eleanor shifts next to me. ‘We are,’ she says.


Before I realise what is happening, she’s standing up with her hand stretched out in front of her, rolling up her sleeve.


‘Wonderful,’ Artemis says. ‘We see your passion, Eleanor.’ Eleanor’s cheeks flush pink as Artemis steps towards her. ‘You are showing something to be valued highly. Blind faith.’


Artemis takes a strand of hair that has come loose from Eleanor’s ponytail and tucks it behind her ear. ‘You are very special,’ she whispers.


‘Yes,’ Eleanor says.


Yes?


Artemis takes her hand. Ares joins her and raises the blade above Eleanor’s palm.


Isn’t he going to clean that? No? ‘Are you ready, Eleanor?’ OK, no he’s not.


She nods.


He slices.


I watch the blood seep out of the cut in her hand. She closes her eyes. ‘Thank you.’


Why is she thanking them?


They turn to me. ‘Seb? Will you unite with Eleanor?’


No. I abso-bloody-lutely will not.


‘Seb?’


‘Yeah? Hi.’


‘Are you afraid?’


I look at the dagger in Ares’s hand pointing directly towards my chest. ‘Nope.’


‘This is no place for fear.’


‘I’m not scared.’


‘Then please stand.’


Eleanor turns to me. She looks possessed. I hate it when she looks possessed. It’s like she’s trying to move me up off the stone with her eyes.


‘Seb, we are waiting.’


‘Right, yeah.’ As I slowly stand, my legs feel weak. Shaky. Like they’re hollow.


‘Hand,’ Ares says.


I hold it out to him.


He grabs it, squeezing my wrist a little too hard. ‘Are you ready?’


‘He’s ready,’ Eleanor chimes in. ‘Aren’t you, sweetheart?’


Ares keeps his grip firm. I stare into his eyes. They are open very wide. ‘We need to see that you care.’


That I care? Of course I care. About my hand.


I hear Stone’s voice in my head. Remember her message on the pager. Stay strong.


‘OK.’


The knife flashes. Slices.


It doesn’t hurt. That’s strange… Oh, wait. Yes, it does. Holy hell. I clench my jaw. Don’t let them see you flinch.


As I watch the blood spill out from the gash, I’m reminded of Misty back at the HappyHead facility. Why are these people obsessed with cutting us open?


‘Well done, Seb. You are very special.’


Just copy Eleanor. ‘Yes.’


‘Please, now commence the commitment. Mark each other as a sign of your commitment.’


Eleanor turns to me. ‘I’m so excited to do this with you, Sebby. I give myself to this island and to you.’


Is this a nightmare? There is no other explanation.


‘Great,’ I say. Eleanor nods eagerly at me. ‘Oh, right. Yeah. And I, you.’


Finn, where are you where are you where are you.


Eleanor lifts her hand up to my forehead and presses her finger into my skin. I gag. It’s sticky. Like syrup.


Oh, God. I can feel the sick at the back of my throat.


Her finger moves slowly around my forehead, tracing a circle. Two dots for eyes. The swipe of a smile.


‘Done!’ She steps back, then closes her eyes and leans her head forward. ‘Your turn.’


I flick my eyes to Artemis and Ares.


‘Go on, Sebastian,’ one of them says. Right now I can’t tell the difference. They’re both the same. Both total nutjobs.


I look down at my trembling hand. I dip my finger into the blood on my palm, then lift it up. As I touch her forehead, she makes a noise. A gasp. Like she’s experiencing some sort of pleasure.


I quickly draw the eyes, the smile. ‘Done,’ I say flatly.


Artemis speaks. ‘Seb and Eleanor, you are now bonded. United here.’ God, what is this? ‘Commitment, growth, gratitude and obedience lead to a happy head.’


Hearing the phrase again triggers a strange reaction in my body. It warms me, the familiarity of it making me somehow feel safe. Well, safe-er. Like there’s someone in charge of all this madness. Like there’s a plan.


No. I push the feeling far down inside me. I drag the images of Finn and Stone back into my mind.


Artemis holds out a bandage. ‘We don’t want it getting infected.’


How kind. How thoughtful.


She begins to wrap our hands. As she does, I smell a sweetness on her that reminds me of someone. Citrus.


Manning. I can feel her everywhere.


The blood from my palm seeps into the bandage like a red cloud.


‘We’ll go next.’ Rachel and Jamie rise to their feet.


As the Couple make their way around the Ten, slicing each of them in turn, I watch the others’ faces. No one else gags. No one else nearly vomits. Ares wipes the knife after each cut, until his cloak looks like he’s been in some horrific traffic accident.


Everyone does it. Everyone allows themselves to be cut. Red foreheads. Drippy smiles. Bandaged hands.


‘And I, you.’


‘And I, you.’


‘And I, you.’


‘And I, you.’


‘Good,’ Ares says after each slice. ‘Well done.’


When it’s over, Artemis and Ares stand beside the fire and bow to us. We bow back.


‘Beautiful!’ Ares begins to laugh. ‘You are all so beautiful.’


We begin to laugh along with him. The nervousness, the ridiculousness, the fear exploding out of us.


‘Let it out!’ Artemis shouts. ‘Be free. Be joyful!’


The laughter rises to a hysterical pitch.


‘Goodbye, old me!’ Ares yells. ‘Say it with me!’


‘Goodbye, old me!’ we all scream.


‘I kill you!’ Huh? ‘Say it! To your past self!’


‘I kill you!’ we all yell to our past selves.


‘Good!’ Ares shouts. ‘I’m impressed. Professor Manning chose well.’


Manning.


‘Now we shall enter our dwelling houses,’ Artemis says. Dwelling houses? These two seriously think they’re from some ancient poem. ‘We shall be keeping you separate from your partners for now. Until the time is right.’


The time is right? Right for what?


I see the others whispering. Turning to their partners. Flirtatious nudges.


‘Don’t worry, it will happen. But you must be patient. You will earn it.’


It? What is it? What will happen? Is it sex? Because if it is, I’m—


‘Seb,’ Eleanor says. ‘Can you imagine?’


Not even nearly, Eleanor.


‘Um…’ I’m starting to panic.


‘Now, boys, follow me. Girls, follow Artemis. Say your goodnights. We will meet again in the morning.’


‘What do we do with our bowls? Vessels,’ Eleanor asks.


‘Leave them in front of your stone.’


Eleanor fixes her eyes on to Jing and Matthew’s bowl with its two greeny-black stones flecked with red glinting inside.


‘You’d better up your game,’ she whispers, standing up. ‘We need those stones.’ She then turns and heads towards the line of girls following Artemis into their dwelling house, my blood dripping down her cheek.
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