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Prologue
Jag sighed. Another girl. He ran a comb through her wet hair, tugging at the knots. This one might be healthy and surprisingly fit, and her dark brown eyes were attractive, yet she wasn't what he'd call pretty. That high forehead promised intelligence, but that was hardly what was required. Couldn't that self-satisfied pair of hunters not find better material? How many more botched specimens would it take before the Master and Mistress decided the poor quality was his fault and tossed him on the scrap heap along with the bones of all those who’d gone before? 

Chapter One ~ Stranded
Just another girl
"Keep still," he ordered. Pointless really. She couldn't understand. They never did. The shudder that shook her at the sound of his voice should have given him some satisfaction, but it just made him more miserable. She muttered something as he continued to tug at her hair, he had no idea what, but judging from the tone, the disapproval was clear enough.
He clambered down the step ladder, clutching at the girl's ankle-length bath robe to avoid falling, and rummaged through the bottles and flasks in disarray on the low table. Where had he put that hair lotion? He found it on its side, rolled in a corner under the table with several other bottles. Brushing off the dust motes that clung around the cap, he hurried up the step ladder and began rubbing lotion into her scalp. Finished, he drew back. What next?
The Master was adamant. No makeup. Pure nature, he called it. But at least Jag could trim her eyebrows. They were an uncontrolled riot. He hesitated. This was tricky. A wrong move and he'd have to toss her out and start all over again. Not many more girls were available. Shifting on the ladder till his face was level with hers, he pointed to her eyebrows then mimicked cutting his own. When she nodded, he pulled a pair of scissors from his leather apron and began snipping away. She stood as still as a terrified bunny. Now for the clothes.
Using a long pole with a metal claw at one end, he slid the dresses along the runner in the ceiling, filling the room with the click of well-oiled wheels accompanied by the whispers of silk and taffeta. There it was, a fluffy, dark-green confection, trimmed with white lace, fit for a princess off to a ball or was it an execution. He shifted the dress till it hung above his head and, using the claw to unhook it, he lowered the frock. He examined the hems, collars and cuffs. Intact. He raised the tissue to his nose and breathed in deeply; a faint hint of perfume, a distant trace of sweat, but otherwise clean.
He was about to climb the ladder, pass the dress over her head and remove the bathrobe when the door of the dressing room burst open sending ill-placed bottles scattering across the floor. A skinny dwarf marched in, sporting Wellington boots up to her knees and a plain grey smock that reached her calves, over which she wore an ink stained apron. Perched on her head was a crinkled cloth cap, each of its four corners drooping around her face.
"Miss Sing," he said, smiling to conceal his annoyance at being interrupted. "I've almost finished."
"That can wait." She wrinkled her nose as she eyed the shambles of bottles littering every surface. "Master wants this one to speak a little of the language. No idea why."
He couldn't fathom the request either. Girls were never required to talk, so why teach them. The language was nigh on impossible anyway. What a waste of time. And he'd have to dash to get her ready afterwards. He grabbed the long pool and pushed the dress back into place. When he turned back, the girl and Miss Sing were gone.
 
A lesson
Shivering, Beth pulled the bathrobe tight about her waist and knotted the belt. The room, which was more like a bloated cave than a room, was freezing and her hair was wet, not to mention her bare feet on the stone floor. No wonder the tiny woman wore wellies. Beth would bet she had thick woollen socks on too. 
Beth stared at the blackboard that hung from the rock face trying to distract herself from the cold. The dwarf had written three words. She recognised them immediately. Good morning, my Lord, written in Amarian. The dwarf tapped one word after another with a long pointed stick and uttered a series of guttural sounds. Beth had never heard Amarian. Even Pietr, the boy who had helped them translate Amarian, had never spoken it. There was a beauty to Amarian script that found no echo in this twisted noise that pained her ears.
Turning her attention to the little woman, who was repeating the sounds, Beth tried to repeat what she heard. Her efforts must have startled the dwarf, because the woman's mouth fell open and she spun to stare at her causing the four-cornered hat to fly from her head. Beth caught it midair, like a frisbee, and handed it back. The dwarf snatched the cap and brushed it as if it had fallen in the dust, before replacing it on her head. Then she muttered, "Thank you.”
Hearing the words and guessing their meaning, Beth repeated, "Thank you." 
The woman nodded and, looking hopeful, spat out several throaty sounds. Beth shook her head, recognising none of the words. When the woman repeated the sounds, Beth went to take a piece of chalk, meaning to write a question, but the dwarf rapped her over the knuckles with her stick. Nursing her hand, Beth swore under her breath, "Teachers!"
She sized up the dwarf. It was hard to tell how strong she was under all those clothes. Beth might well get the better in a fight, but then what? She was stranded in a world with no allies and no way home. Force was not the answer. 
When the woman returned to writing words on the board, Beth dutifully repeated the sounds she was told. The more she articulated words, the more she recognised links between the written words and how they were pronounced. She began anticipating the pronunciation the moment the word was written. But for all her progress, she was still far from being able to hold even a simple conversation. Something else was required.
Fitting various words together, she asked, "Are you ... hungry?"
The response was immediate. The dwarf raised her stick and brought it down with all her force across Beth's shoulders. At least that was her intention, but Beth danced to the side causing the blow to miss if only by inches. Her mouth set in a straight line, the dwarf raised the stick again. "
"You want me learn?" Beth spluttered. "Stop hitting."
The dwarf seemed to hesitate between conformity and unexplored territory, caressing the stick as she fixed Beth with a stare. Then lowering the stick, she said, "Yes. I am hungry."
Beth breathed a sigh of relief. "I can read some Amarian," she said. "But I never spoke it."
"Who taught you?" The sharpness of the woman's tone warned Beth to be cautious.
"I taught myself."
The woman's expression was full of disbelief.
"I translated a book."
"What book?"
"One about travelling between the worlds."
The dwarf bared her teeth, growling like a dog. Beth took a step back.
"Don't ever tell anyone that," the little woman whispered, glancing over her shoulder. "No one."
There was so much menace in those words, Beth stomped on her desire to ask why.
"I'm cold," Beth said. "Can I get dressed now?"
The woman nodded. "Better not let anyone know you speak Amarian."
This time Beth did ask why.
"Because girls normally don't get taught it and even if they did, I doubt many of them would manage more than a few words."
Beth wondered if that meant all girls or just captives like herself. Another question she daren't ask.
"My name is Beth," she said.
The dwarf looked at her as if what she'd said was dangerously subversive. "Now you know how to talk," the dwarf said, "I'm going to have to teach you what not to say or we'll all be in terrible trouble. But for the moment, keep your mouth shut."
Sure, Beth thought. All the better to listen and learn.
 
Beauty
Beth had never been fond of dresses, especially not those designed to transform a girl into a princess for grown ups to admire. Even when she’d been little, she'd disliked it. She enjoyed being a girl and there was a time when she'd liked to dress up and show off, but being trussed up in frills and lace like a doll left her annoyed. 
