
Nightmare

She couldn’t move. 
Her heart pounded in time with the squeak of the trolley wheels as she struggled futilely against

the straps that dug into her limbs and chest. The sharp smell of antiseptic assaulted her nostrils, 
growing ever stronger, and stronger, and-

“Feisty bitch, ain’t she?” somebody remarked. Her head twisted upwards and to the right, eyes 
locking onto the dwarf who leered at her, exposing teeth that were stained from smoking tea. 
Emblazoned on his right chest was that logo – that rounded vertical rectangle around those three 
letters.

Her head whipped around to the left as the trolley squealed to a stop, eyes darting around. The 
smell of antiseptic was far stronger now. It leaked from behind a door in the wall to her right – an 
ordinary wooden door, painted a sterile white. Screwed into the door was a sign that proclaimed it 
to be the surgery, for Authorised Personnel Only.

One of the guards surrounding her knocked rapidly on the door. She stiffened at the nasal voice 
that came from behind it, demanding to know who it was. 

“Is that the subject?”
“Yes, it’s her, Dr Burke,” the guard replied as he slid the door open. She didn’t miss the flash of 

mild irritation on his face as he turned away and waved to the rest, returning to his previous look of 
bored detachment.

Her already-pounding heart went into overdrive as they pushed the squeaking trolley into the 
surgery. Just like the walls of the corridors, everything was a sterile, impersonal white or grey – the 
glass-fronted cabinets along one wall, the sink, the harsh lighting from the electrical spot lights in 
the corners. The only colour of any sort in the room was a wooden cart in the middle. It held a 
silvery grey cannister and a black tube that led to a leather mask. A fan mounted on the ceiling at 
the back of the room droned heavily.

Four doctors stood around the room. Even with the identical lab coats and masks over their 
mouths and noses, she could recognise Dr Burke right in the centre of the group, if only by his 
voice and the clinically smug aura that permeated him. He leaned over her as the trolley was 
fastened into place under the fan, eyes dispassionately running over her bare arms and legs, 
perfectly in control.

Up until she spat in his face. For a brief, glorious moment, she had the satisfaction of seeing 
him rear back in disgust, but he recovered far more quickly than she had hoped and promptly 
slapped her in the face.

“Did that feel good?” he sneered as one of the other doctors forced the mask over her mouth 
and nose. “You are nothing. An unwanted footnote.” He straightened again, glancing at the doctor to
his left. “You may commence.”

The doctor turned silently towards the cart. Siobhán twisted her head to watch, struggling 
futilely against the straps, and heard bellows starting. She felt the faintly-sweet air pushing against 
her face, starting to feel lightheaded, and found herself smiling inside the mask. Perhaps this wasn't 
so bad. Perhaps the doctor wasn't so bad. Perhaps…

She vaguely registered pressure from somewhere on her right. It looked like one of the doctors, 
with a comically larger head and longer arms than she remembered. She giggled, noticing herself 
drifting as the pressure stopped, started again, and then stopped. It started again, but fainter, and 
eventually she stopped noticing it. Instead, she focussed on the pulsing lights in the corners of her 
vision, until even they dimmed.

Her eyes shot open. At first, her brain didn’t recognise the white ceiling that stared back at her. 
It looked familiar, and yet…somehow, it felt alien. Rolling her eyes over to the right, she started at 
the sight of the wall that hadn’t been there before – or had it?

She blinked, rolled her eyes to the left, and started as she saw a table bolted to the opposite 
wall, a plain wooden chair sitting under it. She was certain that they, the sink and commode down 



the far end of the cell not been there earlier. That last one was just out of sight of the door, allowing 
her some privacy – something that the guards had not let happen before. Had they moved her?

Slowly, the motions of her heaving chest subsided slightly and her hammering heartbeat slowed
as she realised that she wasn’t...wasn’t there. She was...well, she didn’t know exactly where, but it 
was run by the British military. That was...better?

There was still that niggling doubt in the back of her head that asked if this was real, or if the 
nightmare had been replaced with a new one. That prompted her to lift the blanket and hesitantly 
stand up, briefly flinching as her feet hit the cold concrete floor. Out of the corner of her eye, she 
saw a pair of slippers sticking out from under the bed. A faint, relieved smile broke out on her face 
as she slipped her feet into them.

The relief didn’t last long as she ran the tap and let the cold water run through her hands. It 
wasn’t long before her mind began to wander towards that brand on her arm. Even as the back-of-
her-mind voice screamed not to, her left hand slipped her right pyjama sleeve up to her elbow.

It seemed so...so small. The stark, simple rounded rectangle with the company’s letters. Strange 
how something so simple could define the rest of her life, could mark her as the company’s 
property. Not that the alternative, being detained by the bulldogs for the rest of her life, was any 
better.

That caught her. It was the sort of thing Diarmuid would say, albeit more profanely. With a 
bitter chuckle, she imagined what Mum and Dad would have said about the cynical, caustic boy in 
the cell next door. They would have deemed him A Bad Sort at the very least; a foul-mouthed 
fisherman’s son, constantly hunched over and glowering at everyone from behind a pair of yellow 
sunglasses that just turned his blood-red eyes orange. Definitely Anticitizen material. Not like her.

The humour vanished as soon as it had appeared. Not like her. She traced a finger down her 
arm, feeling the outline of her muscles. Was it only her imagination, or had they become firmer and 
harder over the last two weeks? She hadn’t noticed anything aside from increasing fatigue – which 
could just as well have come from the intense strength training that both of them had been prodded 
into – and hunger at more frequent intervals.

Her hand moved up to her jaw, feeling her teeth. No, they still felt normal. Doctor Thompson 
had told her – via Diarmuid, instead of his abysmal Gaelic – that not all Fomorians had the enlarged
canines, so that wasn’t a guarantee. Nor were the green scales scattered across most orcs’ skin. One 
of the Fomorian children had pointed out last week that going out in the sun seemed to kill it off. 
He’d immediately added, with a mocking wave at his colourless skin and pale blue eyes, that it was 
quite fortunate that everyone else could just stand out in the sun without burning.

Then it all fell into place. She dried her hands and lay down again, feeling a scowl coming over 
her face. The core change...the main difference between her two months ago and now, the thing that
likely prevented her going home...was that her muscles were denser. That was what being a 
Fomorian meant? 

It took her a very long time to fall asleep again.
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