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Preface

Welcome to The Ruins Complete Series.

 

If you’re here, chances are you’ve read THE LAST SURVIVORS, and you’re already familiar with the characters. If so, I want to thank you for continuing on this journey with me. I hope you are as excited as I am to find out what happens to Bray, William, and Kirby as they head out into the wild.

 

If you haven’t read THE LAST SURVIVORS, you might want to check out those books first. A lot has transpired between the characters that leads into this story—events that have shaped and changed their relationships with one another, and, quite frankly, you might be lost without that knowledge, or the knowledge of the world.

 

In THE LAST SURVIVORS series, we explored many of the places in and around Brighton, but by the series end, it became clear that the world was much bigger than our characters imagined. Since the beginning of that series, Bobby (Adair) and I had the concept of a “last survivor,” someone who could fill in some of the gaps of technology and information that had been lost to Brighton.

 

That’s where Kirby came in.

 

Kirby stirred things up quite a bit. Not only did she give Bray some much-needed grief, but she brought Tech Magic and a whole new backstory to the series, and introduced information outside of what our characters knew. The dynamic between the trio of Bray, Kirby, and William was intriguing, and I couldn’t wait to explore it further.

 

And a question kept repeating in my head: what else is out there?

 

THE RUINS is my attempt to find out.

 

Whatever happens, wish Bray, Kirby, and William luck as they head toward Kirby’s settlement to get more guns. They’re going to need all the Tech Magic they can get to face what’s in THE RUINS.

 

-Tyler Piperbrook

December 2016


THE RUINS Background: Pertinent Recap of The Last Survivors

Three hundred years after the fall of society, the last fragments of civilization are clinging to life, living in the ruins of the ancient cities in nearly-medieval conditions. Technology has been reduced to legend, monsters roam the forests, and fear reigns supreme. Wind-borne spores disfigure men unlucky enough to be infected, twisting their minds and turning them into creatures to be feared. The survivors have different names for these creatures, but some call them the demons, or twisted men.

After accidentally killing the mother of an infected boy, a Warden named Bray—a hunter of demons—vows to keep the motherless boy safe. He loses track of the boy, William, in the Ancient City, only to watch as the boy takes up with a band of demons, succumbing to the spore’s madness. Before Bray can rescue William, a violent army captures the boy.

While tracking William, Bray encounters a woman named Kirby from a strange settlement, who carries several pieces of Tech Magic he’s never seen—guns.

Telling some clever lies, Bray gets Kirby to join him, under the guise that William is his son.

They track the army to Brighton.

After surviving a bloody battle, in which Bray is shot and wounded, Kirby reveals to Bray that she is also infected. She also reveals that she has figured out some of Bray’s lies, but she respects his bravery and his allegiance to William.

Eventually, they rescue an emotionally battered William, who has taken revenge on the worst of his abductors by commanding a pack of demons to kill them.

William swears off his demon brothers, and the three make a pact to leave Brighton for good, in the hopes of discovering what lies in the ruins.


THE RUINS

A Dystopian Society in a Post-Apocalyptic World



 

Book 1 of The Ruins Series
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Chapter 1: Bray

“Don’t worry, I survived another night,” Bray said, removing the bandage to check on the gunshot wound on his shoulder. “In case you were worried.”

He grinned at Kirby, who was just stirring underneath her blankets, rubbing her eyes. She made a face at him, but didn’t answer. William was lying next to her, still sleeping. Bray could see the thin outline of the boy’s body, rising and falling as he breathed.

After escaping the battle at Brighton unharmed—except for Bray—they’d spent most of each day on horseback, working their way east over the mountains and hitting deeper snow, then heading north and following the coast toward the settlement where Kirby’s people had all breathed their last breaths, leaving her alone in an unfamiliar land.

On the plains again, with the ocean east and the mountains west, they’d found places where the snow only thinly covered the ground and the horses were able to graze.

Bray, unfamiliar with the landmarks, and knowing he was in a part of the world he’d never traveled before, hoped they were getting close to the settlement.

Normally, Bray would’ve avoided traveling in the winter, preferring a warm bath and warmer women to keep him company, but he’d made the decision to leave Brighton, and he meant to stick by it.

Now, with the morning sun peeking through the forest, spearing the snow-covered ground and fighting back the cold that seemed to have deepened overnight, Bray watched William sleeping. He was still concerned about him. They’d had a few conversations about his mother, Ella, but most of them had ended with William looking away, seemingly lost in a swirl of thoughts that had plagued them all since leaving Brighton.

Bray couldn’t blame the kid.

They were all dealing with things.

Kirby stood from her blankets. Bray glanced at the gun holstered at her side. Her rifle was on the ground, close to her. She’d refused to let him shoot either weapon, telling him that it would be a waste to spend the ammunition on anything other than killing demons.

“We should be at the settlement today, right?” he asked Kirby.

“Yes,” Kirby said, looking around the forest. “It’s a few miles away.”

“Your Tech Magic hurts like hell,” Bray said, as he continued cleaning the bullet wound in his shoulder with some water from his flask. “I can’t wait to get one of those guns for myself and try it out on something other than me.”

Kirby chuckled quietly. “Tech Magic. You people from Brighton really are backward.”

Bray frowned as he pointed toward the horses, which were drinking from the brook next to where they slept. “Backward? You were the one who had never seen a horse.”

“The people in my settlement never had them,” Kirby explained, not for the first time. “Just like your people never had guns. Horses were the things of legend. The knowledge of the old world—the Ancients, as you call them—is spread differently, depending on where we come from. I think that’s something we’re both figuring out, as we travel farther from our homes.”

“You’re right about that,” Bray agreed. He’d seen enough recently to question what he thought he knew about the wild, though he wouldn’t freely admit it.

After he’d finished cleaning and tying off his wound, Bray stoked the remains of the dying fire they’d built the night before so he could cook breakfast. Kirby collected her things, falling into the dark mood that seemed characteristic of her since they’d been nearing her settlement.

Bray noticed she’d been eating less, staring between the trees while she rode, and even missing some opportunities to make a joke at his expense.

He wondered if she was looking for ghosts.

Kirby had told him several times that the people of her settlement were dead. She’d been very clear she didn’t want to be there any longer than needed.

“Don’t worry, you’ll have food in your stomach soon,” he said as he pulled a rabbit from his bag and started skinning it.

“I don’t feel much like eating,” Kirby said.

“You’re not sick, are you?” Bray asked.

“No, nothing like that,” she answered vaguely as she walked over to check on William, a habit she’d developed over the last couple of days. Bray suspected her sympathy for William—and the fact that she and him were both infected—was one of the things keeping her here.

Confirming William was still asleep, Kirby joined Bray by the fire. “Did you hear the demons howling last night?” she asked.

“Yes, but they never got close,” Bray confirmed.

“With so many killed near Brighton, it’s hard to believe there are any demons left,” Kirby said.

“We’ll be getting further away from Brighton. Who knows how many are out in other parts of the wild?” Bray shrugged. “All I know is, I’d feel a lot safer with an armful of guns.” He grinned.

Kirby smiled back as Bray hung the skinned rabbit over the fire on a stick. Movement from William’s blanket distracted them. William was finally waking up. He rubbed his eyes, cast aside his blanket, and pulled his shirt higher over his neck. It seemed like he was still hiding his warts, even though he was in no danger from Bray or Kirby.

Maybe he was ashamed.

“Did you sleep well?” Bray called over to William.

Confusion crossed William’s face for a brief moment before he remembered where he was. “Yes,” he said. “It was cold, though. I heard demons in the night.” William stood from his blanket. “Did I, or was I dreaming?”

“It was demons,” Kirby confirmed. “But we’re okay. You don’t have to worry.”

William nodded, but he no longer seemed fearful of the twisted men.

And why would he be? William could talk to the vile, stinking things. Bray wouldn’t have believed it, had he not witnessed it several times in the Ancient City.

A few times while they were traveling, Bray had seen William staring between the trees as the demons screeched far away in the forest. Bray had promised to keep William away from the twisted men. But with so many temptations in the wild, that promise was a continuing challenge.

Who knew taking care of Ella’s boy would be so difficult?

“Thank the gods the demons didn’t come near here,” Bray said as he turned the rabbit in the fire, hoping to change the subject. “They stink like a corpse rotting in the sun. Nobody needs that stench ruining breakfast.”

“We already have your stench doing that.” Kirby laughed at Bray.

Ignoring her, Bray said, “As soon as we’re done eating, we’ll get moving.”


**




After stamping out the fire, they rode the horses through several miles of dusted snow. Kirby led, while Bray and William rode behind, single file when the trees were too thick and clustered, or next to each other when there was room, following terrain that grew steeper, with more and more cliffs standing over the surf. Bray looked for signs of demons or men, but saw nothing except the small footprints of an occasional squirrel.

“There’s been a lot less snow along the coast,” William observed, looking at the ground.

“My settlement is on the water, north of the place you call the Ancient City,” Kirby explained.

“I still can’t believe you’ve never seen the Ancient City,” Bray mused as he looked over at her.

“My people were so busy fighting off demons that we didn’t have time to explore.” Kirby shrugged. “We planned to, of course. But most days, we were lucky enough to just eat.”

“I remember you said your settlement was built with wood.”

“Yes,” Kirby said. “We built it in a bowl-shaped valley surrounding a bay, protected by a wooden wall. Almost immediately after we landed our ships, the demons started attacking.”

“Ships,” Bray said, the word as much of a marvel as the concept behind it. “We haven’t talked much about where you settlers came from.”

Kirby looked away. “Across the ocean,” she said. “I’ve told you most of what you need to know. The place I came from wasn’t much better than here.”

Kirby didn’t elaborate, and Bray knew better than to push, especially with the mood she’d been in.

They continued riding until there was no more snow. The weather had warmed, but every so often, a frigid breeze blew, giving Bray a chill that made it worse than where they’d come from. Bray figured it was from the ocean. He’d felt similarly cold in the Ancient City.

Kirby was taking them up a hill, and the horses were working harder, bobbing their heads and keeping a steady pace. When they reached the crest of the hill, Kirby halted, putting up a hand so that Bray and William stopped, too.

Kirby pointed down the hill. “This is—was—my home.”

Below them was a large, bowl-shaped valley by a bay, just as she’d described. The majority of the valley was blackened by fire. Within it were thousands of trees that had been cut to stumps, and the remains of what must be a thousand bodies, now skeletons.

“Those are the bodies of the mutants we fought over the years,” Kirby explained.

Past the bodies and the stumps, to the right from their view overlooking the valley and the bay, were the remnants of the stockade—tall, wooden logs, many of which had been knocked over or burned, and a dozen or so tall, wooden towers that extended high into the air. On the shore, hanging half in and half out of the water, more incredible than anything else Bray had seen, were enormous, metal objects, the backs of them rocking with the swells of the ocean.

“Those are your ships,” he said with amazement.

“Yes,” Kirby said sadly. “All that is left of them, anyway.”

“They carried you here?”

“Yes, but they’re too rusted and destroyed to use. Most are tipped, as you see.”

“What happened to them?” William asked.

“They were washed up by a hurricane we had years ago,” she answered.

“A hurricane?” William asked, not understanding the term.

“A bad storm.” Kirby fell silent as she looked across the valley.

After a moment of reflection, she trotted her horse down the slope and toward the valley. “Be careful,” she warned, pulling her gun from her holster. “The mutants made homes of my settlement. I killed most of them before I left last time, but there might be more lurking within the buildings.”

Bray and William drew their swords.

They led their horses down the hill, following behind Kirby until they reached the valley, riding through a maze of stumps and bodies, unable to pry their eyes away from the destruction. Everywhere Bray looked was a skeleton lying at some ugly angle, or scattered bones no longer in the shape of a person. William stared from one to the next, as if he was recalling something. The gods knew he’d seen enough.

“Most of these skeletons are from demons we fought over the years, as I said. The bodies you will see inside the settlement belong to my people. And there are fresher demon corpses there, as well.”

“You’re certain no one survived?” Bray asked.

“During the days after the fire, and after the demons attacked, I looked for some of my people,” Kirby said quietly, as she rode. “Some of them ran into the forest. As I mentioned, some went crazy from the spore. But I thought the ones that were lucid would eventually come back to get more weapons, or to search for other survivors. None did. I’m pretty certain they’re dead.”

They kept riding between the stumps until they reached one of the gaps in the stockade. Bray peered through the broken, burnt timbers around it, getting a better view of the handful of tall, wooden buildings spaced out all over the settlement and creeping several stories into the sky. The structures had large, square bases, but narrowed as they got higher, leading up to what looked like observation platforms at the top. Between them were numerous smaller, wooden buildings. Some of those buildings were built in rows to form makeshift streets. A hundred yards past the last street were the ships and the water. The remains of a lone, destroyed cabin stood on the beach. Bray didn’t have a view of everything, but he saw no signs of demons anywhere.