When they returned to the cave with all its dresses dangling from the ceiling, she wanted to revolt, but she got a taste of Jag's anger when she refused to let him dress her, her back and shoulders stinging from his blows, so she settled for insisting they provide underclothes and shoes. The request had the two dwarfs baffled. For a world that was far from warm, how could they ignore such essentials? How many of the other girls had gone without?
Bemused, Beth stood in the middle of the room with the two dwarfs milling about. Drawers were pulled open, cupboards rummaged through, Jag even riffled through the pockets of the many dresses in an increasingly desperate hunt for suitable pants. Why ever didn't they just give back her own underclothes? Fearing there might be some outlandish reason for not doing so, and worried she might not want to know, she said nothing. In the end, the teacher, whose name was Miss Sing, ran off and came back minutes later waving pink woollen shorts above her head like the flag at the end of a race.
"Hurry up," Miss Sing said, shoving the shorts into Beth's hands. "Oh my God. We're so late."
The shorts were not made for a girl of her age. Beth suspected they belonged to the dwarf, a thought that made her shudder. As for the rough wool, it was itchy and uncomfortable but at least it was warm. There were no shoes her size, but Miss Sing pulled a pair of oversized woollen socks from the pocket of her smock and Beth struggled to put them on as Jag tugged her out the door.
The interminable corridors were dingy, their walls chipped bit by bit from the rock. The floor, however, was glass smooth. 
"Hurry up," Jag said, shoving her. She slithered thanks to her socks, narrowly missing snagging her dress on the rock.
"Watch out!" Jag shouted, yanking her away from the wall. Apparently the dress was far more important than her. She pouted only to realise how childish she must look.
 There were no windows, the only light coming from an occasional torch giving off more smoke than light. That and the mustiness of the air caused Beth to cough. She hoped she wasn't getting ill. Did all immortals live in such squalor? Surely after all these years they'd have made a better place. She couldn't rid herself off the impression the building hadn't been lived in for years.
The corridor turned a corner and halted abruptly before a solid wooden door with a giant knocker in its middle. Miss Sing took hold of Beth's shoulders and spun the girl round to face her. "Listen," she said.
"No point explaining anything," Jag said, shaking his head.
"You'd be surprised how much she understands," Miss Sing replied, raising a finger to silence him.
Turning back to Beth, she shook the girl's shoulders, as if that would make her pay attention. "Remember, keep your mouth shut. Play dumb. Smile and try to look pretty."
Beth really appreciated the 'try' and was about to spit back an acid response but held back. If she was to play dumb, better start right away. She wished she knew what was about to happen, afraid she'd be caught off guard by outrageous behaviour and give herself away. Keeping silent was not in her nature and she hated not knowing the rules of the game.
Jag raised the knocker and brought it down with a sharp rap on the door. The sound echoed down the corridor like thunder, startling Beth into a gasp. No answering sound could be heard from within. Maybe they were dead. Beth imagined a couple of ageing immortals, heavy with wrinkles, beckoning for the door to be opened with withered fingers, their fangs eager to draw blood. The image was so disgusting she closed her eyes, only to open them immediately as Jag pushed her through the doorway.
She was in a vast hall, the roof of which arched high above reminding her of a cathedral. Sunlight streamed in many narrow vertical windows, the slanting rays forming pretty patterns in the air. Beth stumbled forward under the impulse of Jag's thrust, her arms stretched out for balance, squinting to make out the scene before her. A light breeze stirred the nearby leaves and ruffled her hair. The air was rich with the scent of flowers. Most of the hall was overflowing with shrubs and bushes amid a plethora of flowers. There was a constant buzz of bees and the splashing of cascading water near by. 
Before her, a narrow path wound its way between the vegetation boarded by brightly coloured flowers that tumbled onto the path. Glancing to see if Jag and Miss Sing were close behind, she found herself alone and the door shut. So she was to go to the slaughter on her own. 
A tiny pink butterfly landed on her shoulder but when she turned to study it, it fluttered away, dancing above the path with Beth in pursuit. A short while down the way the butterfly disappeared into the bushes which grew thicker and higher joining overhead to form a bower that concealed the ceiling and muted the light to soft greens. It was then she heard the first notes of the organ, faint, but distinct, a call, like post horns sounding in the distance. They were joined by flute-like trills that rose and fell in soothing waves accompanied by a pedalled bass akin to the dancing feet of giants. Beth hastened her step, eager to know what was happening.
The moment the organ music ceased, the leafy tunnel opened out and gave way to a large grassy space. Beth halted at its edge, her mouth fallen open. On a couch topped by a canopy bedecked with flowers a young beauty lounged, her body draped in pastel silks. Hardly older than herself, the girl's skin was a golden brown, unblemished by the spots that often plagued kids of her age. Her hair was cut short, almost boyish, but it was the rich brown of her eyes that held Beth's attention. At her feet sat a cluster of young girls dressed like Beth, each in different colours no doubt the work of Jag, each staring wide-eyed at the beauty. 
"Approach," the girl said in a singsong voice that sent a flutter through Beth's belly. Even if she’d wished to keep her distance, she doubted she’d have been able to. She was attracted to the beauty like a moth to a flame. What a silly image. How could she liken such a beautiful girl to so brutal a plight? Beth was about to step forward when she remembered Miss Sing's advice, "Act dumb." Did being dumb mean obeying blindly or acting so stupid as not to obey?
When she didn't move, the girl gave her a pained look then leaned forward and whispered, "Please."
How could Beth possibly refuse? Not responding was making the girl suffer, that was plain to see. Why resist? The girl looked friendly enough and Beth longed to bask in her presence with the other girls at her feet. Glancing at them she sensed a tension in their smiles she hadn't noticed before. No. She must have been mistaken. She looked again. It was as if they were silently egging her on, to resist. How odd.
The beauty continued to smile at Beth, her eyes as inviting as ever, but Beth could make out fists balled under the silks. However had their first meeting so rapidly turned into a confrontation? She didn't usually pick a fight so easily. But how could she break free of it? 
Her concentration was so centred on the girl, she jumped and let out a shriek when hands seized her shoulders from behind. She wanted to spin round and confront whoever was standing there, but the grip tightened making turning impossible.
She felt warm breath on her neck and a male voice whispered in her ear, "It is unwise to annoy my sister. She might look harmless, but she can be very nasty when she wants." Whoever it was bit her ear, causing her to yelp, then set about licking the wound as blood trickled down her neck. Her hands flew to shove away his mouth, but the person continued as he pushed her forward then weighed on her shoulders till her knees buckled and she sank to the floor amongst the other girls. It was only then she caught sight of the young man as he wound his way between the girls, licking his lips, and took his seat next to the beauty.
