
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Soulless

Book II

The Soulmate trilogy


Table of Contents

Title Page

Soulless

Prologue

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

[image: ]

Laura Dirkx

SOULLESS

First published: September 18th 2025

© 2025 Laura Dirkx

© 2025 Hamley Books Publishing

Cover design by PsyCat Cover Designs

Interior design by Designs by Lotte

ISBN 9789464945652

NUR 285

Theme Code: YFCB 15+

Hamley Books Publishing prints its books on FSC© labeled paper. That way, we help to maintain old and valuable forests. Take a look at our sustainability charter here: www.hamleybooks.be. 

Nothing from this publication may be multiplied and/or be made public in any form or in whatever manner, without authorized and written approval by Hamley Books Publishing.

www.hamleybooks.be.

‘The best love is the kind that awakens the soul and makes us reach for more,

that plants a fire in our hearts and brings peace to our minds,

and that’s what you’ve given me.

That’s what I hope to give to you forever.’

The Notebook – Nicholas Sparks

To all of you who are looking for your Soulmate—they exist.

And when you find them, you will know.

I know I did.
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​Prologue
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I have never known fear.

Sadness, anger, uncertainty, despair, small moments of fright—yes, more than enough—but not fear.

Not real, cold-sweat, clammy-hands, suffocating fear.

Until today.

My heart hammers so violently in my chest that I fear it might explode at any second. My breathing is so unbearably loud that I fear it will give away our position, but I can’t help it. I can’t control it. I can’t breathe.

From the moment I heard what had happened, that I might have lost her—that I might have lost her forever—the air has been stuck in my throat.

As though every breath reminds me that she no longer breathes the same air.

As though all the oxygen was sucked out of the air after her last breath.

I have never known fear, but today my fear is unrelenting.

It’s been weeks since we first received word from a Spirited guard who wrote that Noé was in danger. The crumpled note was brought to me by Malia, the Spirited who had been tortured at the end of the Initiation Bonfire. The one Noé had helped escape captivity from the Soulless. According to Malia, she and the Spirited guard were on our side.

The note contained a cryptic warning:

Noé martyr. Red zone.

After weeks of meticulous planning, Malia and I stand before the Residence, the central stronghold of the Regime, ready to break in. Like a ghost of myself, I follow Malia’s every command to the letter, incapable of thinking for myself and constantly out of breath.

A devastating thought has been flowing relentlessly through my mind since reading the note, so vividly that I can see the words written before my eyes. So realistically that I cannot convince myself otherwise:

To become a martyr, you must die.

What have I done to you, Noé?

A maze of gray, narrow hallways makes me question whether the zones are truly divided by color. How could anyone ever find their way here?

Malia swiftly navigates through the hallways until we halt before a closed gray door with the word ‘dormitory’ written on it in small, neat red letters. Nervously, her eyes flicker between her watch and the corridor’s end. We were supposed to meet the anonymous correspondent here for a keycard that would give us access to the red zone.

Where are they?

Minutes pass like hours. Malia gestures that we need to hurry, that we only have a few minutes left. I shake my head firmly. I’m staying right here. I’m not leaving without Noé.

Not again.

Suddenly, we hear hurried footsteps and press ourselves into the doorway alcove. When he comes close enough, I grab him and pin him against the wall of the hallway.

‘Noé,’ he whispers. Cautiously, I loosen my grip. ‘Noé,’ he repeats, pulling a keycard from his pocket.

Instantly, Malia grabs the card and enters the Dormitory. Carefully, I release the man. A pair of innocent light-brown eyes stare back at me in fear. We both step into the dormitory.

Malia signals that she has found her. For a moment, I stand still, dreading what I will see when I pass through the door.

In a completely white, shining room, various medical devices are spread out on metal tables. Dozens of people lie frozen beneath white sheets, a pale-red fluid dripping into their veins. Thin, translucent white curtains separate each bed. Soundlessly, I glide across the floor, searching.