“Maybe the demons left,” he said. “That will make it easy to get the guns and leave.”

Kirby nodded as they rode quietly. “The guns are in one of the ships,” she said. “We’ll go right there, and then we’ll leave.”

They rode through the gap in the wall and past a few of the buildings.

William tensed on his horse. He pointed. “What was that?”

Bray and Kirby followed his gaze. Deep in the distance, down by the water, two men with bows crept across the ruined settlement. It looked like they were heading for the ships. Like Kirby, they wore strange, green and brown clothing, but their hair was long and unkempt, so much that it looked to be in a few, solid tangles. Bray could just make out some strange markings on their faces.

“It looks like some of your people survived,” Bray said, looking over at Kirby as they watched the men in the distance. “I recognize the jackets.”

Kirby glanced sideways at Bray with a look of fear that he’d never seen her wear. “Those aren’t my people.”


Chapter 2: Kirby

“Hide,” Kirby hissed. She waved Bray and William behind the nearby building before they could ask any questions.

They spurred their horses behind the nearest charred, collapsed tower, which was tall and wide enough to conceal them. Sensing the moods of their riders, the animals snorted, acting as if they’d rather bolt in another direction. Kirby kept a tight grip on the reins, and an even tighter grip on her gun as she appraised the rest of the settlement, suspecting other strange men might be lurking between the buildings’ crevices, planning an attack. All she saw were skeletons’ hands, reaching through the gaps in the tower behind which they were hiding, some of her people’s last attempts at freedom before they’d died from the fire. All around them were the dead bodies of demons, gnawed and partially decomposed.

“Did they see us?” Bray whispered.

“I don’t think so.”

“You said those aren’t your people. Who are they, then?” Bray asked worriedly.

“I’ve never seen them before,” Kirby answered. Nodding at one of the neighboring buildings that hadn’t been destroyed by fire, she said, “I stashed some things after my people were killed. They must’ve found our jackets.”

“Do you think they found your guns?” Bray asked.

She had the same question on her mind. “They weren’t carrying them. If they didn’t find them, they will. Everywhere I’ve lived, people come to steal what they don’t have, and they don’t leave anyone—or anything—behind. I’m surprised I was able to hide here as long as I did.”

“We can take care of them, before they get farther.” Bray raised his sword to emphasize his point. “We can make sure they don’t find the guns, if they haven’t already.”

“We don’t know how many men there are. It wouldn’t be wise to rush out there.”

Kirby glanced over her shoulders at the break in the stockade through which they’d ridden, as if some more strange men might come pouring after them. All she saw was the charred valley, filled with skeletons and tree stumps.

Riding back to the edge of the blackened tower, she peered toward the water, ready to gallop in another direction, if that’s what they needed to do. The men were walking away from the remains of the solitary cabin on the beach that had once held fishing supplies, but was now a pile of burnt logs, crisped bodies, and ruined goods. There was nothing for the men to find there. But they must know that already. Set back from the cabin was a row of small, wooden buildings that formed one of the makeshift streets behind it. The men walked farther onto the beach, scanning everywhere, aiming their bows, making muddy, wet tracks in the sand. They seemed alert, but not alarmed. Gentle waves lapped at the shipwrecked boats, making it look like the giant objects were crawling toward the settlement, even though Kirby knew those ships would never sail again.

She scanned the rest of the beach for footprints, but saw no more.

Bray followed her to the edge of the tower and whispered, “I don’t see anyone else.”

“Maybe they’re scouts, and the rest of their people are watching for danger.”

“They might be watching us.” Bray looked around cautiously.

Kirby checked on William, who remained safely behind the tower, hiding and watching them.

“I’m not saying we rush to our deaths,” Bray told Kirby. “But we traveled a long way to get more guns. And you said we need more ammunition after what we used in Brighton. I saw what those weapons did to the demons. They’d be of great use to us.”

“Dead people don’t need guns,” Kirby said with a grim shake of her head.

Bray pointed at the grenades on her belt. “You have those things, too. You haven’t shown me what they can do, but they can surely take care of more than two men. Or maybe we can use those small, metal things laying everywhere. Is that ammunition?”

Reminding herself that Bray had only a surface understanding of guns, Kirby said, “Those are casings that used to hold bullets. They’ve already been used.”

“They’d fetch a hefty sum in Brighton, whatever they are,” Bray muttered.

“That might be the case, but we aren’t going back to Brighton, and they won’t help us now anyway. My guns won’t necessarily help us, either. A person is a much more difficult target than a demon. Demons run at you without considering their lives. An enemy will hide, fight, and bring others. War draws the attention of everyone.”

William rode over. It looked like he’d heard the conversation. “We could wait until they leave,” he suggested.

“They won’t leave soon,” Kirby said. “Once people find a place to pillage, they keep coming until everything is gone. That’s what scavengers do.”

“So what do we do?” Bray asked. “Let those dirty pig scratchers make off with your loot?”

Kirby knew Bray was trying to provoke her into action. She couldn’t help but feel a sting of anger as she thought about the men combing through her people’s clothes and belongings, desecrating their memory. She’d done similar things when she’d lived across the ocean: killing, plundering, and stealing. But she’d been a slave, unable to make her own choices. She’d been forced into wars in which she had no stake. Her people had come across the ocean filled with hopes of leaving their violent pasts behind, and instead they’d received the same death that they’d sailed hundreds of miles to escape.

These scavengers would never know about her people’s struggles. They’d stomp on those memories while they stole away anything they could carry.

She wanted them dead.

Before she could consider turning that anger-fueled fantasy into reality, William asked, “You said you hid the guns in one of the ships. Which one?”

Kirby watched him. “The third.”

“The overturned one, laying sideways and facing us?”

“Yes, the one with the holes in the deck.”

“What’s a deck?”

“The top of the ship, normally.”

William positioned himself so he could see past Bray and Kirby and glimpse the men. “They’re headed toward the first ship,” he said. “I don’t think they’ve been here before. They look like they’re exploring.”

“We don’t know that for sure. The ocean might’ve washed away their footprints. This might be their second trip.”

“Maybe we can scare them away without being seen. Maybe we can do it quickly, and get the guns, if they’re there. Then we can leave. How do you use the weapons on your belt?” William asked. “They’re called grenades, right?”

“Yes. You pull the pin and throw them. They make an explosion that destroys most of what’s around them, and kills or injures anyone nearby.”

“I’m having trouble picturing that, but it sounds like they cause a big disturbance.” William nodded excitedly. “Maybe that would scare the men off, and we wouldn’t have to take as big a risk.”

“I like William’s way of thinking.” Bray grinned.

Kirby looked down at her belt. “An explosion would definitely scare them, especially if they’re like you, and have never seen weapons like mine.”

William and Bray nodded.

“Still, I want to make pretty certain these men are alone before we try anything.” Looking around, Kirby located another of the towers that hadn’t been burned, closer to the gap where they’d come in. Pointing at it, she said, “Bray, take the horses, and William, and hide behind that building.”

“I thought we were going together,” Bray argued.

Kirby dismounted her horse, handing over the reins. “I’m going to sneak down and get a better view. If you hear a loud noise, like thunder, stay put until you see me again.”

Bray looked like he was ready to fight. “So we’re supposed to stay here, like bored stable hands?”

“I know the settlement better than you, and better than those men. I can hide easier on foot.” Kirby gave him a stare that made it clear she wasn’t changing her plan. “Stay here and keep William safe. If you see more men, ride out through the gap in the wall and into the woods. I’ll meet you both at the creek we passed on the way here.”

“Be careful,” William said, concern crossing his face.

“I have Tech Magic, remember?” Kirby smiled. “I’ll be fine.”

William didn’t seem certain, but he obeyed and turned his horse in the other direction. Bray followed grudgingly, taking Kirby’s horse with them.

Kirby waited until they were at the top of the settlement, hiding.

Then she snuck down toward the water.


Chapter 3: Kirby

Kirby crept around the collapsed tower and onto a small, dirt street, stepping around rotten, festering carcasses of mutants and the half-eaten bodies of her people. Brass casings from gunfights were scattered everywhere. Most of their battles blended together in her memory. She’d spent fourteen years fighting mutants in this new land. Toward the end, those battles had become altercations with her own spore-infected people, who had fought to stay inside the settlement, even as their minds deteriorated. A few of the worst ones had started the fires that had ruined the walls, letting in the demons and condemning the rest to death.

Kirby was the only one to survive.

At least, she thought she was.

She hadn’t seen any other survivors since the day most of them burned. Those who weren’t eaten by demons had fled and never come back.

She doubted she’d ever see them again.

She looked around at the small, squat buildings and the towers. They’d named the settlement New Hope. At one time, the makeshift town had been filled with woodworkers, doctors, and metallurgists—people who had planned to use that knowledge to build a new life, until insanity and mutant attacks had crushed their dreams to death.

She recalled that first meal of fresh game they’d had by the ocean after they’d built the stockade, laughing around a big fire. They’d hoped things would get better. But they’d only gotten worse as more mutants attacked. “Home” was a word that had lost meaning to most in her native land, and it had never found its meaning here.

Catching a glimpse of the distant shore between several of the houses, she searched for the men. She’d lost sight of them, but their tracks pointed from the first ship to the second.

She heard no pounding footsteps. No cries of alarm.

They hadn’t seen her, for the moment.

That meant she could sneak up on them.

Kirby looked around, cautiously searching for the strange men, or more like them. She crept behind a tall tower. Looking all the way to the top, she located the observation deck that they’d built to keep watch for danger, which held a mounted turret gun. They’d brought several of those big weapons—along with a slew of smaller ones—from their homeland, putting them on top of as many towers as they could, but most of the turret guns had jammed in the battle with the demons. They’d abandoned some when the fire had consumed most of the structures around them. Even if any of those guns worked, getting to them would be a dangerous pursuit.

The inside of the tower was littered with charred corpses. Kirby hadn’t moved any of the bodies after the attack, except to scavenge the few things she could use. An intruder in the settlement would notice a grave, or a purposefully moved body.

It didn’t matter now.

The intruders were here.

She snuck around the tower and between several small buildings, keeping her gun close. The settlement was even emptier and quieter than when she’d left it, foreboding. The smell of mutants was ripe in the air, but she didn’t see any roaming the streets. Before she’d left the last time, most had been dead. But she could tell more mutants had been here, scavenging through her people’s corpses.

Where were they?

She was creeping closer to the beach when something caught her eye. Through the missing wall of one of the houses, she saw a pile of dead demons stacked on top each other, seemingly fresh and dead for no longer than a day or two. One of them was on its back and upside down, hanging off the pile with its mouth stuck open, the top of its head split almost in half. The fetid stench of skin and guts filled the air.

Kirby held her breath.

Maybe the men had been here longer than she thought.


Chapter 4: Bray

Bray sat on his horse next to William, peering out from behind the tall, intact tower, one of the few buildings in the settlement that hadn’t been destroyed. Behind them was the part of the ruined stockade through which they’d entered. If Bray hadn’t had William to think about, he might’ve ignored Kirby’s advice and followed her.

They’d already lost sight of Kirby.

She’d slipped between several small buildings and entered a small, dirt road of which he had no clear view. The men were gone again, too. They’d disappeared into a gaping hole on the side of the second rusted ship. Bray was waiting for them to come out.

He knew Kirby could easily handle two men, with her Tech Magic. But what if there were more? The prospect filled Bray with an unease that he didn’t want to admit. The settlement was stranger than anything he’d seen in the wild, or in Brighton.

On top of the tower behind which they were hiding was a long, metal device on a parapet with a thin metal tube poking out of the end. He’d never seen anything like it. On the building’s side were several wooden panels with slits that served a purpose at which he could only guess.

Looking around, he saw a slew of buildings and towers that held similar strange devices, and any of those buildings could easily hide men with Tech Magic devices like Kirby’s. He’d be dead before he saw them.

And the demons—they could be hiding anywhere.

Trotting closer to the tower behind which they were hiding, Bray nudged open the door with his sword, unleashing a foul smell. The square room inside was empty, other than a single, mostly-rotted demon corpse. He backed up.

“I keep trying to spot Kirby, but I can’t find her,” William whispered next to him.

“Hopefully that means the men can’t find her, either.”

William nodded nervously. “If we see anyone else, we should ride, just like she said.”

“Keep alert. Watch for more men.”

Bray looked behind him and up the valley, but saw nothing other than corpses through the gap in the wall. It was still hard to believe this settlement existed. Bray had encountered plenty of people who lived away from the prying eyes of others, but most were settlers that had come from the townships, choosing to live in the wild. With a few, he’d grown close enough to share a meal, or to trade. Most were people who preferred solitude to the townships’ rules.