Her fingers nursing her bloody ear, Beth shook with rage as she fixed the youth, hate in her eyes. She imagined punching his pretty face till it resembled a squashed beetroot and pulling his long blond hair till he screamed. Oblivious to her deadly looks, he made eyes at the girl lounging by his side. Even if he hadn't mentioned her being his sister, Beth would have recognised the same timeless beauty, the same unfathomable brown eyes. But she felt none of the fascination for him she'd felt for the girl, just revulsion.
 
Dine
"Be gone," the girl ordered with an imperious wave of her hand causing all the girls to scramble to their feet. Still clutching her ear, Beth stood and followed them down a different path from the one she'd taken earlier. Glancing over her shoulder she caught sight of the boy and girl deep in conversation. Could they be talking about her? Wouldn't surprise her. They were probably plotting some nasty surprise. Then the girl gave the boy a shove, catching him off guard. He tumbled from the couch with a squeal.
Craning her neck to see how the boy reacted, Beth tripped over the stone boarder to the path and almost fell. When she recovered her balance she saw the girls disappearing through a door held open by Jag. Holding her stubbed toe, she hopped after them. Last to enter, she nodded to Jag and he nodded back. "Survived," he whispered.
"Just," she replied, pointing to her ear.
"I've got some disinfectant," he said.
Rather than follow the other girls, he opened a door and led her down a side passage till they reached the changing room. He rummaged amongst the many bottles and flasks, knocking several onto the floor, till he held up one and peered at its label.
She had to crouch so he could reach her ear. He shook out some liquid on a cloth and applied it, causing her to suck in a breath as it stung. 
"You realise you’re special," he said, corking the bottle and replacing it on a table.
"Because I got bitten?" she asked as she straightened up
She'd expected him to laugh, or smile at least, but his face remained tense, his lips pressed in a tight line.
"No," he said. "Because you speak their language. None of the other girls can."
"But they understood when the girl sent them away."
"They were just interpreting signs." He ushered her to the door, but didn't open it. "That's why Miss Sing warned you to act dumb." Turning the handle and opening the door, he added, "Don't let the other girls know. They’re a nice enough lot, but they easily get jealous and some would betray you without a second thought."
"Why you help me?" Beth asked, tired of searching for the right words.
Jag pushed the door closed before she had time to get out. Had he been taller, he would no doubt have looked her straight in the eye. Instead he had to be content to grab the hem of her dress and shake it to get her full attention.
"We are as much prisoners as you. Remember that."
His words made her shiver but they gave her hope too. She was not alone.
Saying no more, he led her back down the corridors till they reached a small wooden door beyond which she could hear muffled screeches reminding her of a bird cage in a zoo. Without knocking Jag opened it and pushed her inside.
Chaos. There was no other word for it. Girls were perched on bunk beds, girls were sprawled on rugs, girls lounged in armchairs. Dresses lay scattered on the floor, over chair backs and even hung from picture frames. The air was thick with a mixture of excitement, tension and the reek of unwashed bodies. Above all, it was the cackle of voices that repulsed her. The noise halted the moment she entered and all heads turned in her direction, frozen in mid-movement. It was then she noticed they were all wearing the same pale blue pyjamas.
"Hallo," she said in English not knowing what language the girls spoke. She had never been to a private school, but she imagined she’d feel just as intimidated on her first day at such a school. "My name is Beth."
To her annoyance, most of the girls turned away indifferent, pursuing their games, and the noise resumed. How rude. Beth was at a loss what to do. Would there be a bed for her? Would she have to wear the same silly pyjamas? And if so, where would she get them? And what about food? She was hungry.
A hand tugged at her dress. A young girl not more than thirteen stood there looking at her, her thumb in her mouth like a baby. Great! She attracted the simple minded. When the girl tugged again, Beth gave in and followed.
Wending their way between row upon row of bunk beds earned the pair filthy looks from many a girl. Beth tried to ignore them, but the hostility was tangible and intimidating. Next time she saw Jag, she'd tell him what she thought of his 'nice' girls. 
The far end of the dormitory was devoid of girls. The young girl halted, looking round to see if they were being watched, then she got down on all fours and crawled under one of the beds. When Beth hesitated, the girl beckoned, a worried look on her face. Feeling stupid, Beth glanced round to see if anyone was watching. All were engrossed in their games or chattering. So she scrambled under the bed. Being much bigger than the girl, moving in such a confined space was a struggle. Several times she snagged her dress on the wooden bed frame.
Did the girl live under the bed? Beth hoped not. Making friends with a nutter that slept under a bed was hardly a good start. There was little light so Beth hurried to keep up as the girl crawled under several beds placed side by side.
Beth was about to give up and return the way she’d come when an eerie light filled the cramped space. The girl had opened a door in the wall no higher than the space under the bed. Once Beth wriggled through, the young girl helped her to her feet. They were in a large room with one small window placed high on the wall casting a gloomy light over piles of furniture, most of which were covered with sheets or dust covers.
Beth was about to ask a question when the girl pulled her thumb from her mouth and held up an imperious index finger for silence. Stuffing her thumb back in her mouth, she set off across the room without waiting for Beth. The covers were thick with dust and she had a hard time not coughing. To her relief, they reached a door and, once the girl had peered out, they stepped into a corridor.
Opening the door across the corridor, the girl entered and Beth followed. She’d expected another room, but was surprised to find a corridor. What a confusing place. There was no logic to it. The absence of windows didn't help. Had the immortals burrowed a hiding place under ground?
The girl held out a hand to Beth who took it and the two walked side-by-side in silence. From time to time there were doors off the corridor, all closed, but the girl ignored them, continuing for what seemed ages. Beth wondered how she’d find her way back without help.
When the girl stopped, Beth hoped they'd arrived. She was fed up with unending corridors and her stomach kept reminding her she hadn't eaten in ages. Signing for silence, the girl reached up, undid a latch and opened a small window rather like those fitted in front doors to see who was visiting but this window was embedded in the wall. The broad grin on the girl's face had Beth wondering if she was to be the victim of a prank. Cautiously bending to look, she was startled to see the couple from earlier kneeling by the side of a large pool splashing each other as they pushed model boats around. 
Beth burst out laughing. These two toddler-brained cherubim with their paddling pool and their plastic toys had had a bunch of young girls kidnapped and transported to this blasted world for nothing more than their amusement.
Looking alarmed, the girl snapped the little window shut and said, "Shhh!"
Dragged off along the corridor, Beth continued to splutter with laughter, a hand over her mouth to mask the sound.
By the time they reached the end of the corridor, Beth had calmed, but her mind was abuzz with questions, every single one of which fled the moment she saw what was on the other side of the door. Books. Thousands of them. Stacked on shelf after shelf. Overflowing into piles on the floor and on every available table space. This must once have been a sumptuous library. Many narrow windows reached to the ceiling, and would have filled the room with bright sunlight had not most of them been obscured by parchment screens.