The unmistakable tangle of red curls steals the breath from my lungs.

Noé?


Gently, I brush a curl from her face and whisper her name, but she does not respond. Desperate, I try to shake her awake, but her eyes remain closed.

We’re too late.

Anger and fear mingle with an overwhelming guilt. I should never have let her go off alone to find Juna and Lissa. No matter what she said, no matter how hard she tried to convince me, I should have gone with her. I knew already that I would forgive her stubbornness in an instant, but at the same time, I had also realized that I would never forgive myself if something happened to her.

Her beautiful porcelain face lies expressionless against a thin white pillow.

Carefully, I lift her up and follow Malia, who quietly leads us back the way we came. Noé’s seemingly lifeless body glows hotly in my arms, which ignites a glimmer of hope that life still resides within her.

Noé, please, hang on. I’m here. I’m back, and I’ll get you out of here.


I’ll never leave you again.



I am so sorry.
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One moment, I was here.

Fully aware, entirely myself. Concerned about Juna’s safety after I had to leave her with deadly poison in her hand from an insect bite. Desperately asking about Lissa’s whereabouts after she was taken to join the army of the Regime. Thinking about Arthur: my love, my soul, the Praesidia I chose for myself.

One moment, I was here.

My thoughts, my feelings, my body were mine and mine alone.

The next moment, I was gone.

My thoughts disappeared, my feelings distorted, my body a lifeless vessel.

The darkness in which I was lost was my only truth. The endless nightmare drained me completely, but at the same time, it was my only anchor.

I don’t know how I ended up here, or where here is.

I don’t know where my memories begin. No matter how hard I try, I can’t remember what happened to me. Occasionally, I get fragments of moments back, but I can’t see the bigger picture anymore.

What I do know, with an unmatched certainty, is that whatever happened to me felt beautiful. I felt... happy. I remember my heartbeat strengthening and increasing, my cheeks flushing red and warm, my smile impossible to erase.

I remember a warm glow flowing through my body, from the tips of my toes to the folds of my brain, where it dissipated every dark thought like clouds gently revealing the sun.

I remember being saved by the strong, warm arms and kind green eyes of my Soulmate, my Praesidia. The unmistakable familiar feeling he gave me. I don’t remember what happened after that, and I have no idea how or why I’m back.

Why am I back?
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I take a deep breath, and cool air fills my lungs. A faint white cloud appears when I exhale, slowly dissolving into the air.

According to Lissa, the temperatures around here have been close to freezing the last few weeks. The days are terribly short, the nights feel endless, and the trees are completely bare.

It’s winter.

My first winter outside the Institute.

A vague memory flashes before my eyes out of nowhere: ice-cold fingers push my body with brute force onto a hard, metal bed that feels as frigid as the biting wind that is blowing on my face right now through the open window of the room I’m resting in.

I’m lying in the room that was assigned to me when I arrived. My own four walls, a cozy, warm bed with thick blankets. A small table, a cupboard, a sink, and a mirror.

I take another deep breath and try to shake the icy feeling off my skin. Memories of what happened keep seeping in, blending in with my current reality.

Slowly, I drift toward the window, which was blown wide open during the night, and lower my head into the open air, trying to freeze the memories in my mind. Since the first time I opened my eyes again, I’ve been plagued by nightmares that occur even during the day.

The more I think about them, the more complicated everything becomes. Do I even want to know what happened to me?

***
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With fingers trembling from withdrawal, I splash some water on my face, which feels terribly hot. The heat in my body has not yet subsided since I first opened my eyes, even though the freezing temperature around me makes this almost impossible.

I see my own green eyes staring back at me in the mirror, reminding me of the glistening green eyes of my Soulmate. My red hair is flat and frizzy—brushed too often by Lissa—and is sticking to my sunken cheeks, where the scar protrudes thickly across my right cheek. Slowly, I trace the white line with my fingers and painfully relive that night at the Soulless where I got the scar. The Soulless, where everything is allowed and the law of the strongest prevails. I still have no clue who saved me that night from the men who attempted to force themselves on me after indulging in the special disinhibition drink.