Most groups numbered only a few. He’d never seen a settlement as large as this. And certainly not one that wasn’t connected to Brighton.

The strange men by the water gave him a dark feeling he didn’t like. They made him recall rumors he’d heard since he was a boy.

Ever since childhood, Bray had been told stories of uncouth settlers who had succumbed to the lawlessness of the wild, living like animals, killing mercilessly, sacrificing people to the demons. He’d even heard of settlers wearing pieces of their victims as trophies.

Most of those rumors were unfounded, tales told by Wardens around campfires. But Bray had one memory that still haunted him.

When he was twelve years old—about William’s age—he’d been sitting by his father, Fuller, next to a campfire, listening to him tell stories of battle. They’d been hiking all day, and they’d settled next to a steep, rocky hill where they could disguise their fire. On the other side of them was thick forest. The forest was quiet, but it was getting toward winter, and most of the animals had gone to wherever they hid in those dead, quiet months. Even the demons had decreased their activity. The only noises were from the occasional animal that hadn’t hidden from the cold.

Bray’s father had spoken of an encounter he’d had with a half-dozen demons—a battle Bray had heard about many times—and Bray had been listening intently, when he saw a face peering from the shadows outside the firelight. The person’s face was discolored, with teeth pointed like tiny, crooked knives. If Bray hadn’t seen eyes in the middle of that face, he might not have believed it was human. Bray’s jaw had dropped in horror. Fuller had jumped to his feet, drawing his sword.

“What is it?” Fuller had barked. “A demon?”

“Something else.” Bray had barely managed the words.

Fuller had turned his attention to the trees, prepared to fight, while twelve-year-old Bray had raised a nervous, shaking hand, pointing.

The person—or whatever it was—was gone.

After recovering from his fright, Bray had joined his father, searching the forest with torches for several hours, but they’d found no tracks, no broken branches, no impressions in the ground.

At the time, Fuller had dismissed it as a childhood fear bred from stories. Bray had been so ashamed he’d never mentioned it to Fuller, or to anyone, again. He wanted to be a Warden, not a prissy merchant’s boy, scared of shadows.

Now, having come across Kirby and these men by the water, Bray wondered if what he’d seen that night was real. Who knew what was in the wild?

Maybe he didn’t know as much as he thought.

“What is it?” William asked, noticing Bray’s expression.

“Nothing.” Bray spat on the ground, then returned his attention to the beach, watching the rippling waves and the spot where the men had disappeared.


Chapter 5: Kirby

Kirby hunkered in one of the smaller wooden buildings in the street closest to the water. It was a butcher shop, once owned by a man named Joshua. A small table contained the dried remnants of some old meat and some crusted bloodstains. Several pegs on the wall—usually filled with fresh carcasses— were empty, and the places that once held tools were also vacant. Joshua, along with almost everyone else, had died in the demon raid, his body dragged into the streets and consumed. Kirby no longer knew which pile of bones was his. The thought saddened her. That memory, like the other memories of her people, would bury her if she let it.

She wouldn’t.

Through several missing boards in the back wall of the house, she inspected the length of the beach, the destroyed cabin, and the second ship, where the men had vanished.

Occasionally, she heard a bang as the men stumbled into something in the ship’s dark interior, but she couldn’t hear much else. She imagined them sloshing around the standing water, searching for things to steal.

The overturned ship where she’d hidden the guns was next in line.

She could probably get to the cabin on the beach without being seen, hide there, and surprise them—whether with a grenade or a gunshot, she wasn’t sure. She’d just need to watch for signs that the men were with others: a hand signal, a turned head, a shout.

If she saw any of those signs, she’d leave.

She kept a tight grip on her rifle, watching the gaping entrance of the first ship until the men’s silhouettes appeared from the blackness.

From her new vantage point, she saw bloodstains spackled on their jackets—her people’s jackets. Bastards. The mens’ faces were caked with grime, and the strange, black markings she’d seen from a distance seemed to be part of their skin. The men spoke excitedly, discussing something they’d seen in the ship. Between the slap of the waves and their thick accents, she didn’t understand any of the words. They were carrying the bows they’d gone in with, which she could see now were crudely constructed, less angular than the ones the people she’d encountered from Brighton used.

The men looked up and down the beach, but their gaze didn’t linger.

They pointed at the next ship and started walking toward it.

Kirby stretched her stiff, crouched legs. As soon as the men were far enough in the ship that they wouldn’t see her, she’d sprint to the cabin. Then she’d figure out what to do. The men waded through the water, reaching the overturned boat and walking through a gap where the wooden deck had given way to a hallway. Kirby waited until their voices were faint and she could no longer see them.

Then she crept out of the house and ran toward the beach.


Chapter 6: Kirby

Kirby’s boots pounded the sand. She watched for anyone who might be tracking or stalking her, but the settlement was quiet and deserted. All she heard were the susurrant swells of the ocean and the subtle clink of debris knocking against the ships’ hulls. Bray and William were out of sight, hopefully hiding.

Making it to the collapsed cabin a few hundred feet from the shore, she crouched behind the pile of blackened logs, ignoring the burnt bones that protruded from underneath the building’s collapsed frame.

She leaned around and focused on the ship where the men had disappeared. The men were banging loudly on something inside, presumably trying to get through a rusted door. Kirby looked down at the grenades on her belt. If she threw one on the beach, she might make enough noise to send the men running.

Commotion.

Shouts and bangs spilled from inside the overturned ship. A woman screamed. A woman? Kirby stood, caught between fleeing and staying. Before she could move, a woman she didn’t recognize burst from the gap in the ship’s deck, splashing through the water and running toward the beach. Another woman exited close behind her. The two strange men ran out behind, chasing. Kirby’s pulse thudded as she watched.

One of the women carried a rusted hatchet that she might’ve found inside the ship; she was limping. The other was empty-handed and her face was bleeding. They looked over their shoulders as they splashed through the last of the ankle-deep water and onto the beach, heaving frantic breaths and making new footprints in the sand.

They must’ve been hiding in the ship for a while.

Before Kirby could think to do anything, one of the men nocked an arrow and fired. The arrow flew fast and true, skewering the woman with the hatchet, sending her sprawling face-first onto the sand, dead, an arrow protruding from her skull. The other woman cried out as she watched her friend tumble and go still. She kept running while the shooter nocked a new arrow. The second man chased her with an expression that said he might try to keep her alive, if he could catch her.

Kirby had seen plenty of disputes between people in the forest. Normally, her people avoided contact unless their settlement was in danger.

But something about these men, wearing her people’s coats…

And something about the unarmed woman…

Kirby didn’t realize what she was doing until she was out in the open, racing toward the man nocking the arrow. She aimed her rifle. She screamed to distract the man’s attention.

The man swiveled toward her, momentarily disoriented. When she was close enough that she was confident she wouldn’t miss, she fired her rifle. A bullet hit the man in the torso, and he fell to his knees. She fired again, hitting him in the head, sending him to the sand.

The second man stopped, caught between choices. Before he could refocus his attack on Kirby, she fired at him several times, striking him in the chest and the shoulder. The man pitched forward onto the sand, his bow flying from his grasp. He didn’t move.

The beach fell silent.

Kirby stood on the sand, looking between the men she’d killed and the wounded, unarmed woman, who had stopped running and was staring at Kirby with wide, panicked eyes.

Kirby looked around the perimeter of the settlement, certain that more marked men would be coming. But all she saw were two people on horses, galloping around the burned houses and onto a dirt road that led most of the way to the water.

Bray and William.


Chapter 7: Bray

“Are you all right?” William asked Kirby, as they joined her.

“I’m fine,” Kirby answered.

“It looks like they got the worst of it,” Bray said, pointing at the men’s dead bodies as he dismounted his horse. He drew his sword and scanned the shore and the ships, performing a similar inspection as Kirby, before turning his attention back to the strange woman who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.

“Are there more people inside any of these ships?” Bray asked her.

The woman—girl—appeared to be less than twenty years old. Her shoulders heaved as she watched all of them, looking as if she might panic and run, but she didn’t answer, and she didn’t move. Fresh blood spewed from her nose, running around her lips and dribbling off her chin. It looked like her nose was broken. She wore a shirt and pants that Bray might’ve seen in Brighton, but he didn’t recognize her, and she didn’t look like any settler he’d ever met.

Noticing the hatchet and bows on the ground a little further away, Bray walked over and collected them.

Kirby repeated Bray’s question. “Are there more of you?”

The girl slowly wiped some blood from her nose. The bottoms of her pants were tucked into her boots. Her shirt and jacket were tight against her skin with sweat. Bray didn’t see a place where she could hide anything, but then again, she might have a small, deadly device like Kirby’s.

“Maybe she can’t hear us,” Bray suggested.

“I think she’s having trouble understanding us,” Kirby said, furrowing her brow.

“Why wouldn’t she be able to understand us?” Bray scoffed as he tucked the rusted hatchet in his bag.

“Not all of the people out here speak our language,” Kirby explained, shaking her head. “Not everyone is from Brighton.”

“I can understand you,” the girl said, surprising them with a clear voice that sounded just like the people in Brighton. “My friend and I were the only ones there.” She shifted in the sand as she looked at all of them, clearly in emotional pain. “You saved me. Why?” she asked Kirby.

“Those men were trying to kill you.”

“Of course. But they were your men, weren’t they?”

“My men?” Kirby was confused before she looked down at her jacket, which matched those on the dead bodies. It was easy to realize what the girl thought. “Those aren’t my people. They stole my people’s clothes.”

The girl nodded as understanding crept in. “You don’t look like a person from Halifax. You don’t wear the markings.”

Bray followed Kirby’s gaze to the dead men, looking over the strange patterns on their foreheads. They were no less strange up close.

“Halifax?” Bray asked. “What—or where—is that?”

“Halifax is a settlement north from here. My people have been battling them for as long as I’ve been alive.” A flicker of anger crossed the girl’s face. “I would’ve killed them, for what they did to Anya, if I had the chance.”

“What’s your name?” Bray asked.

“Flora.” The girl bent down to cough, spraying some blood from her nose onto the sand. Bray noticed she had scrapes up and down her arm. Flora looked over at the dead body of her friend lying in the sand, and another flicker of pain went through her face. “Can I see her?”

“Yes, but wait a minute,” Kirby said, unslinging her bag and untying it, pulling out a square piece of fabric and passing it to the woman. “Use this for the bleeding.”

Flora took it appreciatively, using it to wipe her nose. Bray lowered his sword as the girl went to survey her friend’s body. Pain crossed her face again as she verified her friend was dead. She wiped her eyes.

“Anya twisted her ankle while we were fleeing. We were hoping we could stay hidden until the men lost track of us, and then make our way back home. We got farther off course than we thought. She was like a sister. We grew up together.”

Kirby nodded sympathetically as they all walked over to the body. “I’m sorry.”

After staring at the dead girl in silence a moment, Flora said, “Thank you for helping me. You could’ve killed me, but you didn’t.”

“I might’ve, if I’d found you in the ship before those men chased you out,” Kirby admitted. “This is my settlement. Or it was.” A faraway look passed through her eyes as she recalled something. “My people were killed. I suppose there isn’t much of a settlement left anymore to protect. I’m sorry for your friend.”

“What are your names?”

“I’m Kirby, and this is Bray and William.”

Flora pointed at Kirby’s gun. A hint of marvel distracted her from her sadness. “Those weapons are incredible. I’ve never seen them used.”

“But you’ve seen them before?”

Flora nodded.

“In one of the ships?” Kirby asked.

Flora shook her head. “No. Other people from Halifax have them. I saw them walking the woods with them a few days ago.”

Bray gave Kirby a knowing glance. “It looks like your guns might be gone, after all.”

Kirby looked disturbed. “Are there more people from Halifax around?”

“I can’t say for sure,” Flora said. “These are the only men I’ve seen in a day and a half. They’ve been tracking Anya and me for a while.”

“How long have you been staying here?”

“Since yesterday morning,” Flora said.

“That’s why there were no prints in the sand,” William said, nodding and pointing at the beach.

“We ran this way to get away from those men. That’s when we snuck into that giant water house,” Flora said.

“Ship,” Bray clarified.

“That word will take some getting used to,” Flora admitted.

“It’s what we call them,” Kirby said.

“I see that there were a lot of fresh demon bodies here, too,” William said, looking from the beach to a few dead twisted men further up in the settlement. “Did you kill them?”

Flora looked over at William. “You mean the Savages.”

“Savages?”

“The men who feast on others.”