Beth stood marvelling at the sight, not sure where to explore first. But the girl had other ideas. She clasped Beth's hand and tugged her between the shelves, dogging several piles of books, till they reached a small room off to one side. It might once have been the librarian's office, but now it was divided in two. In one half was a divan, rather like the one used by the couple in the garden. It was draped in cushions and covers. Beth guessed it was the girl's bed. A hat stand towered over the bed from which were suspended several dresses, a colourful shawl and various no-less-colourful pieces of underwear. The girl at least had managed to procure some. In the other half, was a large table piled with all sorts of food and drink, several straight-backed chairs and a sink against one of the walls.
The girl pick up a loaf of bread and tore off a part, offering it to Beth who sniffed it before nibbling a piece. To her surprise it was fresh and tasty. However did the girl get fresh food in such a run down place reeking of mould? Spotting a bunch of radishes, Beth took one and bit into it. Delicious. 
Once she’d tasted the tomatoes and carrots and some dried meat and drank some water, she turned to the girl, saying, "Tell me they weren't playing at boats back there." As she asked, Beth felt a bout of giggles coming on and almost choked on a last mouthful of bread.  
The girl cocked her head to one side as if sizing her up, then, after a long hesitation said, "Je m'appelle Dine. Amandine in fact, but I prefer Dine."
Great. French. Thank heavens she'd been one of the best in French at school and had been several times to France. "Salut Dine. Je m'appelle Beth."
When Beth responded in French, the girl clapped her hands, a broad grin on her face. "I knew you spoke French," she said.
Beth had so many questions she wasn't sure her French would be up to it. She decided to begin simple. "Do you live here?"
"Yes. I don't like being with the other girls. They do such silly things and can be quite nasty. And none of them speak French."
"Does no one mind you being here?"
The girl looked around the room with pride as if surveying her domain, then shaking her head, she said, "I don't think anyone knows this is here. There are so many abandoned places. Apart from the other girls who hardly ever leave their room except to admire Them and the dwarves who run the kitchens, gardens and laundry as well as looking after the girls and Them, we’re alone here."
"Them?"
"That brother and sister who are so sure they are the prettiest people in the world. The ones who play boats like little children. The ones who had us stolen from our parents and won't let us return." 
The couple that had been abducting young girls like Beth in her country had been a little older but were still painfully beautiful and just as arrogant. They’d been vicious and unconcerned by the suffering of others. They’d tried to set fire to Beth and her two friends Tricia and Maria. She wonder if it was the same couple that had snatched Dine.
The girl looked like she was about to cry, but brushed a tear from her eye. She’d ceased sucking her thumb, much to Beth’s relief. Doing so was really odd at her age. She said as much.
“I’m small for my age,” Dine replied. “Sucking my thumb has them ignoring me, thinking I’m simpleminded.” She turned to the table and busied herself sliding food into a bucket. "I'm going to get some fresh food. You wanna come?"
Beth wondered at all the good food being thrown away, but said nothing. She was also intrigued how Dine got hold of food without being noticed. Taking the heavy bucket from the girl, she followed her through the library.
"Have you read any of these books?" Beth asked.
"Can't. They’re written in gibberish."
Beth picked the uppermost book from a nearby stack and opened it at random. "It's Amarian," she said.
"Can you read it?" the girl asked.
Beth nodded, remembering the caution Jag had voiced. Surely there was no risk telling Dine. She might even teach her some words. She too would learn more in doing so. "It's the same language They use."
"You understand?" Dine exclaimed, hopping from one foot to another, hardly able to contain her excitement.
"A little." Beth said, seeking to calm the girl. She wondered what wild ideas the news sparked and hoped Dine wouldn't be disappointed.
"You must teach me," she said, gripping Beth's arm.
"Why is it so important?"
"If I can talk to them, maybe I can convince them to let me go home."
"I’ll teach you what I know, but don't get your hopes up. Remember, they might act like little children, but they’re ruthless. The pair that came after us twice set fire to the building we were in."
"Mon Dieu!" She looked aghast. "How did you manage to escape?"
"I can travel between worlds."
Dine's mouth fell open as if she’d stumbled on a demigod. "Why ever do you hang around here?"
Beth rolled up the sleeve of her dress revealing the black bracelet clamped around her arm.
"I have one too," Dine said pulling up her sleeve.
"Amongst other things, it stops you travelling between the worlds. I know. I've tried."
Dine looked deflated.
"Let's get that food," Beth suggested.
Beth tried to memorise the complicated path they followed, but there was something vague about the corridors with all their twists and turns and the unexpected doors that as often as not opened onto other corridors, almost as if the place resisted being remembered. It was a wonder they hadn't come across piles of bones rotting in neglected corners. She shuddered. Could the immortals have conceived the place to keep them imprisoned? Maybe Dine had a gift for finding her way. Maybe that was what set her apart.
Dine opened a door and stepped inside. They stood at the entrance to a large room with a flagstoned floor and white tiled walls. In the middle stood several large wooden tables laden with food. Unlike the other places Bath had visited, this larder was spotlessly clean.
"Put that over there," Dine said, pointing to a number of buckets. Beth did as she was told while Dine fetched two trays, one of which she handed to Beth. "Help yourself to whatever you want."
Beth glanced around to see if anyone was watching. There was several doors, but they were closed. "Won't they notice?" she asked.
"No," Dine said, sniffing a loaf of bread before placing it on her tray."It's not the same dwarfs that make the food as deliver it."
Beth looked over the tables. There was no hot food. But there was sliced meat. She picked up a plate and forked several slices of ham on it. "How long are we getting food for?"
"Till breakfast tomorrow morning."
Beth took a second plate and heaped potato salad next to cooked beetroot. There was even sweet corn, her favourite. "Where ever do they get all these things?" she asked, imagining a supermarket full of scurrying dwarfs pushing giant-sized caddies around.
"I'll show you some time."
"Do we need to take drink?"
"Only if you don't trust tap water."
Beth remember some talk about people drinking bottled water in France because the water wasn't good. "Is it safe?"
Dine grinned. "Typical English. Sure it's safe."
They carried the trays back to the library and spent some time cleaning the table before laying out the food. Beth was pleased the girl was so meticulous. It would be so easy to make a pigsty of the place. She said as much to Dine.
"The other girls don't care. Another reason why I don't want to be around them. My mother is a doctor. She always says cleanliness is important." The girl paused a moment, closing her eyes, then continued. "It's the dwarfs who clean the girl's room. I wonder they put up with it."
As neither of them were hungry, Dine suggested they go for a walk.
All the corridor's looked alike but they were never quite as she remembered, even if Dine assured her they’d already been there. Beth wondered why they never met anyone. "Where is everybody?"
"A couple of the girls wandered off. I think they were looking for a way out. But they never came back," Dine said, sounding unconcerned. "Since then none have ever left their room unless escorted by those two dwarves; the one who has all the girls clothes - a wierdo if you ask me - and the one who looks like someone splashed her with ink."
"Jag," Beth said.
Dine glanced at her, frowning.
"The name of the man. He's not weird. He helped me."