I sigh.

My body feels fragile and weak.

Everyone here treats me as though I’m sick, like they need to take care of me, but I’m not sick.

I just need to regain my strength...

Frustrated, I try to control my trembling fingers by making a fist and stretching them out again. As a nervous tick, I twist the ring on my index finger back and forth while my thoughts search for Arthur. The daisy-patterned sweater I got from Juna before she left the Institute is gone, but the ring Arthur gave me is still firmly fixed around my finger. The ring that belonged to his mother, Marianne. The black stone gleams and contrasts with the silver band. Trying to escape reality, I close my eyes and recall the moment when Arthur discovered the ring on my finger and said I could keep it—that it looked good on me.

‘Are you okay?’ I hear Arthur’s voice ask by the door.

In an instant, I’m pulled away from my thoughts, back to reality.

‘Hey.’ I turn toward him. ‘I’m fine, just like I was fine an hour ago,’ I say, smiling sheepishly at him.

He looks at me, embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry...’

I pull on the dark-green sweater that lay on the bed and walk toward him. Instinctively, he pulls me into his arms, but I gently pull away. ‘I’m going for a walk,’ I say softly. Not wanting to meet his gaze, I stare at the ground. ‘I think a bit of fresh air will do me good.’

He nods, visibly disappointed. ‘Be careful,’ he says—as he does every day, about everything I do.

He knows I find his hovering particularly annoying, but he can’t help it, and I know he’s just worried. I turn around and look at him with a playful grin while I place my hand over my heart. ‘I pledge to you that I will be most careful.’

A faint but genuine smile appears on his lips, and also on mine.

After exiting the old barn, I sigh deeply.

The guilt is suffocating.

I want nothing more than to be close to Arthur, to drown in his embrace once again. I know I hurt him every time I pull away. I deeply long for us to be the same again, to be together like we were before. And yet... every time he touches me, I feel guilty. No matter how hard I try, the fond memory of my Soulmate haunts my mind. Everyone keeps telling me again and again that it wasn’t real, that Soulmates don’t exist, that what I experienced wasn’t real. What they don’t understand is how real it felt to me. How real it still feels when I close my eyes and go back to that moment.

I can’t just erase my feelings just because they believe it was fake. If it were that easy—Noé, it wasn’t real, so forget about it—then why have I been struggling for weeks to suppress the inexplicable desire to find my Soulmate again?

Then why do I suddenly feel... incomplete?

***
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I don’t know where we are exactly—not because it’s a secret, but because I haven’t asked anyone yet. It doesn’t matter to me. We are safe here, and that is what I care about. What I have noticed, though, is that there is no one else in the close vicinity except for us. A large farmstead surrounded by several small barns seems to form a kind of mini village. Some buildings are meant for storage, others for keeping pigs, chickens, and sheep. There are even a few cows roaming the area. Surrounding the farm are various small fields, all currently bare except for some potatoes and cabbage. Some silos with grain and barrels of water are scattered around. Several laundry lines are strung between the barns. A few more insulated barns have been converted into sleeping quarters with a primitive sink and toilet inside. Old windmills stand in a circle around the entire area, turning in the cold wind.

It is incredibly serene here.

Peaceful.

On my daily walk, I pass the empty fields, where the earth seems to grow harder every day. Just last week, my shoes kept sinking into the mud. Now, there’s a pleasant crunching sound with every step.

Shivering, I put my hands in my pockets.

High in the sky, a full moon shines its light through dark-blue clouds. Each day, it seems to appear earlier in the evening. I pause and stare at its familiar shadows. A faint smile appears on my lips. When I was little, I thought the moon and the sun were the same. I thought the sun worked like a light switch. Sometimes very bright, sometimes more dimmed. It seemed logical to me that the sun would have to recharge after shining all day and would therefore give less light during the night. The sun had to sleep to regain energy, just like we did, right? And as the sun shone so brightly during the day, I could never see whether it changed shape, like the moon. I had it all figured out. And completely wrong.