William furrowed his brow. “We must have different names for the same thing. Kirby calls them mutants, and Bray and I call them demons. Sometimes we call them twisted men.” He shrugged.

“They are one and the same.” Flora nodded. “We didn’t kill the Savages here. We heard them out here while we were hiding, but they didn’t come into the ship. And then we heard sounds of the Halifax men battling them. They must’ve killed them.”

“They did,” Kirby confirmed. “I found a few more piles of bodies in some of our houses that I don’t remember leaving that way.”

Flora nodded.

Bray asked, “Are you sure you’re alone in there?”

“Yes,” Flora said. “It was just Anya and I. If more of our people were in there, they would’ve come out and helped us.” Flora blotted some more blood from her face with Kirby’s cloth.

“Not all people are as courageous as they think they are,” Bray muttered as his thoughts returned to the guns. “We should get what we came for and leave, Kirby.”

Kirby nodded. “The noise we’ve made here will surely draw more mutants, or more people like these men. Hopefully there’s something left.”

“Did you see any more guns like the one she’s holding?” Bray asked Flora.

Flora shook her head. “Only the ones the Halifax men had the other day. Nothing else.”

“Why don’t you stay here with Flora and William?” Kirby instructed Bray as she turned toward the overturned ship. “I’ll check for the guns and be back as soon as I can.”

Kirby set off through the sand, heading toward the ankle-deep water, her boots splashing wet mud.

“Wait!” Flora called, before Kirby had gotten far.

Kirby turned.

“I lost a sword and bag inside. If you see them, can I have them back?”

Kirby nodded. “If I see them, I’ll bring them out.”


Chapter 8: Bray

Flora watched Bray with a look of mistrust as Kirby left. She slowly rose from her position over Anya and watched him, as if he might have other plans for her.

“Is your nose broken?” Bray asked, pointing at it and trying to alleviate some of her fear.

Flora nodded. “I think so. I managed to fight one of them off when they first discovered us. That gave us enough time to run.” Pointing at her fallen friend, she said, “Anya tried fighting, too.”

Bray nodded. “Sorry she didn’t make it.”

Bray watched Flora for a minute before he walked over to inspect the bodies of the dead men. William stayed with the horses. The first man had fallen on his side in the sand. Blood dripped from an acorn-sized hole in his head, and one on his torso, staining the sand beneath him. His eyes were glassy.

The guns were just as impressive as when Bray had first seen them used.

Only half realizing what he was doing, he checked the man’s mouth, expecting to see tiny, needle-like teeth, but the man appeared as normal as any man in Brighton. His teeth were yellowed and chipped, as could be expected of a man his age.

The markings though, they were strange.

Three lines extended from the man’s hairline onto his head, seemingly ingrained into his skin. Bray wet his thumb and tried rubbing them off, but it didn’t work.

“What are these marks made of?” he called over to Flora.

“I’m not sure,” Flora answered. “All their people wear them.”

“It looks like some sort of dye.” Bray looked from the man to Flora. “Your people don’t wear marks, do they?”

Flora frowned, as if it was a strange question. “No.”

“How far is Halifax from here?”

“Two day’s travel, north and inland.”

“Do your people live close?” Bray asked.

Flora watched Bray for a second, probably deciding what she should say. After a second of internal debate, she gave a vague direction. “Farther north.”

“Past Halifax?” Bray asked.

“Yes,” Flora said.

“On the water?”

“We live in some of the buildings that seem to be everywhere in the forest. The buildings our gods lived in, before they went to the sky.”

Bray nodded. It seemed like her people shared similar beliefs to the people in Brighton.

“Your relatives didn’t come from Brighton, did they?”

“Brighton?” Flora said the word as if she’d never heard it.

“Never mind.”

Bray finished searching the dead man, finding a small pouch of dried meat, a knife, and some arrows. He tucked what he could into his bag, then performed the same search on the other man, finding similar items.

“You’re not going to take their jackets?” Flora asked, frowning.

Bray gestured at the bleeding holes in the second man’s chest and shoulder. He grinned. “Not without permission.”

If Flora was amused, she didn’t show it.

“Don’t worry,” Bray said. “We have no plans to hurt you. Once we get what we came for, you can go your way. Unless you feel like bringing us back to your people and giving us some food and some snowberry.”

“Snowberry?”

“Forget it.” She clearly wasn’t from Brighton.

Flora watched him warily. She was cautious, like most of the people he’d met in the wild. She was skinny. Her people probably barely fed themselves, and he doubted they had the resources to take on anyone else. She didn’t mention anything about bringing them back, and he didn’t press the issue.

“Like I said, we’ll let you go. But if you follow us, I can’t promise anything.”

“I have no intention of following you,” Flora assured him. “I have to get back to my people. But I do owe you a debt for saving my life.”

“A debt?” Bray grinned. He could think of a list of things he wouldn’t mind, after days in the forest.

“Your arm is injured. Maybe I can help with that,” Flora said. “What type of wound is it?”

“A wound similar to what these men have,” Bray said, hiding a sudden embarrassment as he looked down at his shoulder. The gunshot wound was healing, but he still felt intense pain when he turned the wrong way. Every so often, it felt like one of the scabs broke underneath the bandage. “How can you help with it?”

“If Kirby finds my bag, I have some healing salve in it.”

Bray grunted. He didn’t believe in half the superstitions the healers in Brighton held. “A few more nights’ good rest and good meals are all I need.”

“What is your salve made of?” William cut in.

“Lavender, chamomile, and some other herbs and oils,” Flora said. “I bring it with me whenever I go into the forest.”

“Some of our healers make a salve like that, too,” William said, his face lighting up with recognition. “They boil the ingredients, and then cool them. My mother and I used to sell herbs to the healers where we live.”

“It’s probably similar to what you use,” Flora agreed. “I’d be happy to give it to you. It might be a little frozen, though, with the cold. You’ll have to heat it up.”

“We’ll take it.” Bray looked over at William. “Anything is better than the tree-bark tea you gave me. I don’t need any more healing liquid giving me the runs.”


Chapter 9: Kirby

Kirby crept carefully, trying not to splash through the overturned ship’s flooded, sideways hallway. The old, rusted behemoth smelled even mustier than she remembered. Beneath that familiar rot was the foreign, musky smell of intruders. The odor of strange men would stay here long after the waves or the mutants consumed the men’s bodies outside.

Several times, Kirby turned behind her and pointed her rifle, verifying no other strange men had crept in and were stalking her, but each time it was just the ship creaking. Bray, William, and Flora might be counted on to warn her of danger from outside. But she knew if someone was in the ship with her, she was on her own.

The sound of debris clanking against the ship’s metal hull—a sound she was used to—made her question the source. Every so often the ship seemed to move as its old bones settled. Sunlight dappled through tears in the ship’s wall, illuminating a rusted metal staircase, lying on its side. She passed by, noticing a sideways room where she’d hidden for days when a band of mutants too large to take care of had roamed the settlement. Thankfully they’d dispersed, and she’d taken care of them individually.

Kirby knew most of the pitfalls to avoid. She skirted around several doorways—now underfoot, instead of on the walls—and corroded holes that were big enough to slide a foot through. She looked above her at the doors on the ceiling, most of which would be difficult to get into. She tried to determine where Flora had been hiding.

Halfway down the hall, she smelled thick men’s sweat, and she saw a kicked-in door on the floor that might’ve been where Flora and her friend had climbed down and hidden. Inside the room, she spotted a bag. She crept downward to retrieve it, avoiding patches of rust that might cut her skin. Laying near the bag and in the corner of the sideways room was a crude sword, slightly less angular than the ones that Bray and William carried, and rusted at the edges. She took that, too, and climbed back through the doorway and into the hall.

The cargo hold door was missing. When she got closer, she half-expected someone to climb over the empty threshold, pointing a weapon and demanding she hand over hers.

But no one did.

Her heart sank as she peered around the empty cargo hold, filled with empty racks, and the sweaty odor of the men who had stolen her things. Somehow, the men had gotten in.


Chapter 10: Kirby

“They took everything,” Kirby said, exiting the ship angrily and walking toward the beach, splashing through the water. “All the ammunition, all the guns.”

Bray stabbed his sword in the sand. He looked as if he wanted to find a place to direct his rage, even though the closest men responsible were dead. Kirby unslung the bag she’d found in the ship’s hallway and returned it to a grateful Flora.

“Is this your sword?” she asked, holding up the crude, flat weapon she’d found near the bag.

“Yes,” Flora said.

“Wait.” Bray gave the sword a skeptical look. “Are you sure we should give that back to her? It looks like she could take on an entire army with it.”

Flora furrowed her brow, not used to Bray’s sarcasm. She slid the sword into a scabbard at her side.

“Are you sure you checked everywhere?” Bray asked Kirby, returning to the issue of the guns.

“Of course,” Kirby said. “I know this ship better than anyone. I’m not sure how they got in, but they did. And now everything is gone.”

“They’ve taken many things from us,” Flora said, glancing angrily at the body of her dead friend. “They are a vicious people.”

“We should head away,” Kirby said. “If we stay much longer, we’re guaranteed to run into someone else. Who knows how many others have scavenged here?”

“Before I head back to my people, I promised your husband I’d help you, in return for what you did for me,” Flora said, digging through her bag.

Kirby almost couldn’t help her laughter. “Husband?”

Flora pointed at Bray, her lingering look of anger melting to embarrassment. “I thought…”

“We’re traveling together. That’s it. None of us are related.”

“She wishes she had a man as strong as me.” Bray stood up straight, glancing at Kirby.

Kirby looked at him disgustedly.

Flora said, “I won’t ask the details of your arrangement, but this healing salve might help the injury on Bray’s shoulder.” She pulled out a small, round jar and showed it to Kirby.

“What’s it made of?” Kirby asked.

“It has herbs that will help,” William explained. “Flora uses the same type of thing we use back home. We won’t find those kinds of ingredients in the winter.”

“You can heat it up and put it on Bray’s arm, to help his wound,” Flora added.

“Where is this Halifax place these men are from?” Kirby asked.

She listened as Flora relayed the directions. “North, a few day’s walk and inland. It would be much quicker with horses.”

“How many people are there?” Kirby asked.

“A lot,” Flora said with a grim expression. “Enough to fill the surface of most of these…ships.”

Kirby’s face fell.

Bray pulled out the sword he’d stuck in the sand. “We can go after them. Maybe we can find a way to get some of the guns back.”

“How would we kill so many?” Kirby shook her head.

“I saw how many demons you killed in Brighton. Why couldn’t we use the same force on these people?” Bray asked, his anger rekindling.

“For all the reasons I told you before,” Kirby answered, annoyed. Sometimes she wondered why she didn’t leave the dim-witted Bray behind. “Besides, if these people took the guns days ago, they probably already made it back to whatever hole they came from. It will only take some trial and error until they figure out how to use them. They might shoot a few of each other in the toes by accident, but they’ll eventually learn. Once they do, we’ll never take them on.”

“Filthy pig scratchers,” Bray said, spitting in the direction of the men’s bodies.

“I’m as unhappy as you are. But I’m not ready to die purposelessly.”

Bray held his tongue, but he didn’t look like he was through with the argument. She knew they would have more discussion about it later. But first, they needed to leave.

“Where do you live, Flora?”

Flora looked uncomfortable before answering, “Farther north than Halifax.”

“I know you don’t trust us fully. I don’t blame you. But it might be wise to travel together, with those men around,” Kirby said. “You can head your way when you need to.”

“We might be able to learn some things from each other,” William added.

“You’re heading north, then?” Flora asked.

Kirby paused. They hadn’t made a decision, but north seemed as good a direction as any, and it was certainly away from Brighton. “Yes.”

Flora looked like she was torn. “All right, I’ll come with you. But before we go, I have one more favor I’d like to ask.”


Chapter 11: Kirby

Kirby grunted as she helped Flora carry Anya’s body—a body that would’ve been too heavy, if the dead girl hadn’t been so skinny—through the rusted hull of an upright ship, next to the one that had been overturned and had once held her guns. They headed up a flight of stairs and toward the deck. Outside, Bray and William were hiding the bodies of the dead men from Halifax. They didn’t need others following them, seeking revenge.

“I’ve known Anya my entire life,” Flora said, as she carried the girl’s limp legs. “Our mothers gave birth within a few days of each other. My mother died in childbirth, and my father passed on when I was six. Anya’s parents raised us together. She’s like a sister to me. It will hurt her parents deeply to hear of her death.”

“I’m sorry,” Kirby said. She didn’t know what else to say. “What were you doing this far from your home?”

“Originally, we were out looking for food and supplies. Those men chased us for days, much further south than we intended to go. That’s when we came across this place. We’d never seen it before. We thought we were going to be safe until they left.”

Kirby nodded.