Dine shook her head as if unsure such a man could be a friend. "You wanted to know why nobody walks the corridors. Mainly because the only people who might use them are the dwarfs and Them. The couple never leave their playground." She said the words with a sneer. "And the dwarfs only use the corridors they need between the kitchens, the food room, the storerooms, the laundry, the girls' room and the playground."
"So how big is the rest?"
"Immense!" Dine said, chuckling. "We could spend ages exploring. There are many parts I still haven't visited and I walk the corridors every day."
Beth could imagine the girl roaming far and wide, delighting at every new place she discovered. A real explorer, but not of a world or the countryside, but a rambling, unending building. "So where are you taking me?" she asked.
"Outside," Dine said and opened a door with a flourish to reveal a meadow sloping down to a lake.
Beth took a deep breath, almost choking on the richness of the fresh air. Dine must have noticed her discomfort because she said, "I think the air is thicker here than at home. You don't notice inside, but out here, it’s obvious."
They set off across the meadow towards the lake. Beth wondered if there were any wild animals. They might be dangerous. She pushed aside the disturbing thought and glanced back at the building. There wasn't much to see. Maybe it was the colour that blended in or that most of it was tunnelled underground. It was almost as if the construction went out of its way to avoid being seen, like those aeroplanes that couldn't be seen by radar. She rubbed her eyes and looked again. Even the door they’d come through was hard to make out. Could it be the strange air playing tricks on her mind?
"Oh look," Dine exclaimed. "A deer."
Sure enough, down by the lakeside, a deer was munching at the grass, paying no attention to Dine who was hurrying in its direction. Beth hurried after, trying not to imagine what would happen if she found herself stranded alone.
Spotting Dine, the, deer frozen for a moment then cantered into the nearby forest causing birds to rise squawking into the air. Several growls could be heard then a terrifying scream that silence everything.
"We should go," Beth urged Dine.
When the girl hesitated, Beth grabbed her hand and tugged her in what she thought was the direction of the building. To her alarm she could see no sign of it. "Dine, where is it?" Beth asked, her voice trembling. Behind them several growls could be heard.
"What?" Dine asked.
"The bloody building!" Beth shouted.
"Calm down."
"Take us to it," Beth said, her voice rising in panic. "I can't see it."
They set out at a run with Dine sprinting ahead. Glancing over her shoulder Beth caught sight of two wild cats loping across the meadow. "Hurry," she panted, her warning drowned out by snarls. 
"Quick," Dine said pulling open the door and tumbling inside. Beth flung herself after and slammed the door, gripping the handle. She felt the impact. The door frame trembled. The animal must have thrown itself against the door. She clung on, feeling the door shudder as claws raked the wood.
When the scratching ceased and the growls moved away, Beth released the handle and turned to look at Dine. The girl was seated on the floor, her back against the wall, her face pale as death, her hands grasped around her head.
"It's all right," Beth said. "They've gone."
Dine let out a sob. "I never thought this place might be dangerous."
Beth slid down the wall next to Dine and put her arm around the girl's shoulders. "If we are careful," she said, "together we should be OK."
 
Lost
"I'm worried," Jag said hanging up the dresses he'd fetched from the laundry. One or two had been poorly ironed. The dwarf brought in to do the washing and ironing was a complete dud. He set them aside, planing to take them back and give the idiot a piece of his mind. Thank heavens he had enough dresses to spare.
"Why's that?" Miss Sing asked, carefully calligraphing her name on a piece of parchment. She sat in her usual position in the clothes room, on a stool in one of the few corners not strewn with bottles and flasks. She came to talk when she got fed up writing for Them. Writing? Despite the years he'd befriended her, he still didn't know exactly what.
"She's disappeared."
"Who?"
"The new girl. The one whose speaks Amarian." He hoisted the last dress into place and put away the pole with its claw.
"Are you sure?" She sounded alarmed.
"She wasn't in the girls' room a while ago. If she's wandered off, we may never see her again."
"Did you ask the girls if they'd seen her?"
"You know them. They pay little heed to what’s going on. I doubt they even noticed someone new had turned up."
"Should we go looking for her?" Miss Sing asked, setting aside her writing.
"You know as well as I do that’d be pointless. If ever we did find anything, it’d be a body."
"And will They notice?" she asked, chewing an ink stained thumb.
He wasn't sure. Most of the time They were no more observant than the gaggle of girls. "He did bite her. You'd think he'd remember that."
"And what if he asks for her?"
The bell rang as if responding to Miss Sing's question. Not a good sign. He had to go. He heard her mutter, "good luck" as he hurried away.
All the way to the playroom he prayed it wasn't about the missing girl. But why else would They summon him at such an unusual time. His mind was in such a flutter he had no idea how he’d react if They asked for the girl.
It was one thing to be called to the playroom, it was another to find them in the jungle that sprouted there. He tried the boat pool. They spent many an evening there. The boats floated abandoned on the water. He headed for the lawn with the couch, the place where they received people. And sure enough, They sat there staring off into the distance. Not a good sign.
"You called?" Jag asked, bowing. So far, so good.
"Where's that girl?" she asked, her head turning to look down her nose at him.
This was not good. "Which girl?" Jag asked, fixing his shoes in the hope his fear wouldn't show. "There are so many."
"The new one." 
"Most of them are new." Jag replied, surprised and afraid at his cheek.
The girl stamped her foot. Jag chanced a glance. Her lips were set in a thin line.
"The one I ordered to be taught our language. I had plans for her."
If that was the case, why didn't you have her locked up, he thought. Not that he believed she could have such foresight.
"The one I bit," he said, sounding proud of his exploit.
Jag could pretend not to know, but he doubted that would wear. "I do not know. We do not usually keep tabs on each girl. Should I see if she's in the girls' room?"
"Bring her immediately," the girl snapped, turning her back on him.
He itched to ask why, if only to annoy Her, but that would be suicidal. Years of cautious service had taught him that any sign of opposition would be dealt with swiftly and harshly. Still, he couldn't resist saying something. "Some wander off and are never seen again," he muttered as he prepared to leave.
The shoe hit him hard on the back of his neck, knocking him off balance. He sprawled head first in the middle of a flower bed, scratching his hands and face on rose thorns. Struggling to his feet he brushed himself off, gathered up the shoe, it was Hers, and carried it back to the couch, then fled.
The moment he was free, he hurried in search of Sing. She was the only one he could trust. Not that there was much they could do. No one who got lost ever came back.
Sing looked up the second he entered the Scriptoire. A moment's hope flitted across her face before giving way to worry. Ushering him in, she sat him on her stool and busied herself clearing away pots of paint she'd been using to illustrate a text. "Would you like some apple schnapps?" she asked.
He shook his head. His thoughts were already muddled. "They want me to bring the girl."
She cocked her head as if inviting him to continue, but what else could he say. What a disaster. This was surely the end. He'd been there so long he could hardly remember what it was like in that other place, the one he’d never return to.