That’s what happens when you grow up in a building that has no windows, only a glass roof, and with an upbringing where they selectively leave out information about the world.

Beyond the fields, I arrive at the surrounding forest. A few raindrops fall from the branches of the trees that sway in the cold wind.

The feeling of drowning snaps me awake from a dreamless sleep—was I sleeping?—and my eyes fixate on a blinding white light. ‘Be quiet!’ a raspy, threatening voice shouts at me, with palpable hatred. A half dozen hands push me down while a liquid forces its way inside me, drowning me again in an infinite darkness.

I press my temples and shake my head slightly, trying to erase the pounding headache generated by the flashback.

I am awake.

What in Fate’s name are these memories? Are they real?

In an attempt to save myself from another involuntary and unwanted flashback, I focus on my surroundings. The crunching sound of the frozen leaves under my shoes, the scent of the cold wind. The soft sounds of the farm animals in the background.

I take a deep breath.

How did I end up here?

The bare oak trees are a constant reminder of everything I’ve lost. How I, too, feel bare, broken down, stripped of every hope and dream I once had. Is this what life looks like? Empty? Getting knocked down but having to get back up again. Forever. For no reason at all?

Is that all there is?

The words of Agathea, the right hand of the president of the Regime, echo through my mind: Don’t you think you’ve caused enough misery, Noé? Haven’t you taken enough lives?

No matter how hard I try, I can’t convince myself she was wrong.

You do know Elenor died because of your disobedience? Her cruel words cut through my thin skin like sharp glass. You do know that Juna’s death now also weighs on your conscience?

With my hands on my head, I try to squeeze the memory of the conversation out of my mind. I quicken my pace to escape to my new ‘thinking place.’ Startled by the darkness of my thoughts, I decide I must get rid of them—somehow. I walk faster and faster, until I start running. I run and run until I’m out of breath and can think of nothing but the stabbing pain in my side. And how disgracefully bad my physical fitness has gotten.

At the end of the dry cornfields, there is a cliff, one that reminds me of the cliff where I spent many evenings with Arthur, where I felt happy—a long time ago.

The only difference here is the view. Instead of forests and open fields, this cliff ends in rocks and an endless ocean.

The most breathtaking natural phenomenon I’ve ever seen.

My first memory of when I woke up here and could walk around again on my own—or was allowed to—was the irresistible new scent of the sea. The feeling I got when I discovered this boundless water, the horizon forming a straight line between dark-blue sea and light-gray sky, the continuous waves crashing against the rocks... Indescribable.

My relentless tears seemed to merge with the endless water of the ocean.

Since then, I have come here every day to process my feelings, rearrange my thoughts, find a way to deal with my flashbacks and make peace with what has happened. Whatever it was.

Or well, that’s what I try to do, at least.

I’ve learned that it’s the only thing I can do with it. It happened; that much is certain. Knowing what happened can help me make peace with it someday, but first it will push me deeper into the abyss.

No bed of roses.

A distant smile appears on my lips at the memory of Arthur first using that phrase to describe my life in the Institute.

‘I don’t need roses,’ I say aloud to no one in particular, shrugging. I never really liked the smell of roses anyway.
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The now familiar sea breeze brushes coldly against my warm cheeks. My frizzy hair feels damp and curly again. For a second, my mind goes completely blank.

To my surprise, I spot Thyme, sitting on a rock a little to the left of my favorite spot. What is he doing here?

Disappointed that my personal escape spot has been found, I let out a deep sigh. Thyme looks up.


Oops.


‘Hi,’ he says in a hoarse voice, ‘did I steal your spot?’

Somehow, I had expected him to have a softer voice. As soft as the light golden glow in the center of his bright brown eyes. His hoarse voice still surprises me every time he speaks.