Reaching the ship’s large deck, they had a full view of the ocean. The deck was a degree warmer than the frigid bowels of the ship. An expression of wonder shone through the grief on Flora’s face as she surveyed the horizon, with water stretching as far as they could see.

“The ocean is beautiful. Anya was always fascinated with it. She deserves to rest away from the teeth of the Savages.”

“As do we all,” Kirby said. “Hopefully she’ll find peace here.”

They carried the body around some small, rusted boxes on the ship’s deck that held broken navigation equipment. Kirby would never need it again.

“What is all this for?” Flora asked.

“Most of it was used to sail these ships, when we came across the sea.”

Flora looked amazed. “Across the sea? I assumed you came from another part of this land.”

Kirby shook her head. “We came from a land on the other side of the ocean. A place that was perhaps worse than this one. These ships carried us to this shore, where we built this settlement that we called New Hope.”

“How many lands are outside of this one?” Flora asked, disbelief written across her face as she looked out across the stretching sea.

“Many, many lands.”

“I can’t imagine that. And I can’t imagine being out on the water on something like this,” Flora said.

They headed toward a square room on the ship’s deck, a cabin that a crew had once occupied.

“It was amazing to sail over the water,” Kirby said. “Even more so now that I can look back on it, and realize I won’t get that experience again.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t have the knowledge or the materials to fix these ships, and I doubt I’ll ever find another boat like this one.”

“I’ve seen a few ships like these,” Flora said.

“You have?” Kirby asked, surprised. “Where?”

“Up north, closer to my home, but they were destroyed by the sea. And they weren’t as large.”

Kirby nodded, her hope falling. She expected that would be the case.

“How did you know to come here?” Flora asked.

Kirby said, “We didn’t. We were just trying to escape. Our people spoke of a golden palace in the clouds, where people were at peace and no longer warred. We thought we might have found it here, but our hopes were dashed a long time ago. I still think it might be out there. I’m just not sure how to get to it.”

“Perhaps it is out there,” Flora said. “And perhaps Anya will find it.”

Having set the body down near the cabin, they stared at it for a moment. Flora watched her friend’s body with an obvious look of grief. Kirby recalled the dead people she’d cast off her ship on the way over, after illness or injury had taken them. She remembered watching them sink beneath the water, food for scavenging ocean creatures. Hopefully, they could prevent that same fate for Anya.

“I will miss her,” Flora said.

Gesturing inside the cabin, Kirby said, “The cabin will be better protection than on the beach. The glass shattered years ago, but she’ll be safe from the mutants in here for a while longer.”

“And she’ll have a view of the ocean,” Flora said, wiping a tear from her face. “Thank you for helping me with this request.”

They lifted Anya inside, propping her on one of the seats so she could face the ocean. Then they shut the door, watching her for another moment.

“Your people must be wondering where you are.”

“I need to get back to them,” Flora said.

“Of course.” Kirby nodded. “And we need to leave before more men show up.”

Kirby looked at the beach, where Bray waved an impatient arm. He was stubborn, but he was a good fighter, and he had treated William well. Still, he would never understand the pain of the spore like Kirby did.

Kirby had a growing sympathy for William. The past few mornings, William had been grimacing, and although he hadn’t said anything, she could tell his joints were hurting from his infection. The pain would only get worse. Kirby would stay with them, for now.

“Let’s get going,” Kirby said.

“Maybe we’ll see some of the men from Halifax who took your weapons on the way, and you can try to get them back.”

Kirby watched the rise and swell of the ocean. “Perhaps.”


Chapter 12: Kirby

After some discussion of how to travel, it was agreed that Flora would ride on the back of William’s horse. William insisted on sitting in the front of the saddle and guiding the animal, a task at which he seemed to be getting better every day. Flora, for her part, didn’t complain. She seemed grateful to have a ride on the back of the beast instead of walking, which presumably had been her means of travel for the past few days. They started riding, moving away from the settlement and getting farther from a place that held nothing but sad memories.

Kirby watched her settlement disappear over her shoulder, fighting off rehashed old feelings. Returning to New Hope had uncovered memories she’d hoped to bury. The settlement was a stripped carcass, picked over by the hands of uncaring men and left to rot. There was nothing left before, and there was even less left now.

Long ago, Kirby had dismissed the idea of a life afterwards, but she hoped for it now, if only so her people could find peace.

Having ridden deeper into the trees, and seeing no tracks from other men, they relaxed slightly. William looked over his shoulder at Flora, voicing the first of what was surely a slew of held questions.

“Do your people have horses?”

“We used to,” she answered. “But they all died from a harsh sickness a few years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” William pointed in Kirby’s direction with a thin smile. “Kirby had never seen them until a little while ago.”

“They are magnificent beasts,” Flora agreed.

“What about cars? Do you have those?”

“Cars?” Flora’s confusion was evident on her face.

William seemed happy to explain. “Cars are what the Ancients used to get from one place to another. They are machines that used to exist a long time ago. I wondered if your people might have some.” He looked sideways at Kirby, as if she might have something to add, but she remained quiet.

The conversation was an amusing distraction from what had been a tense journey for Kirby. Over the past few days, she’d told them some things about her homeland, and a few other things about the people they called the Ancients, but she hadn’t told them everything. She would, when the time was right.

Flora answered, “I don’t know anything about a people called the Ancients, or cars.”

“The Ancients are the people that lived before us,” William said.

“The people who left the crumbled buildings in the forests, you mean?” Flora said. “The gods?”

William furrowed his brow. “We don’t consider the Ancients gods, although…I guess they are, in a way. They built things of which we can only dream. They had knowledge that we can only guess.”

“The gods abandoned the buildings and went to the clouds. They went up to watch over us. They left them so we could live in them, and be protected,” Flora said assuredly.

William looked up through the treetops, as if something might be hovering above them. “They live in the sky?”

“It is true,” Flora said with a firm nod. “They look after us.”

William kept looking for them.

“Without the gods, we might’ve perished,” Flora said. “But we can’t rely on the gods for everything. We’ve learned to protect ourselves, too.”

“Do your people turn into Savages?” William asked.

“Some of them, yes.”

“Do you…burn them?” William turned over his shoulder to look at her.

Flora was taken aback. “No, nothing like that. We turn them into the forests. That’s it.”

William fell silent a moment.

“Do your people do that?” Flora asked. “Do they burn them?”

William looked like he was working through something. “Yes. But we don’t agree with them,” he explained, after a long pause. “That’s why we left Brighton.”

“Brighton is where you live?”

“Used to live,” William corrected. “Bray and I left, and we aren’t going back. Kirby lived at the settlement that you saw.”

“Where are you headed now?”

William looked at Bray and Kirby. “We’re not sure yet.”

Kirby gave William a stern look not to elaborate any further.

“I can’t get over the power of your weapons,” Flora said, turning her attention to Kirby. “They sent fire into those men. You killed them without touching them, almost like a bow, but with no arrow.”

“I suppose it might look like that, to you,” Kirby said.

Flora shook her head in disbelief. “I wasn’t the only one to see the Halifax men with those weapons. A few of our hunters saw them, too, before I left with Anya. We thought they were weapons from the gods.”

Kirby suppressed a grin. “They aren’t from the gods. My people built them.”

“Do you know how to build more weapons, if you can’t get your old ones back?”

“Unfortunately not,” Kirby said. “They were built in the land where I came from. I don’t know how. Even if I did, I don’t have the right materials.”

They traveled north, keeping near the water and following the coast, but hiding within the trees, looking for tracks, broken branches, or other signs that they might be close to men from Halifax. For the most part, Flora led the way, remembering the area from when she’d been chased. Every once in a while Bray had a suggestion. He said he was looking for prints, but Kirby wondered whether he was trying to retain some control in a land that was now unfamiliar to him.

After riding for several hours, moving faster and farther than Kirby was used to traveling, due to the horses, and traveling much farther than Flora had in a day, they stopped and appraised the sky. Dying, golden sunlight shone over the tops of the trees.

“We’ll need to find a place to camp soon,” she said.

“Probably a good idea,” Bray said.

“I know a place that’s a little off course, at least for me, but it’s a good place for horses,” Flora suggested. “There’s a small stream there where they can drink. Hopefully I can remember where it is.”

“That sounds good to me,” Kirby said, and Bray agreed.

They traveled deeper inland, cutting over tree roots that sometimes poked from the earth, and tree trunks wider than most of the ones Kirby had seen. Finally, they came to a small stream that was flowing softly over a bed of rocks and not yet frozen. Flora seemed excited to have remembered the place’s location.

“If the Savages come, we’ll hear them splashing through the water,” Flora said, pointing at the brook.

“A good way to stay safe,” Bray agreed.

Farther down the small bank, a skinny stone structure jutted from the ground, wide at the bottom and narrow at the top. The remnants of crumbled, burnt logs lay inside.

“Is that a fireplace?” William asked Flora.

“Yes,” Flora said.

“Why would someone build a fireplace in the middle of the forest, without a house around it?” William asked.

They rode the horse over to inspect it.

“If you look closely at the ground, you can see the tops of some flat stone. I think a house stood here at one time.” Flora pointed. “I came here with Anya’s parents a few times when they were teaching me to hunt, when I was younger. I didn’t think I’d find it again.” Flora seemed proud. “When I last came, I tried digging the dirt away. I had the silly thought that the house was underground.”

“You’ve never heard of underground houses?” Bray called after them, prompting them both to turn their heads.

“They exist?” William asked.

Flora looked at Bray with a quizzical look on her face. It took them a minute to see that Bray was joking.

After letting the horses drink, they tied them to the nearby trees, then put their things by the old fireplace. They managed to collect some kindling that wasn’t too stuck to the ground. With some effort, they got a fire going. Kirby warmed her hands.

“I can’t say I’m unhappy that we haven’t run into any men from Halifax,” Flora said.

Kirby sighed as she took off her boots, dumping some debris from them. “I wouldn’t mind getting our guns back, but I doubt we’ll luck on a few of them carrying them through the forest.”

“I still say we go after them,” Bray said.

Kirby watched Bray for a moment, delaying an argument that had been building since they’d found the guns missing.

“I’m not saying we rush in blindly,” Bray said. “But we shouldn’t let the guns go so easily, either. We’re already headed in the right direction.”

“Who’s going to get them back? You, with a wounded shoulder?”

Anger blazed in Bray’s eyes. “Don’t worry about me. I can handle myself. You saw the way I handled those men in Brighton.”

“Say we run into more than a couple. Will you have William fight alongside you, after everything you did to get him back?”

Bray opened and closed his mouth as he thought of a response.

“I can fight,” William protested.

“I didn’t say you couldn’t,” Kirby said with a firm nod. “What I’m saying is that we should make the decision together. It’s a risk we should all agree on. We shouldn’t risk our lives unnecessarily.”

William and Bray grew silent as they thought on it.

Flora watched the argument with a look that said she wanted to help. “I can take you near Halifax, if you want.”

“I think that would be a good idea,” Bray said. “At least get us in the vicinity and we can figure it out from there.”

“You don’t need to risk your life again,” Kirby said. “We’ll settle for directions, and the salve you offered Bray. That will be enough. And then you can get back to your people.”

Bray didn’t seem happy, but he remained quiet.


Chapter 13: Bray

Flora scraped some of the salve from her glass container, transferring it onto the end of William’s sword while he held it over the fire.

“Once the salve softens, you should be able to use it,” Flora told Bray.

Bray nodded. He took off his shirt and unwrapped the bandage on his shoulder, checking the wound. He noticed that some of the scabs were thickening, but the wound still pulsed with pain when he touched it. Hopefully, Flora’s greasy paste would do something.

He watched the forest around them. After their earlier conversation, Flora had given them directions to Halifax. Bray had committed several landmarks to memory, figuring he’d be able to find the rest of the way. There were bound to be footprints.

Ever since he was a boy, Bray had been taught his sword was all he needed. But now he questioned that logic. He’d seen the fire that came out of the Tech Magic, and that fire meant a safety that was even more dependable than a sword. He didn’t care what Kirby said. They needed those guns, if they wanted a chance to survive in the wild. The men from Halifax were a reminder of the things that might be lurking out there. Bray had no intention of needlessly risking William’s safety, but if they could find at least a few guns before the Halifax men learned to use them, they’d be better prepared for whatever was out there.

Splashing footsteps interrupted his thoughts. He leapt to his feet and looked toward the stream.

“What is it?” William asked, removing his sword from the fire and holding it up.

Bray squinted to see into the darkness. Past the edges of the firelight, he saw the glint of the stream, and looking left, he saw the horses adjusting nervously in the nearby trees. The noise was coming from further upstream, opposite the side with the horses. Kirby got to her feet and aimed her rifle. For a moment, Bray entertained that the marked, filthy men in Kirby’s jackets had found them. But it wasn’t men.