"Come on," she said tugging him to his feet. "Let's go and see if she's not hiding in the Girls' room."
The idea that she could hide there struck him as absurd, but he wanted to hope it was true.
The dwarfs rarely went in the Girls' room, partly because it was the girls' territory, but mainly because they didn't want to be held responsible for what happened there. The ruckus that greeted them was intimidating. 
One or two girls came to see if it was time to visit Them, but lost interest when Jag shook his head. The other girls paid them no attention and continued games and discussions. Given that they were shut away almost all day in that room, he marvelled they had so much to say. 
No point asking if they'd seen the new girl, but he had to try. He clambered up onto a free chair and, raising his voice, he called out, "Attention."  A startled silence filled the room. "We are looking for the new girl who arrived earlier today."
A host of blank faces stared back at him.
"Remember, He bit her ear."
"Lucky girl,"one said, causing others to giggle.
Sing tugged at his sleeve, whispering, "There's no point."
He climbed down at a lost what to do.
"Let's have a look," Sing suggested.
All the girls were clustered near the door as that was the only place there was any light. The further he and Sing moved back in the room, the gloomier it got and the fouler the air. It was a wonder the girls didn't get ill
Costly dresses had been tossed on the floor. At first he picked them up, folding them neatly before placing them on a bed, but he quickly gave up. They rummaged under piles of covers. They got down on all fours and searched under beds. They even crawled under the beds. But no lost girl was hiding there.
It was Sing who discovered the door, hidden away in the farthest recess under a series of beds. No bigger than the space under the bed, it opened onto a corridor facing another door. Neither he nor Sing would venture out. Both knew well enough what happened to those who set out to explore the house. None ever came back.
Crouched in the dust and the dark, contemplating the empty corridor, Jag had to accept that he was going to have to tell Them she'd gone for good.
 
A diary
Beth shifted free of the arm slung over her face. As suspected, Dine had crawled into bed and was snuggled at her side, snoring quietly. Light was streaming in the few windows not covered with parchment. A whole night had gone by since they escaped the wild cats. She shuddered at the memory. She shuddered too at the thought of the building that twisted and turned and played tricks on people. Thank heavens Dine had been with her.
Propping herself up on an elbow, she studied the girl's face. It was slender like the rest of her, framed by short auburn hair above a high forehead and a determined chin. Her cute little nose, slightly turned up at the end, a full mouth and prominent cheek bones made Beth think she would have lots of success once she firmed out and took shape in a few years.
She extracted herself from Dine's arm which had crept back around her shoulder and headed for the small closet that served as a toilet then ducked her head under the tap in the sink and dowsed herself with cold water. Her sharp intact of breath was followed by a chuckle. Looking up through dripping hair she saw Dine grinning at her.
"That sink is far too small," Dine said. "I have a much better solution. Grab a couple of towels."
Wrapping a towel around her wet hair and shouldering two others, Beth followed Dine into the library. "Take a book," Beth said, thinking they might try some reading. 
"Any one?" Dine asked. 
Beth nodded.
Dine closed her eyes, stretched out a hand and took a volume at random. Beth hoped it wasn't a treatise on some obscure topic. Once outside, Dine led them down several corridors each with windows giving onto the meadow. She hoped they didn't see any wild cats. The thought had her break into a sweat. As if to belie her misgivings, the lake looked invitingly idyllic.
"Here we are," Dine said opening a door. 
The room was dark after the sunlit corridor and thick with steam. Little by little, as her eyes adjusted, she made out several tubs brimming over, water bubbling happily onto the floor.
"You can leave your clothes here," Dine said, stripping off her dress and hanging it behind the door. The girl had no qualms about being naked as she waltzed across the water-splashed tiles to the nearest tub. Sticking a finger in the water, she pulled it out like an actress in a film saying, "Perfect" and clambered up steps and ducked into the tub.
Seeing Beth hesitate, she said, "Come on. What’re you waiting for? C'est bon."
Beth pulled off her dress, revealing her pink woollen underpants, much to her embarrassment.
"Whatever is that?" Dine asked, wrinkling her nose as she pointed at the pants.
Beth hastily pulled them off and hung them with her dress, giving no explanation. Walking cautiously for fear of slipping, she approached the other tub. Sticking a tentative finger inside had her squealing. It was far too hot.
Dine laughed and jumped up and down causing water to cascade from her tub. There must have been some way that warm water flowed into the tub because it didn't seem to get any emptier. "Try this one. It's cooler," Dine said.
Cautious, Beth ventured a finger into the water. It was warm, but not too warm. She climbed in and stood opposite Dine who rewarded her by splashing her with a cupped hand of water. Beth splashed back, although half-heartedly. She was preoccupied by the insidious hostility of the world. Not only did it have unsuspecting visitors lost if they erred from the path, but Beth suspected it messed with your memory till you no longer remembered anywhere else. Dine had shed a few tears at the thought of her parents, but didn't seem to have the slightest ambition to get away or return home.
The tub was surprisingly big. Four people could easily have fit in it, with room to spare. In fact, a rim ran around the inside below the water level providing a narrow seat. She leaned back and relaxed, letting the bubbling water soothe her. It would be so easy to let go and drift away. A comforting feeling of well-being called her. 
Alarmed, she opened her eyes and watched Dine float in the water. "Dine," she said. "What did your parents do?"
The girl sank into the water till only her head peeked out as if that would protect her from the question. She scratched her head before answering. "It's odd. I can't remember."
"What did you call your mum?"
Dine was silent for a while then replied, "Maman. I think. Why do you ask?"
"Because I think this place is making us forget."
"Does that really matter?" Dine asked, playing with the bubbles in the tub.
"Yes. It's very important."
Beth had no idea how to combat the forgetfulness, but she knew she must. "We should return to the library," she said climbing out of the tub, worried the warm water would loll them into joyful oblivion.
"Can't we stay just a bit longer," Dine pleaded. 
"No," Beth said, handing her a towel. Dine pouted, but did as she was told. 
Beth got dressed while she waited for Dine who seemed in no hurry. 
"Come on Dine. I'm hungry," Beth said, impatient to get away. 
Dine wrapped herself in the towel with a flourish saying "Voila" and turned to go, leaving her clothes behind. 
"What about your dress?" Beth asked.
Dine shrugged. "There are plenty more."
Beth had vague memories of good food being swept from the table into a bucket. When had that been? The night before. Could this wastefulness be linked to the creeping forgetfulness? "No! Take your dress."
Dine grabbed the dress muttering, "You’re worse than that dwarf..."
They were in the doorway, adjusting to the bright sunlight when Beth remembered something. "The book. Where's the book?"
"What book?"
"The one you brought from the library." Beth searched the bathroom but found no book. Don't tell me things can disappear as well, she thought with growing dread.
"Is this what you are looking for?" Dine asked, discovering a book in the pocket of her dress.
Relieved, Beth took Dine's hand and let the girl guide her back to the library.