I shuffle my feet on the ground.

Where else can I go to be alone?

‘You want to be alone,’ he says briefly, as if he can read the words on my face.

I nod carefully.

‘I’ll leave,’ he says, standing up immediately.

His eyes are unexpectedly red and swollen, and my heart fills with sorrow.

‘Thyme, please stay,’ I say softly. ‘We can clear our minds together if you want.’

He nods hesitantly, turns around, and sits back down. Trying to be discreet, he wipes his eyes in a small and quick gesture.

Carefully, I take a seat on the rock next to him.

For a moment, we both stay silent.

Every time I see him, my instinct wants me to pull away from him. Something inside me knows that Thyme can give me the answers I need. I just don’t know if I’m ready for them—yet.

‘Are you okay?’ I ask softly when I notice his sad eyes gazing over the horizon.

‘I don’t know... Are you?’ he answers timidly.

‘I don’t know either,’ I reply with a faint smile, although my thoughts are screaming, I’m not okay! at the top of their lungs.

His thoughts scream equally loud.

We both sigh deeply in mutual understanding.

‘Thank you...’ I whisper, for the hundredth time since I heard that I’m back thanks to him—that he risked everything to save me from the Regime.

‘Noé, you don’t need to thank me every time you see me,’ he says, also for the hundredth time.

‘I know,’ I sigh, and we both stare at the horizon again.

The soft waves break in a rhythmic motion against the rocks dozens of meters below us.

‘I don’t know who I am anymore, or what I want to do with my life.’ Thyme exhales grimly, staring out at the endless ocean.

‘No one knows exactly what they want to do with their life.’ I smile sheepishly.

He forces out a short laugh, but his serious gaze returns immediately.

I tap my hand gently on his leg. ‘You could... if you want to... maybe... give me a brief explanation of what happened,’ I stammer hesitantly. ‘...of what happened since I last saw you?’

‘You mean since dinner yesterday?’ he avoids my question.

Or, well, to be honest, my question wasn’t very clear.

With a slight grin, he looks at me, clearly understanding what it was I meant to ask. I raise my eyebrows playfully. Slowly, he nods and seems to chew over his words before speaking. All seriousness has returned to his face.

‘I knew you’d ask me for an explanation someday; I still don’t know exactly how to answer, though.’ He sighs, thinking about his words. ‘To be honest... I didn’t have much time to think about what I did... And I sure didn’t realize the consequences.’

I feel that there is more he wants to say, so I wait in silence.

‘I was happy, you know... At least, I thought I was. Before you told me about your world, I thought I was happy. I had a goal, and I also truly believed in my goal. Until I met you and you made me doubt everything.’ 

Thoughtfully, he turns to face me. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way; I know now that my happiness was a lie, but still... I am left with an emptiness I don’t know how to fill. An emptiness I didn’t even know existed.’

I nod and turn my eyes toward the open ocean, ashamed to look at him while I speak. ‘I’m so sorry this happened to you. I didn’t understand at all what the consequences of my words would be. What was going to happen... What has happened. Your happiness wasn’t a lie. Everyone is happy in their own way and with their own understanding of the world. I was just angry at the Regime, angry at Agathea, at myself, at everyone and everything really... I wanted you to see my truth, while I should have respected yours.’

We both take a deep breath and sigh.

Wearily, I find my voice again. ‘Everyone seems to be going out of their way to avoid explaining to me what really happened, and I’m going crazy with ignorance.’

Maybe I will go crazy from knowing the truth too, but that’s beside the point.

Thyme nods. ‘I can tell you that I was surprised when I didn’t have to guard you or anyone else anymore, on Agathea’s orders. I am—or was—a Soulguard, and what is a Soulguard who doesn’t guard? I immediately had a bad feeling that she knew what we had talked about. I know the Regime is capable of many things, but as far as I knew, there were no cameras or recording devices in the rooms. How did they know what we had discussed? I mean, I didn’t even speak.’