Demons.

“Get back!” Bray shouted, stepping in front of Flora and William as he drew his sword.

Flora pulled her flat weapon. Three demons splashed through the water and up the bank, snarling as they chose targets.

Without waiting to be attacked, Bray ran at the closest demon, bringing his sword down on its wrist. The creature bent down, clutching its severed appendage, and Bray followed up with a slice to the back of its neck, dropping it into the stream. Another sprang at Kirby from the shadows upstream, but thunder from her gun sent the creature sprawling. Her gun boomed again, taking care of a third.

More crashes echoed through the forest behind them.

“They’re coming from the other direction!” Bray yelled.

“And more from upstream!” Kirby pointed.

The forest seemed to have come alive as more twisted men splashed through the water, arriving from further up the banks or through the thick forest, converging on the fire and what promised to be a warm meal. Bray was surprised when Flora leapt at one of the demons that had entered the firelight, stabbing it in the face and pulling her crude sword loose. He didn’t have time to voice his surprise. There were too many, and more coming.

A voice screamed, “Stop!”

William.

“Go away! Back to the forest!”

Bray spun to find William stabbing his sword at the demons, his face a mask of rage. The demons hesitated.

“I said leave!” William said, louder, gritting his teeth as he took a menacing step forward, and the demons took a step back. “I told you to go!”

Flora stared at William in awe. The demons hesitated another second before turning and darting into the forest. Bray listened as their bare feet crashed away, their snarls faded, and the forest grew quiet except for the crackling noise of the campfire.

After a long pause, Flora asked, “How did you do that?”

William stared at her, his shoulders heaving. He didn’t say anything. His face was flushed in the firelight.

Bray shrugged. “He does that sometimes.”


Chapter 14: Bray

“I’ve never seen anything like what William did,” said Flora, unable to stop from talking about the attack, even after it was done. “You forced them away with your words.”

“They were going to hurt us,” William said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Of course. But they’ve never listened to my people before.” Flora thought on it a moment. “Then again, I don’t think my people have ever tried to talk to them. We were always so busy defending ourselves.”

“I wouldn’t advise talking to them,” Bray muttered.

“So you’re saying it’s something only William can do?” Flora creased her forehead as she looked between Bray and William. “Can you teach me?”

William opened his mouth to answer, but Bray interrupted. “He’s not sure how he did it. And we certainly can’t count on it. For all we know, it’s luck.”

Bray spat on the ground, then looked away to conclude the discussion.

“I’m sorry if I’m asking too many questions,” Flora said, sensing the mood. “You stopped what would’ve been a bloodier battle, William. Whatever you did, thank you.”

“Let’s drag these bodies out of here, before the smell makes us nauseous,” Bray said.

They pulled the dead bodies away from the fire, piling them up further down the stream bank. They watched the forest, half-expecting a second attack, but the woods stayed quiet.

“The gunshots will draw more,” Kirby said.

Bray had seen enough of William’s power over the demons to know that they wouldn’t be back. “We’ll keep a close watch.” He hovered on the edges of the fire, cautiously watching the forest. Clamping a hand over his shoulder, which was burning after the altercation, he said to William, “That salve would feel good about now, if you still plan on heating more up. You probably lost whatever you’d heated, when you swung your sword.”

“I did,” said William, looking at his empty blade.

Flora watched the trees for another moment before settling next to William and taking out her jar again. Bray noticed she was still staring at William.

William took some more salve and heated it up over the fire. Bray watched his face, looking for a sign that he was different, changed. Every encounter with the demons made Bray wonder if he’d wake up the next morning to find William gone. William’s condition was always evolving, or at least it seemed that way. Bray wasn’t certain how long he’d be able to protect William, but he still meant to keep the promise he’d made to the boy’s mother.

After William and Flora finished with the salve, they held out the sword so Bray could retrieve some of the thick, clear sludge. He grunted as he took some of it in his fingers, careful not to touch the hot metal underneath.

“If you put that right over the wound, it should help,” Flora said.

Bray couldn’t hide his skeptical look as he slathered it over his skin, surprised when a cooling sensation took some of the pain away. Noticing Flora watching, he admitted, “It feels better than it looks. I’ll give you that.”


Chapter 15: Kirby

The moon hung behind the trees, so that Kirby could only see the portion of the forest that was within the light of the fire. She held her rifle on her lap as she leaned against the tree. She had volunteered for first watch. She knew she wouldn’t sleep much anyway. Most of her nights were spent adjusting so the warts on her spine wouldn’t ache when they dug into the ground, or straightening her knees and elbows when the lumps beneath her skin grew too uncomfortable. She couldn’t tell if the pain of the warts was getting worse, or her patience for the spore-disease was waning.

Seventeen years of the infection had ground down her hopes that she would ever sleep like she used to.

At night, her people had often wandered by the bay in New Hope, hoping to take their minds off the pain. Any time she’d been unable to sleep, Kirby had been able to find someone outside with whom to share her troubles. She still remembered some of the talks she’d had with her people as they’d wandered underneath the stars of a new sky, a sky that she could still look up and see, even though the rest of them were gone.

She did have William, though.

Kirby couldn’t see much of William underneath his blankets, but it seemed like he was sleeping soundly near the fire. Over time, his warts would become as painful as hers, disturbing him at night, as they already were doing during the morning and parts of the day.

His future was as bleak as hers.

It was depressing. And she still couldn’t believe Bray hadn’t exaggerated with his tales about William talking to mutants. That power was at once awe-inspiring and frightening. Now she understood Bray’s reasoning for wanting to keep him away from the creatures. Even without knowing all the details, she could tell William had been through a lot.

A cough made her sit up straight.

Kirby looked around, certain that a demon had made an unusual sound, or that the strange, marked men were sneaking up on them. But the noise was coming from William’s blankets. She crept over and knelt next to him as he coughed again.

“Are you all right, William?” she whispered.

He coughed again, but didn’t answer.

Carefully, she pulled down his blanket so she could see his face and check on him. He was still asleep. She could hear his slow, heavy breathing. Not wanting to ruin his night’s rest, she covered him back in his blankets and returned to her spot by the fire, vowing to keep watch over him.

When Bray awoke, she told him what she’d heard, and he promised to keep an eye on William. She did her best to get some sleep.


**




After a fitful night, in which Kirby only dozed, she opened her eyes and resigned to waking. It was morning, and the sun crept over the eastern horizon, illuminating the stone fireplace, the stream, and their footprints, as well as the drag marks from where they’d pulled away the demons. William was still sleeping underneath his blankets, and so was Flora. Bray was sitting against a nearby tree, looking as if he had been waiting for her.

“Did you hear any more coughing from William?” she asked quietly.

He shook his head. “He seemed fine to me. I’m going to catch breakfast.”

Kirby nodded and watched Bray disappear through the trees. The fire had burned down to mostly embers, and Bray hadn’t stoked it. He probably planned on getting an early start. She watched William, waiting for him to wake up.

Finally, he was rousing.

“How’d you sleep?” she asked.

“Fine,” William said, wiping the grogginess from his eyes.

“I heard you coughing in the night,” she said.

“I was?” he asked, clearly not remembering. “I’m okay.”

He sat up, wrapping his blanket around him and shivering from the night’s lingering chill. Or was it something else? William winced as his body settled into a position he didn’t like, but he quickly straightened his face to mask the pain.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Kirby asked.

“I’m fine,” he insisted, but the bags under his eyes said otherwise.

Kirby placed her hand on his head, feeling for the warmth that usually accompanied a coming sickness. “You’re hot,” she said. “It feels like you have a fever.”

“I’m probably just warm from the blankets,” William said, embarrassed. “Is Bray hunting breakfast?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to help him.”

Kirby watched him get up and make his way through the trees, looking for Bray.


Chapter 16: Bray

Bray held onto the horses, letting them drink from the stream. He looked over his shoulder. William was tucking his blankets into his pack, and Flora was collecting her things. Kirby was coming toward him.

“William’s head was hot with what felt like a fever,” Kirby said. “I asked how he was feeling, but he insisted he was fine. Did he seem sick at all when he was helping you catch breakfast?”

“He seemed a little slow.” Bray shook his head. “Winter is a hell of a time to be in the wild. Fewer animals to track, less dry wood, and not enough blankets between us. Do you think it’s a winter flu?” Bray knew people got warmer when a sickness was coming, even in bitter weather.

Kirby said, “I remember a similar sickness when I was nineteen. The sickness stayed with me for several weeks. I couldn’t keep any food down, and I sweated through my clothes. I had a cough that only seemed to get worse, no matter how much I rested. We had herbs, but they didn’t work.”

“Maybe he can try some of that salve they used on me,” Bray said with a smile. “I slept great.”

“I don’t think it would work. There were other reasons behind my sickness, I think.” Kirby’s eyes wandered into the trees.

“You look like you have something more to say,” Bray guessed.

Kirby said, “I got that sickness a year after I got the spore. Lots of other people with the spore got sick in the beginning years, too. I regained my health, but a lot of the others didn’t. The spore does nasty things to people. Our bodies change when we get infected. We don’t always live through those early illnesses.”

Bray blew a breath. “I don’t know much about that. We might know more, if the people in Brighton didn’t burn the infected, or if they didn’t flee into the wild to escape the pyres.”

“I’m not blaming you for the practices of your people,” Kirby said. “But if it’s the sickness I’m thinking about, we might have something to worry about with William.”

“We’ll keep an eye on him. In the meantime, we should make sure he keeps warm after the sun goes down. I can spare one of my blankets,” Bray said. “I’m used to the cold. Maybe when we get moving, he’ll feel better.”


Chapter 17: Bray

For most of the morning, they traveled up a slow incline filled with leafless trees, withered bushes, and snow that started out thin, then got deeper as they got to higher elevations. According to Flora, most of the surrounding area was filled with sloping mountains. The horses breathed heavily from the extra exertion, shaking their heads. They needed a rest.

So did William.

Through the course of the ride, William had been getting worse. He had been talking less and relaxing his grip on the reins, and every so often, he broke into an ugly cough that echoed off the mountainside.

Kirby might be right about his illness.

Eventually, the mountain leveled off into a treeless spot, where the sun had mostly melted the snow, and Bray suggested they stop. Kirby and Bray dismounted their horses, jumping down and leading them to a nearby patch of trees where they could tie them, while Flora helped William get off his steed.

“You don’t look so good, William,” Flora observed.

William bent down, working through a phlegmy cough instead of answering.

“Maybe you should sit down,” she recommended.

Bray and Kirby shared a concerned glance as William took Flora’s suggestion and sat in the snow. Bray felt his forehead. It seemed like he was burning up, and he was wheezing. After another round of coughing, he smiled, but Bray could tell he was putting on a brave face.

Kirby felt his head. “You’ve gotten warmer since this morning.”

“I didn’t notice,” William said, absently.

Bray looked around the mountainside, wondering if they might stay longer than they’d planned. “Ever since we left Brighton, we’ve been traveling with little rest. I think we’re going to need to give the horses a full day’s break. They need that every so often, otherwise they get sick or injured. We’ll need to stop regardless.”

Bray was more worried about William, but he didn’t want to frighten the boy.

“How much farther are you staying with us?” Bray asked Flora.

“I was going to depart soon,” Flora said, pointing at the top of the next mountain. “There’s a path that curves down from there that is easy to travel on foot.”

“How much longer is your journey from there?”

“I’ll be home by afternoon,” Flora answered guiltily.

They fell silent as William hacked through a heavy cough. Flora looked like she was on the verge of saying something else, but she remained quiet.

Bray looked at Flora, asking the question that had been on his mind most of the ride. “Do you think your people would let us stay until we rested up the horses?”

Flora thought on it. “I’m not sure how my people would react. They’re very cautious, as you can imagine, especially with the people from Halifax around. And we’ve had attacks from other tribes.”

“We’d be gone soon,” Bray added. “We just need a place to rest.”

Flora looked worriedly at William, who was starting to cough again. A look of sympathy crossed her face. She looked like she was working through a decision. Finally, she said, “I can’t promise they’d let you in, but that might be a better solution than continuing on in the cold.”

Bray looked around the frigid, snow-covered mountain. Even a primitive hut would be better than keeping William in the wild with a worsening sickness. “Thanks, Flora,” he said. “We appreciate your help, however it turns out.”


Chapter 18: Bray

Having decided on the new plan, they rested awhile before mounting the horses, then continued up the mountain. William seemed a little less flushed than before, or maybe it was the promise of a destination giving him hope. He coughed less and focused on guiding his horse through the plentiful trees. His inquisitive nature seemed to have returned, or maybe he was trying not to get them worried.