Once they'd raided the food room and finished picnicking in the library on dried meats, fresh tomatoes and a rice salad, they pulled up two chairs side by side in the sunlight flooding in a window. 
"You still got the book?" Beth asked.
Dine took it from her pocket and offered it to Beth who opened it at the first page. It was hand written in a neat, legible script. Someone's diary maybe. She began reading out loud, following the words on the page with her index finger then translating into French. From time to time she had Dine repeat a word in Amarian.
I just arrived. Nobody came to greet me.
"Hasn't changed very much," Dine said once Beth translated. "If that’s here."
Beth had to smile. Dine was caught up in the story from the very first word. She read on.
So this is to be our home, our refuge. No one will chase us from here.
"Those two. What did you call them? The prettiest people in the world..." Beth began.
"That's what they think," Dine said.
"We call them immortals because they live for ever without getting old. Well. They were chased from every other world..."
"Doesn't surprise me in the slightest."
 "... Because of their bad behaviour." Better not tell Dine she'd heard they were sex crazy. Having seen the two kids playing boats, the rumour seemed unlikely. "This world is said to be their last refuge. Its location has been a closely guarded secret."
Whoever lived here before us left many rich and complicated buildings. I wonder why they fled.
So the immortals hadn't built it. Beth wondered if those earlier inhabitants had built the confusion into the building or if it was the nature of the world. She skipped several pages describing plants and continued with the arrival of other immortals.
Others came today. All unknown. None of them stayed, each preferring to live in a separate corner of the world.
"Typical," Dine said. "It's a wonder these two don't fight more often."
"How many of them are there, scattered all over this world?" Beth asked. She thought of Tricia and Maria. Could any of her friends be held prisoner somewhere? If they were there, maybe she could get in contact.
"I doubt they'd survive long without dwarfs to look after them," Dine said.
Beth laughed, but Dine's words troubled her. Who brought the dwarfs to serve the immortals? Jag had said they were also prisoners. There must have been some organisation amongst immortals for it to happen. Maybe the forgetfulness didn't kick in straight away. Or maybe the immortals were the cause of it and the change happened later. The person hadn't made any mention of not remembering, but maybe you mightn’t notice it happening.
Dine's head slumping onto her shoulder brought Beth back from her questioning. The girl had fallen asleep. Beth felt drowsy too and closed her eyes. The hot bath and the copious meal had made her tired. It was normal. But what if this was the start of her forgetting. Her eyes shot open in alarm. Don't be silly she told herself, you'll have to sleep sooner or later. She shifted to get both Dine and herself comfortable and continued leafing through the book, reading an extract out loud from time to time. The snippets were fascinating, but she found no mention of fading memory.
Turning to the last page she read the few final sentences.
All the diary writing. All the forced exercise, the meditation, the unwanted sex. Even the special food and disgusting drinks. They worked for a while, but in the end it was useless. I am the last. Nobody else remembers where we came from, who we were, what we went through. Each day a name, a place, an event drifts away. Enough struggling. I am tired. I 
Beth closed the book and sighed. The only thing they could do was get away as fast as possible.
"You sounded sad," Dine said amid yawns. 
"Yes. This is not a good place. We have to leave."
"Now?" Dine sounded alarmed. "It's time for food."
Beth got to her feet and stretched. She was hungry too. "As soon as possible."
 
The food room was laid out with dishes for the evening meal. The cooks had gone wild with baked vegetables, but there was also smoked meat and dried fish along with fresh bread and butter. Beth and Dine busied themselves preparing a sumptuous feast. They were about to leave each with a loaded tray when Jag and Miss Sing stepped into the room.
"So this is where you've been hiding," Jag said, moving to block the way out.
Beth wondered why he should look so annoyed. "I haven't been hiding," she said.
"We've been looking for you everywhere," Miss Sing said, crossing her arms over her chest.
Neither of the dwarfs paid any heed to Dine as she edged towards the door. It was almost as if they couldn't see her. If Dine fled, Beth might never find her again. Worse still, she'd be stuck with the dwarfs and the other girls having no hope of escape. She tried to catch the girl's eye, but Dine's attention was fixed on the two dwarfs.
"They want to see you," Jag said. "It's not good to annoy Them and I can tell you They were really annoyed when you didn't come at their call."
Beth imagined the two monsters smashing their boats in fury. "Tell them I'll come tomorrow."
Jag stamped his foot. "Spoilt child!"
Dine glanced at Beth who shook her head, hoping the girl would understand. Beth's heart sank when Dine disappeared out the door. "Let me put this down and I'll come with you," Beth said to Jag, hoping she could make a dash for it and catch up with Dine. Slipping an apple into her pocket, Beth turned back, saying  "I'm so sorry." Pretending to trip, she lurched forward and upturned her tray splattering the two dwarfs with food.
Miss Sing screamed and sank to her knees. Jag pawed at his head, trying to scratch food from his face. Beth dived between the two, knocking Jag to one side. He made a blind grab for her, snagging her dress. "No!" she shouted and tugged with all her force, ripping the cloth as she broke free. Once in the corridor, she fled. Dine who was nowhere to be seen. The moment she turned the corner, Beth halted, not daring to take a step further without Dine.
She sank to the floor, her back against the wall. What a mess. Surely Dine would come for her. Provided she didn't forget. Beth groaned. If Dine didn't return she hoped at least she could find her way back to the food room. Pulling the apple from her pocket, she bit into it surprised at how sour it was.
When she’d eaten it to the core, she closed her eyes. Not that she would sleep. She was too strung up for that. But she needed room to think. Her thoughts turned to Tricia and Maria. Had they too been shipped to this infernal world?
Beth? Maria said.
"Maria?" Beth asked, her eyes springing open as she searched for her friend. But the corridor was empty.
So now she was going nuts. Did she miss her friends so much she conjured up their voices?
Beth? Maria said again.
"Where are?" Beth asked, convinced this was no illusion.
If you can hear me, Beth, reply by talking to me in your mind, not out loud.

Chapter Two ~ Nameless & Gormless
Names
The noise was deafening. Girls pelted in every direction squealing. You'd think they were pigs about to be slaughtered. Having just materialised amongst them, Tricia could make no sense of what was going on. There was no logic to their frenzy. Paying no attention to where they went, the girls hurtled into each other, sending the smaller kids flying. Several got trampled, their screams adding to the din. The sight sickened Tricia, but going to their rescue would have been suicidal. Maria had materialised at her side. She had to shove several girls away and dodge others to avoid her and Maria getting knocked over.
Being taller than most, Tricia was able to see over the seething mass. She and Maria were standing in the middle of what looked like a school gym with exercises bars along the walls and bunches of ropes tied to the bars here and there. "Follow me," she shouted to Maria and began elbowing her way towards one of the walls. Once there, she scaled the bars. When both of them were above the battlefield, she turned to face the centre of the room and, using a technique she'd learn from An, she raised her voice over the noise, shouting, "Stop!"