Frowning, he stares at his fingers. His nails are short, probably from being gnawed on incessantly. I think about what he said; I’m fairly sure the Regime has ways of controlling everything, but I say nothing.

‘I suddenly had a day without instructions, without a goal. What was I supposed to do with a free day? Free time is wasted time,’ he says, as if it’s a fact.

I nod to encourage him.

‘I followed the person who brought you your breakfast that day because I was curious. And then I knew enough.’

Frowning, I look at him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I knew they wanted to get rid of you; I knew what was in that breakfast.’ He shakes his head.

Silently, I curse myself—why did I drink that stupid glass of milk?

‘I didn’t know what to do, but I realized that what was going to happen to you was definitely not good. I immediately volunteered for a field mission so I could leave a message with the free folk, hoping it would reach someone who could help you. Someone you knew. Someone who would save you. I didn’t know it had worked until weeks later when I received a letter from Malia.’

‘The girl I freed from captivity at the Soulless.’ I nod in understanding. Lissa had told me about her.

‘It all happened so quickly; I didn’t know what to do. I never expected to go with you. When Arthur carried your body outside, I... I felt so guilty that I felt obligated to go with you. I hadn’t done enough. You had been lying there for far too long...’ Lost in his thoughts, he stops his sentence.

‘Without you, I wouldn’t be here, Thyme,’ I say softly.

To my surprise, he chuckles.

I look at him questioningly. ‘What?’

He grins broadly. ‘You know my name is not really Thyme, right?’

With eyes wide open, I stare at him.

Oh, my Fate, of course his name is not Thyme.

‘I’m so sorry! How have I never asked your real name? I’m so embarrassed.’ I apologize, cheeks blazing.

He laughs and shakes his head. ‘You can call me Thyme. The person I was before I met you no longer exists. I feel more like a Thyme now anyway. Though it’s funny that you named me after an herb.’

‘I grew up in an Institute full of girls. I could have called you Rosalie?’ I grin.

He shrugs. ‘You can call me whatever you want.’

I smile and nod. ‘Yeah, you’re right. A name is just a word to address someone.’

For a moment, he seems to think about that, but then he shakes his head. ‘A name is more than a word. It’s the only thing you’re allowed to keep from your parents.’

I swallow. My parents?

For a second, the world seems to stop its usual rotations, unbalancing me.

So, my name was given to me by my parents? Oh, I wish I knew who my parents were, what they looked like, what happened to them... if they still think of me.

Why they gave me up.

My parents named me Noé, I repeat, afraid the knowledge will somehow escape me.

‘Do you have parents?’ I ask Thyme.

He nods cautiously. ‘Most likely, but no one knows their parents at the Regime.’

A loud rumble from Thyme’s stomach shakes us from the conversation and leaves us both chuckling. ‘We should get back before sunset,’ he notes practically.

I nod.

He sighs loudly and places his hands on his knees as if to get up but then stays seated.

‘I feel so useless here,’ he confides with desperation in his voice.

I nod slowly, sharing his feeling. ‘Maybe that’s... because we’re isolating ourselves?’ I say, embarrassed because I had already realized this about myself a few days ago.

He exhales deeply and puts his hands over his eyes, sharing my embarrassment.

‘You know, for both of us, this is a new start,’ I continue. ‘A new life where we can choose what our new goal will be. Whatever you can imagine, that can become your life goal. The possibilities are endless, just like...’ I say, nodding toward the sea and raising my eyebrows up and down.

‘Uh, please don’t say ocean, Noé.’ He narrows his eyes.

‘Just like the ocean,’ I say, with a polished, theatrical voice.

We both laugh at my stupid joke, masking the pain in our hearts.

‘Same time tomorrow?’ he asks, after standing up to walk away.

‘Tomorrow.’ I smile but stay seated, alone. I close my eyes for a while, enjoying the sea breeze and the new information about my parents.