“Are there children where you live?” William asked Flora, his face red from coughing.

“Yes,” Flora said. “Quite a few.”

“What kind of games do they play?”

Flora smiled. “It’s been a while since I played, but we have a game where we put three sticks on the ground, with space in between.” She looked at William, as if he might be too sick to talk, but his face showed he was still interested.

“What do you do?”

“Each person jumps between each stick using three steps, without stepping on them. Every time, the sticks get farther. If you step on a stick, you’re out. The person who jumps farthest wins.”

“I think I’d like to play something like that,” William said with a smile. “What other games do you have?”

“Some of the children race goats,” Flora said with a chuckle.

“Goats?” William asked.

“Yes, the animals that give us our milk and cheese. You’ve never seen them?”

“I have, just not in a while,” William said. “Our neighbors had some where I used to live. I’ve never raced one, though.”

“You have to make sure you’re feeling better first,” Flora warned.

“He will be,” Bray told them assuredly. “He just needs some good rest.”

In the time they’d been talking, they’d reached the top of the incline. Flora pointed east, along a long, curving trail that was wide enough to fit the horses and descended gently down the slope.

“That’s the path I usually take, when I’m on foot,” she said. “It should work for the horses.”

“It seems wide enough,” Bray agreed.

He looked down the slope. It was the first glimpse he had gotten down the mountain where they hadn’t been surrounded by trees. The forest was thick below them. Several of the tree branches held on to their withered leaves, but they were high up enough that he spotted something deep in the distance, where the terrain flattened.

“Is that water?” he asked Flora.

“Yes,” Flora said with apparent pride. “That is our river.”

“Does it have a name?” he asked.

“Yes. We call it The River of the Gods.”

“The River of the Gods,” Bray repeated quietly. He watched the stretching body of water in the distance, as if something might rise out of the depths and into the sky, but it looked the same as most of the other bodies of water he’d seen. “Why do you call it that?”

“The river was left here for our people, like the buildings, or the forests,” Flora explained. “The gods left it so our people could settle nearby.”

From a distance, the river was little more than a stationary mass, but Bray knew it must be moving. He looked along the banks, but saw no sign of homes where people might live.

“Do your people live on the water?” he asked, remembering what she’d said at the settlement.

“Yes, we’re up the river a ways,” Flora said, explaining. “We have a bit to travel, but we’ll be there soon, once we hit the bottom of the mountain.”

“Let’s go,” Bray said, anxiously appraising William.

Going downslope, the horses moved faster, picking paths between the trees. They seemed as ready for rest as the riders. Some rest would be good for all of them.

They were halfway down the slope when William called, “I see a road!”

Sure enough, in the distance, past the remainder of the snow-covered slope and through some trees, the sun had melted a large clearing that was unmistakably a wide path. The ground was covered in a type of ancient stone that Bray had rarely seen in this new land. On the other side of the road was a steep drop-off that led to the bank of the large, sprawling river.

“That is the road leading to my people.” Flora smiled from the back of William’s horse.

“Let me guess. The Road of the Gods?” Bray asked, with a wry smile.

“No, just a road,” Flora said.

They made their way down the steep bank until they reached the road. The horses shook their heads and twitched. They slowed their pace to give them a reprieve as they looked down the bank at the flowing water.

“That river is easily as wide as one of the towers in the Ancient City,” William exclaimed.

“Maybe not that wide, but close,” said Bray.

“Where does it end?” Kirby asked.

Flora looked confused. “That’s a curious question. As far as we know, it runs forever. Though I suppose it might end.”

“Most rivers end up in the ocean,” Kirby told them. “I bet it dumps into the same sea as the one near my settlement.”

Flora seemed surprised to learn that. They followed the river by way of the road that overlooked it, mostly going straight, veering every so often where the river curved. Flora kept a lookout out behind them.

“Should we be worried about demons here?” Bray asked.

“We get some Savages on the road,” Flora said, looking over her shoulder. “Usually I stick to the road’s edge and out of sight when I’m on foot. But we should be safer with the horses.”

Bray nodded. “We can outrun them, unless we’re unlucky and there are a lot. Do the men from Halifax have horses?”

“Not that I’ve ever seen.” Flora shook her head. “Our settlement is just around the next curve.” She pointed in the distance, where the road and the river looped around the base of the next mountain.

Bray looked carefully down the steep banks to the river, but he saw no huts, or timber homes like Kirby’s people had built. They’d gone a little farther when William cried out excitedly.

Bray followed his gaze.

He’d seen magnificent sights, but nothing like this.

“Holy shit,” he muttered.

Around the bend and past some trees, visible down the steep embankment off the road, the raging river took a steep slope and dropped off into an enormous, cascading waterfall. A large wall of Ancient stone ran above it.

“A dam,” Kirby said with wonder, pointing as they stared.

“A what?” Bray asked.

“A man-made structure, built by the people you call the Ancients,” she answered. “They built them to control water.”

“Look! Past the waterfall!” William cried out, pointing.

Past the dam and the waterfall, where the river ran lower, an enormous bridge ran across the width of the water, perpendicular to the road on which they were traveling, and connecting to another road on the river’s opposite bank. Pillars of thick, ancient stone supported the massive bridge, which disappeared into chunks of natural stone that ran into the water. Underneath the bridge, extending from pillar to pillar, were two huge, curved arches.

In the middle of the bridge, running perpendicular to it, a single road ran south from the bridge, curving downward and connecting to a large patch of land. It was twice as big as Kirby’s settlement, sitting isolated in the water. Bray saw several buildings hidden among the trees. They appeared to be Ancient buildings, and though not as tall as the towers in the Ancient City, they were no less impressive, due to their location.

“Your people live on an island!” Kirby surmised.

“Yes,” Flora said. “And a smaller island past it, one you can’t see from here.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen an island, but I’ve heard about them in stories,” William said with wonder.

“They exist,” Flora said proudly.

“Is that people on the bridge?” William pointed from his horse.

Several clusters of people stood stationary on either end of the bridge, where a huge row of stones looked like they had been used to block it off. A few more walked down the road that sloped down from the bridge to the island, little more than specks from this distance.

“Yes,” Flora said. “Those are my people.”

“Your people didn’t build this bridge,” Kirby said. “Or did they?”

Flora shook her head. “It was put here by the gods. A place we can defend from the Savages, a place where we can tend our livestock, and raise our children. A place where we can be safe.”

“What do you call this place?”

Pointing to the enormous half circles underneath the bridge, Flora said, “We call this place The Arches.”


Chapter 19: Bray

Bray’s amazement grew as they trotted down the road next to the river, getting closer to the dam, the bridge, and the place Flora called The Arches. He studied the road sloping away from the bridge, curving downward and onto the long, stretching island—the first of two islands, according to Flora.

“This place is remarkably intact,” Bray remarked, still shocked that Flora’s people weren’t living in huts. “The bridge looks more stable than most of the buildings in Brighton, or even our Ancient City.”

“We’ve done our best to repair things, where we can,” Flora said proudly.

“But certainly there must be cracks.”

“There are,” Flora conceded. “We’ve blocked off a few areas that aren’t safe for walking. Young children aren’t allowed on the bridge without adults. For the most part, we’ve been lucky and avoided accidents.”

“Your people live in buildings on the island, then,” Kirby said.

“Yes,” Flora answered. “Many of the houses you can’t see from here. The island stretches for a long ways. Our gods provided most of the houses. We rebuilt those made of stone that had fallen into disrepair, and we constructed other houses out of wood. The bridge helps protect us from the Savages. We keep guards on either side of it, and we blocked off the ends of the road with large stones.”

“Smart,” Bray said, with a nod.

They rode parallel to the river, getting closer to the cascading waterfall. The noise was louder than most bodies of water Bray had heard, and certainly louder than the waves that lapped the ocean’s shores in the Ancient City. Bray recalled being a boy and wading too far into The River of Brighton, when he was too young to understand the water’s power. Before his father could grab him, he’d been knocked off his feet and dragged forty feet as he scrambled to keep his head above water, swallowing several mouthfuls of foul-tasting liquid and bashed into several rocks before his father had pulled him out. His body was so scraped and bloodied that he’d stayed away from the river for a year.

The water was to be feared and respected.

Bray turned his attention to the bridge a few hundred yards away. About twenty guards were stationed on either side of the river, protected behind a barrier of rocks that capped either end of the bridge. Bray wondered how Flora’s people would react to their arrival. The decision to come here had been easy in the woods, when William’s sickness was the only consideration, but now Bray was feeling cautious.

He still couldn’t believe a place like this existed. He’d expected perhaps a handful of men and women living together, like the settlers outside Brighton, never this.

“How will your people know who we are, or that we haven’t kidnapped you?” he asked Flora.

Flora answered, “I’ve already signaled them. They know I’m safe.”

Bray frowned as he tried to figure out when she had done that. He certainly hadn’t seen anything.

Flora slid off the back of William’s saddle, landing on the cracked road. “My people are cautious, like everyone else, as you can imagine. They’ll want to speak with me alone. I’ll go the rest of the way on foot. I’ll speak with my people, and explain your good intentions. Give me a few minutes.” Seeing the apprehensive looks on their faces, Flora promised, “No one will harm you.”

Bray watched her trek down the road, her bag bouncing on her back as she narrowed the gap to the guards and got farther away. The men in the distance looked like they were scrutinizing Bray, Kirby, and William, but no one was rushing out at them with spears, swords, or guns.

Hopefully a good sign.

After a few moments, several of the guards from the far side of the bridge crossed over to meet those on the closest side. Bray studied them with renewed worry.

“What are they doing?” Kirby asked.

“Maybe they’re calling reinforcements,” Bray said quietly.

Kirby was pensive. “Do you trust her?”

“She seems well-intentioned,” Bray said, “but I never trust anyone fully. I want to believe they would’ve attacked us by now, if they were going to. I’m sure they have scouts in places we can’t see.”

Kirby nodded. “Be ready to ride, if we see something we don’t like.”

William adjusted nervously on his horse, his eyes locked on the distant men. Flora reached the distant guards and waved her hands, speaking to the growing circle of people that had come out from behind the rocks at the edge of the bridge and were looking between her and Bray, Kirby, and William in the distance. Bray couldn’t make out the people’s features, but no one was running toward them or waving them away.

“What kind of people do you think they are?” William asked, in a quiet voice.

Bray muttered, “Mostly women, I hope.”

Kirby shook her head in disgust.

“Maybe they’re cannibals, and they’re picking out which one of us to eat,” Bray said.

“You have the most meat out of the three of us,” Kirby said. “We’ll be safe, at least, until they’re done with you.”

A cold breeze kicked up from the water, reminding Bray of some of the first days he’d spent in the wild, when every mountain, every stream was a new spectacle. He had that same feeling now, looking at the magnificent bridge and its strange people, but his wonder was shadowed with caution.

William let go of the horse’s reins and gave in to a building cough. Bray looked over at him, concerned. He was the reason they were here. They needed to get him better.

They watched Flora speak with the men for what felt like an unusually long time. Several moved around her, temporarily swallowing her from view. For a moment, Bray wondered if they were scolding her for bringing strangers to the settlement.

Eventually, the men dispersed and Flora raised a hand, shouting something that he couldn’t quite make out. A few of the men lined up next to her in a position that showed they were expecting Bray, William, and Kirby to approach.

“I think that means ‘come in,’” Bray said, with a shrug.


Chapter 20: Bray

They moved cautiously toward the bridge. As they got within a hundred feet, the guards fanned out on either side of Flora. Bray was surprised to see a few women among the men. The guards wore similar garb, none of which would have seemed out of place in Brighton, but they lacked the uniform of a cavalry. Swords like Flora’s hung at their sides. Their faces wore the scars of previous battle. One woman’s shirtsleeve was pinned up, as if she was missing part of her arm. She watched Bray with a hard expression that spoke of numerous fights.

“There are women soldiers, too,” he hissed to Kirby.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” Kirby said.

As they got within talking distance, Bray kept the same reserved composure that always earned him respect around fighting people. Kirby looked as though she was battling her instincts by keeping her rifle at her side, and William copied Bray’s rigid posture.

“Please excuse the stares from my people, but we don’t get many visitors,” Flora explained as they approached.

A big man with a thick beard stepped forward from the group. “We get plenty of Savages, though,” he said. “I’m Bartholomew, the bridge commander. Flora told me what you did for her. We appreciate you keeping her safe.”

“I’m Bray, and this is Kirby and William,” Bray introduced.

Some of the people exchanged glances, seemingly startled by Bray’s voice.

“You speak the same language, with hardly an accent,” Bartholomew said, with obvious surprise.

“Don’t most of us?” Bray asked.