The impact was astounding. As if a film had snapped and the last image hung frozen on the screen, girls halted mid flight, a look of surprise on their faces. Tricia was worried if she didn't say more, they'd go wild again. "You. You. You," she said pointing to the older girls. "Help the little ones who are hurt. The rest of you move to the side." She pointed to the far end of the hall that was empty.
"Help with the little ones," she told Maria as she climbed down from the bars. "And see if they know where the medical supplies are."
Striding over to the rest of the girls, she tried to look sure of herself. There must have been fifty of them, some bigger than herself. She was fit and had learnt some self-defence from Anju, but if they went berserk again, she’d stand no chance.
"Is there food here?" she asked, hoping the idea of eating might calm them.
Several girls responded. Pointing to one, she repeated her question. 
"There's a food hall," the girl said. 
Beth couldn't take all of them with her, so she called Maria over. Dividing the group into two parts she said to one part, "you lot go with Maria," she pointed to her friend, "and prepare a place to eat. The rest of you come with me to get food."
Turning to the girl who’d answered her question, she asked, " What's your name?"
The girl looked at her blankly. She wonder if the girl didn't understand English, but she’d replied earlier. "What's your name?" Beth repeated. 
The girl looked troubled and scratched her head. "Can't remember."
Maybe she'd been there so long she'd forgotten. "How long have you been here?" The girl didn't know either. At least she did remember where the food was.
To her surprise the tables in the food hall were laden with a buffet of food that looked newly prepared. She picked up a piece of quiche and sniffed it. It smelt delicious. Biting into it confirmed how good it was.
"Did you lot make this?" she asked. "It's delicious."
"No," the girl replied. "There's a group of dwarfs who make it."
"But we rarely see them," a mousy haired girl added.
She'd have to find out more about the dwarfs, but later.
Where are you? Tricia asked using the ability they'd learnt to talk between minds.
Dunno, Maria replied. Some large room like a school canteen full of tables and benches.
Send someone to fetch us at the food hall.
"How can we transport food to the dining hall?" Tricia asked.
A couple of girls answered by pushing over trolleys.
"Pick what you think everyone would like and put it on a trolley," Tricia said.
A couple of arguments broke out when several girls disagreed over what to take. Tricia intervened, separating two that were about to fight. "You go with that group," she said, pushing the girl away. "And you stay here." When the girl made a move to hit her, Tricia used one of the moves Anju had taught them, knocking the girl's legs from under her. Judging from the girl's fearful look, she wouldn't try that again. Why ever were these girls so wild? Was there something in the air? Or was it the food? Even the worst girls at school had never been so ready to hit out. Well, most of them.
A head peered round the door of the food hall. Tricia waved her over. "I'm to show you where we eat."
Looking round to check the trolleys were properly loaded she was alarmed to see the food had been stacked haphazardly. "That won't do at all." Taking a couple of girls to help, she rearranged the plates to stop them slipping from the trolley. Then she turned to the girl who'd come to fetch them, saying, "Lead on."
The eating place was a canteen, with rows of wooden tables and matching benches. Tricia wondered if they hadn’t landed in a school. If so, where were the teachers? Come to that, where were the immortals? Hadn't they been abducted for the pleasure of the immortals? She had no time to puzzle over such questions. The moment her attention slipped, the girls became restless. 
Once the food was laid out and all the girls were seated eating, she took a girl to show her the way and, leaving Maria in charge, she went to see what had happened to the wounded. Someone had lugged in a heavy chest full of medical supplies and the three girls were kneeling next to the victims, tending their wounds. Most damage was superficial, but one girl had a broken arm. Nobody knew what to do. Neither did Tricia. 
Maria? She asked. Got any idea how to treat a broken arm?
Nope. Why don't you ask Jenny?
I don't know if I can reach her. We never succeeded, remember.
Try.
Jenny might know, she did some healing, but even if she didn't she could ask Keira, a trained healer. Jenny, she called out in her head. Nothing. Jenny. It didn't work or maybe the young woman was asleep.
She knelt down by the little girl and examined her arm, running her fingers gently along the bone in her forearm. The moment she reached a bump in the bone, the girl winced. That must be it. She'd heard that children often got what they called green stick fractures. The bone was bent instead of breaking.  Maybe she could push it back if they had something that would serve as a splint.
Searching in the medicine chest, she found several flat pieces of hard wood and a couple of rolls of elastic bandages. "Your bone is bent," she explained. "I am going to straighten it. Then we’ll bind it tight to keep it in place. You’ll have to keep your arm still for a week." 
She wasn't sure she’d manage, but what else could she do?  "It’ll hurt a lot. You need to be brave." Looking up at the other girls, she said. "That's why I am going to ask the others to hold you so you don't move."
She had three girls. It wouldn’t be enough. "Can I help," one of the wounded girls asked.
"Yes. You’ll have to wind the bandage round the splint. I'll tell you what to do."
Once the three were in place, two to hold her body and one her arm, Tricia pulled up the girl's sleeve and felt the bone again, trying to gauge how bent it was. When she was sure she knew and guessed where it should go, she asked everybody, "Ready?" At their nod, she pressed increasingly hard on the bone. The girl cried out, her body going rigid before she sagged and fell unconscious. Tricia ignored and pressed even harder till she felt the bone give and slip back into place. She wasn't sure if the bone would bounce back so she kept up the pressure with one hand and applied a splint with the other. "Now wind the bandage round, starting from the top." The girl began. "A little tighter," Tricia said. Once she’d moved down the arm, Tricia positioned a second splint on the other side and the girl continued winding the bandage around it.
When they’d finished, Tricia was exhausted. "I need something to eat and drink," she said, feeling her head spinning. "Will one of you stay with her? I'll have someone bring you food." When one girl volunteered, Tricia thanked her and left with the others.
Back in the eating hall, there was a palpable tension as two girls faced off with clenched teeth and bunched fists. They looked like wild cats about to strike. Both had torn clothes as if they’d already been in many a fight. One had a vicious scratch across her cheek, that swelled red and was probably infected. The other had a black eye and a split brow. 
All Tricia wanted to do was curl up, close her eyes and sleep, but she went over to them. She was tempted to swear at them, but that would only make things worse. Instead she sent one to take food to the girl waiting in the gym.
"Why me?" the girl muttered.
"I'm giving you a chance. Take it. Next time you’ll like it a lot less." It was all bluster but, to her relief, it worked. The girl fetched a tray and loaded food onto it before leaving. Tricia wouldn't be able to hold this pack together much longer. Sooner or later a fight would break out and from there to a free-for-all was only a tiny step.
Turning to the other girl, she ordered her to fetch food for them both. She beckoned over those who’d tended the wounded girls and then sat down with them. Maria, she called out. Join us.
Once everyone was settled, she spoke. "You’re the new Council."
"What does that mean?" the girl who nearly had a fight asked, her voice almost a snarl.
"It means each of you is responsible for the well being
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