My mom and dad named me Noé.
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Cold and exhausted, I walk into my room. The world outside was colored pitch black when I returned from the cliff. I couldn’t convince myself to eat with everyone. It doesn’t feel right. For weeks now, I’ve been scooping some food onto a plate and eating it somewhere alone. It doesn’t feel fair to eat together as if nothing has happened. As if we didn’t all have to turn our worlds upside down because of me.

And besides, I’m not that hungry.

On my bed, I find a small white porcelain plate with a few oatmeal cookies on it. A note next to it reads ‘enjoy’ in elegant handwriting that I recognize as Lissa’s.

I smile.

As if they can smell the cookies, the hungry bears in my stomach begin to growl. Quickly, I pop one into my mouth.

The taste of cinnamon tickles my tongue, and my mouth starts watering.

Drained, I sit down on the bed and place the plate on my lap. Thyme is right. I feel useless, lethargic, and bored. I need to keep myself busy, make myself useful, and then my thoughts will settle down, become organized, and my daylight nightmares will stop.

Right?

***
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A nagging feeling in my bladder wakes me up that night. For a few minutes, I weigh the pros and cons of getting up to go to the bathroom or staying put and holding it in. I quickly realize that the latter is not an option. Annoyed that I may lose my drowsiness, I try to keep my eyes shut. Weakly, I throw the blanket off and place my feet on the cold floor.

Suddenly, everything around me is blindingly white from the bright fluorescent lights. My bare feet shuffle forward with difficulty on the icy white tile floor of an endless gray corridor. My wrists sting from the cuffs that bind them together.

‘Keep walking, I don’t have all day,’ commands a sour voice irritably. In front of me, a few more bare feet shuffle ahead. With all the strength I have, I try to lift my head to see who’s walking in front of me, but I can’t seem to move my body. I can barely stay upright. Another, friendlier, voice encourages me to keep going, saying we’re making sure my muscles don’t lose their strength. I blink my eyes—why should my muscles remain strong? I’m not even alive anymore.

‘Don’t...’ I try to speak. ‘Don’t need them,’ I say hoarsely.

‘Ha!’ the sour voice cackles. ‘You might not need them, but we do.’

A second later, he turns away from me. ‘Oh, I’m going to enjoy it when we finally break this one,’ the voice says cruelly, laughing at a third person. ‘And it will happen faster than you think.’ The person nudges my side, causing me to bend over and almost lose my balance.

With trembling knees, I walk to the bathroom when I finally escape the nightmare.

***
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Exhausted, I sit upright on the bed. Another one of those sleepless nights, full of nightmares. I rub my eyes fiercely, trying to push the memories away. Slowly, I slide my legs out from under the blanket and sit for a moment on the edge of the bed, pulling my feet up. I breathe in deeply and place them cautiously on the floor. I sigh in relief when the dark memories stay away.

A new day, I think to myself. A day to do things differently, to make myself useful. That’s step one.

When I take a deep breath, I suddenly smell a familiar scent. Searching for the source, I sniff around the room until I spot a clear vase with purple-blue flowers, hanging in clusters like bells. How strange that they’re still blooming this time of the year. Do they perhaps have a small greenhouse here too?

An unfamiliar memory arises vividly before my eyes. With short legs and bare feet, I toddle through a field of purple-blue flowers, my head barely reaching the top of the blooming plants. Suddenly, I’m lifted and placed on the neck of someone with short curly hair in the exact same color as mine. A friendly voice laughs and says, ‘You can fly, Noé!’ followed by a hearty laugh from a second child in the background. A blonde woman with grass-green eyes looks up at me lovingly, saying that we need to be careful.

I slowly shake my head. I’ve seen this before, but where? Somewhere in a dream maybe? But how can a smell bring back an old dream?

Suspiciously, I walk over to the flowers and pluck one from the vase. I sniff the little bells, and again a blissful feeling floods my body. A small note lies next to the flowers, with the words ‘for you’ written on it. Lissa’s unmistakable handwriting with her signature graceful curls. Every day, she leaves something behind in my room, but never have I been so grateful as today.

***
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I pull the thick jacket from the hook next to my door, made from hard black leather on the outside, but with a soft fur lining inside. Calmly, I walk outside and watch how everyone is keeping busy. At various spots, hay is being fed to the animals, a broad-shouldered woman is brushing one of the horses in the stable, and an elderly woman is knitting something. As far as I know, Edith is the head of the farm. She’s definitely not the oldest person here, just a little older than me, I presume, but she’s the one with the most experience. In fact, everyone seems to listen to her, and they do so willingly and with gratitude.

After a few minutes of looking around, I find her hanging clothes on one of the laundry lines strung between the barns. Next to her, an older woman seated on a wobbly old chair washes clothes in a wooden tub using a washboard. It clearly resembles those I saw at the Soulless, but it’s a world of difference from the washing machines in the Regime—iron rotors that didn’t need our human help.

Edith is a tall, graceful woman—for sure taller and more graceful than I am—with long, elegant legs. Her black-brown curls sparkle in the winter sun, just like her golden-brown skin. Frustrated, I look at my pale—almost translucent—skin, jealous of her vibrant color. Tentatively, I approach her and clear my throat to alert her to my presence.

‘Oh, hi, Noé, can I help you?’ she asks kindly.

‘Hi, Edith, I’d like to take on a task to help out.’

‘Oh, really? Well, that’s good. We can use every extra pair of hands,’ she says, looking around and smiling. ‘You know, the pigsty still needs to be mucked out,’ she says sweetly.

‘The pigsty?’ I ask with a frown.

She can’t be serious, can she?

‘Yes, or would you rather not do a task to help out?’ she replies in the same sweet voice.

I force a smile. ‘Of course I still want to help.’ Through clenched teeth, I repeat, ‘The pigsty. Mucking out. Got it.’

Just as I’m about to walk away, Arthur appears beside us. His casual jeans and black T-shirt, his brown curly hair and intense blue eyes make my stomach churn so intensely that I feel dizzy. A brown leather jacket hangs open over his T-shirt. My whole being, body, and soul, are drawn to him, wanting to touch him everywhere.

I stand still and stare at him.

‘Hi, Arthur!’ Edith says with a smile.

He nods kindly at both of us but immediately turns to me. ‘Noé, I was wondering...’

Before he can finish his sentence, Edith cuts him off. ‘Arthur, I have some great news! I’ve heard we’ve caught cod again!’

‘Oh, that’s really good news,’ he says. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’

I frown at him. Cod? What does that mean?

‘Oh, you didn’t know? That’s his favorite fish,’ she says, smiling at Arthur and not sparing me a glance.

‘No, I didn’t know that,’ I reply quietly. How am I supposed to know such a thing? I didn’t even know that cod was fish.

‘Arthur, I was thinking about organizing a music fest tonight. It’s necessary to lift the group’s morale after the bad potato harvest. What do you think?’ she asks him, completely ignoring my presence. ‘I’ve kept the piano well maintained.’

‘Of course, Edith,’ he says with a faint smile. ‘Why not.’

I frown at them both.

‘Noé, you didn’t know that either? Oh, Arthur plays the piano so beautifully,’ she says adoringly. ‘Do you two ever talk to each other?’ She laughs awkwardly. ‘Just kidding, of course. I’ll go start on dinner. See you tonight!’ After kissing Arthur on the cheek, she walks back to the main building.

I grit my teeth. What in Fate’s name is her problem?

An awful feeling of jealousy floods my brain.

I know Arthur. I don’t need to know what his favorite fish is to know him.

Right?

‘Everything okay?’ Arthur asks, noticing my curled upper lip.

‘Yeah, sure,’ I answer too quickly.

A wide smile spreads across his lips. ‘You look a little green,’ he says playfully, poking me in the side.

‘Green? What do you mean, green?’ I reply, running my fingers over my face and looking at them, not seeing anything green.
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