“Many tribes in the forests speak tongues only they can understand,” Bartholomew said. “Especially around this area.”

“They do,” Kirby said knowingly.

“Where are you from?” Bartholomew asked, addressing Kirby. “You sound different.”

“Kirby is the one from across the water,” Flora explained. “Her people were the ones that floated on water houses, like the ones we saw at the southern cove. The ones that were destroyed.”

The guards made a few audible noises of surprise as they appraised Kirby.

“Those floating objects are called ships,” Flora said, happy to share what she’d learned. “Her people built them and sailed them to our shores. They built a settlement here called New Hope.”

Unable to hold back his question any longer, a short, round man stepped forward, addressing Kirby. “Where did you get those god weapons?”

Kirby looked like she was getting used to such responses. “My people made these. They aren’t from the gods.”

The man’s face registered confusion.

Uncertain how receptive these people might be to the news, Bray added carefully, “Many of us have different customs. Kirby simply means that her people created the weapon you see in her hands.”

“You mean the gods instructed you,” the short man said with a nod.

Bray said, “Yes. That’s right.”

Kirby gave him a look.

A few men exchanged glances as they continued staring. The short man said, “And you have horses. It’s been several years since we’ve had those.”

“I heard you lost yours to sickness,” Bray said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It was unfortunate.” Bartholomew nodded. Changing the subject, he said, “Flora told us what the men from Halifax did. She told us they stole things from your dead. We are sorry to hear of your troubles.”

“They were headed to get back the rest of their weapons when William took ill,” Flora explained.

“You are William?” Bartholomew asked, his eyes settling on the boy.

“Yes,” William said, mimicking Bray’s straight posture.

“Flora told me you are sick with a winter illness.”

“I think it will pass soon. I don’t feel so bad.” William made a brave face, but his pale complexion said otherwise.

“The winter is a harsh time for travel,” Bartholomew affirmed. “How old are you, William?”

“Twelve,” William said.

“I have a son your age,” Bartholomew said with a thin smile. “He tells me the same thing, when he is sick. You are as brave as him. Maybe you two can meet each other, when you’re feeling better.”

William smiled weakly.

“We heard some other reports from our hunters that some of the men from Halifax were carrying strange devices,” Bartholomew said, seeming to put two things together. “We wondered why the gods would have entrusted them with such things. Now it makes sense. They took them from you.”

Bray grumbled, “Stinking thieves is what those people from Halifax are. They are a vile people, worse than the Savages.”

Another ripple went through the group as men and women agreed.

Flora stepped forward, addressing Bray, Kirby, and William. “I spoke to Bartholomew and the others. They’ve agreed to let you come inside and rest so William can get better, in exchange for the help you’ve given me.”

“Thank you,” Kirby said.

The two groups stood watching each other for a moment. Most looked at Kirby’s guns. No one moved.

Guessing the next topic of conversation, Bray said, “I assume your people are cautious, as we are. I understand you haven’t seen weapons like ours before, and that you have only just met us. All I can give you is our word that we won’t use them.”

Bartholomew seemed as if he’d expected that line of reasoning. “I assumed you might say that. After the assistance you gave Flora, we won’t ask for them. But please know that might change.”

Bray didn’t like the way the sentence was worded, but he knew it was the best they could hope for. William was sick. They needed a place out of the frigid cold to recuperate. He traded a glance with Kirby, who seemed agreeable.

“I expect we can learn a lot from each other,” the short man next to Bartholomew said. “My name is Jonathan, the second bridge commander. It is nice to meet you. Bartholomew and I will take you inside.”

Bray, Kirby, and William dismounted their horses and followed Bartholomew and Jonathan. Several other guards parted to allow them through the gap beside the large stones, and then they were walking onto the sprawling bridge with their horses.


Chapter 21: Bray

Bray wasn’t surprised to see several other guards following quietly as they walked behind Bartholomew, Jonathan, and Flora. He had expected they wouldn’t be given immediate trust. Flora seemed reserved. He couldn’t be certain, but it seemed like she might be a commoner, if she were in Brighton.

Despite his trepidation, Bray couldn’t stop looking around as they walked over the beautiful bridge called The Arches. All around him were sights at which he wanted to spend more time staring. Waist-high stone guarded either side of the bridge, protecting people from the long drop below. To Bray’s left, upriver, the waterfall surged over the dam, running over partially submerged rocks before sweeping underneath the bridge on which they were standing, making a noise over which it was difficult to talk. To the right, the water continued past the bridge and forked around the sprawling island that they’d seen from the road, accessible only by the solitary street that sloped down from the bridge.

Trees dotted the island. Some held their dying leaves, while others were barren. Bray could see a few layers of stone homes that lined either side of the road, looking as if they’d originally been built in the time of the Ancients. Most were square, one story structures, and appeared as if they held a single family, while others looked wide enough to accommodate more. He couldn’t see to the island’s end, but it looked large and long enough to hold many occupants. About a hundred feet of water provided a barrier from either side of the island’s coasts to the riverbank. He couldn’t see the second island, but remembering what Flora had told him, he guessed it was beyond the sprawling mass of trees and houses, somewhere far in the distance. A few people walked on the road that led to the island, carrying tools and heading toward some of the distant buildings that lined the road.

Bartholomew and Jonathan glanced over their shoulders, watching their reaction.

“A township in the water,” Bray marveled, loudly enough to be heard over the surging waterfall in the background. “I’ve never seen a place like this. And the bridge is beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan returned over his shoulder, as if he’d built it himself.

Kirby asked, “How many people live on this island?”

Bartholomew said, “Enough to fill the length and width of this bridge.”

“That is a good number,” Bray said. “The bridge seems like good protection.”

“It keeps us safe from the Savages, and from our enemies.” Bartholomew turned to face them. “We guard both ends, and we guard the road leading to the islands. We have people set up in places where they can easily see what’s coming. We conceal our lookouts. We avoid the eyes of anyone who might be trying to take what we have.”

Bray didn’t miss the subtle warning.

“It’s a majestic place,” Kirby said, trying to keep the conversation light. “I have never seen its equal.”

They walked farther on the bridge, passing several other guards that had wandered from the far side of the bridge and planted themselves close to the waist-high walls, making no effort to look away from Bray, Kirby, William, their guns, and their horses.

“Please excuse the staring. They are as enamored by your weapons and horses as we are,” Jonathan said.

“I understand,” Kirby said.

“Your horses are magnificent animals, and lucky for anyone who has them.” Bartholomew bent down to look underneath the steeds. “Are any female?”

“No,” Bray said.

“A shame,” Bartholomew said. “You could sustain yourself from them in the winter.”

“I would’ve liked to breed them,” Bray said. “Foals fetch a hefty price, where we come from.”

“I was actually referring to feeding yourselves with their milk and blood.”

“Their blood?” Bray asked, furrowing his brow.

“Our soldiers mix horses’ milk with their blood as a nourishment in the wild. They make a cut in the horse’s shallow vein and drink it in the forest, when hunting is hard. Or they used to, when we had horses.” Bartholomew looked sad.

“I’ve never heard of that,” Bray said.

Bartholomew shrugged and said, “It didn’t hurt the horses, of course. Our riders treated them like family. They grew very accustomed to one person’s commands.”

“My horses are accustomed to me, too,” Bray lied. “And to William and Kirby. I doubt they would listen to anyone else at this point.”

“They’re good animals, like ours were.” Bartholomew smiled.

They continued walking, taking in the views off the Ancient bridge.

“How long have your people lived here?” Kirby asked.

“Several generations,” Bartholomew said, motioning toward the island. “Not even the oldest of us remembers a time when we didn’t live here.”

“The bridge looks stable,” Bray said. “Your people have done a good job repairing the few cracks or holes in the walls.” He pointed toward the side of the bridge next to which they were walking, which had several large stones lodged into the crevices.

“Most of our people are farmers, woodworkers, hunters, or soldiers, but we have figured out some crude repairs. The gods have blessed us with a place to live. We protect it,” Bartholomew said firmly.

Pointing at the steep banks that surrounded the river on either side, made of natural, jutting stone, Bray noticed, “The water and the steep banks must provide a natural barrier from the Savages.”

“Many thirsty Savages have fallen from the precipices looking for a drink, or looking to feast on our flesh.” Jonathan smiled. “Another way The Arches protect us.”

“Do any of them try to cross the bridge?”

“Some do, but we stop them. The sloping mountains to the west help, as well,” Jonathan said, gesturing toward the row of mountains, one of which Bray had crossed. “The Savages get discouraged by the height, and mostly stay on the other side. Some come down the road, of course, and we’ve had plenty of battles. Thankfully, we’ve won them all.”

“You’ve never been overrun?”

“We’ve had our casualties, but no significant number have made it as far as the island,” Bartholomew said proudly.

“Your people must be fierce warriors,” Bray said, thinking a little flattery might earn him some more trust with the men.

“They are,” Bartholomew said. “Our men and our women start training as soon as they can hold a sword. We take pride in our defenses.”

Bray nodded. “How about the spore? Do you have a means to avoid it?”

“The spore?” Bartholomew wrinkled his brow in confusion.

“The way the Savages become infected with the disease. The pink spores that float on the wind. Many of our people hide their faces from them, hoping not to get infected.”

“The Savages aren’t diseased.” Bartholomew made a face to show he didn’t understand.

“The spores infect them. That is how they become twisted men.” It was Bray’s turn to be confused.

“We’ve seen those objects floating on the wind, but they have nothing to do with the Savages. The gods choose who is afflicted, and who isn’t.”

Bray started to argue, but thought better of it. He didn’t want to risk offending these men. “What do you do with the people who turn, then?” he asked.

“Those who show the signs are turned away in a ceremony in the woods.”

“And they don’t come back?” William asked.

Bartholomew looked between all of them. “They know better.”

“None come back,” Flora clarified.

Bray gave William a glance and shrugged. At least their stories were consistent. Whatever ceremonies these people were engaging in, it sounded better than a burning on the pyres of Brighton.

“Is this the only bridge leading to the island?” Bray asked.

“Yes. Most of our bridge guards live in the first houses along the road, so they can get here quickly, in case we need to defend it,” Jonathan said. “Though we have guards and soldiers stationed throughout the islands.”

“Of course,” said Bray.

“Many of our hunters live in a special section of the island. That is where we are taking you now,” Jonathan said. “Flora told us you were a hunter. When we get to the island, we’ll show you an empty house where you can get some sleep. There will be plenty of room to tie your horses, and we can even have a farmer bring you hay to feed them.”

“That sounds good,” Bray said.

“It’s a short walk down one of the trails off the road,” Bartholomew added. “I hope you aren’t too tired.”

“We’re fine,” Bray said.

Looking at the island off the bridge, Kirby asked, “The first island is the bigger of the two?”

“Yes, this is the one we use most,” Flora explained.


Chapter 22: Bray

Reaching the middle of the bridge, they curved down the descending, raised road that ran perpendicular to it, leaving the bridge behind. The road decreased in height, making the water closer beneath them. Some of the noise from the dam behind them had faded. Bray noticed several stationed guards staring at him from either side of the descending road. If Bray had been in Brighton, he might’ve said some words that would make them turn their heads, but he was a visitor in a foreign place. He held his tongue.

“The road is in just as fine shape as the bridge,” Bray observed, adding more flattery instead. “Most of the roads I’ve seen in the wild, or even in our townships, have pieces missing. Some are buried so deeply you can no longer see them.”

“We do our best to keep the road clear,” Bartholomew said.

“Does this road run the length of the island?” Kirby asked.

“Not quite,” Bartholomew said. “It turns in a half-circle near the end and connects with itself, almost like a keyhole. A wooden bridge—much less spectacular than the one behind us—connects to the second island. The second island is much smaller.”

“We have some shops and homes on the road that you see, but there are also paths branching off, with homes built between the trees and on the island’s coasts,” Jonathan added. “We use whatever space we can, whether it’s for homes, farmland, or raising animals. Our population has grown over the years.”

That seemed better than the populace of Brighton, which was always shrinking as people were spiked, killed, or burned, but Bray didn’t say that out loud.

He looked as far as he could down the road, which flattened as it reached the island, traveling deeper onto land. The island seemed to get wider the longer it got. On the sides of the island’s road were some of the houses he’d seen from the bridge. Most were simple, square dwellings made of the same Ancient stone as the homes in Brighton. Some had roofs patched together with logs and limbs. Others had stones securing what had once been holes in the walls. Boot prints lined the snow around the road and most of the pathways wherever people had walked.

Pointing at the banks on the side of the island, Kirby asked, “Do you get much rain?”

Bartholomew and Jonathan exchanged a grave glance.

“You’re wondering about flooding,” Jonathan guessed.

“I know the dangers that can affect such islands,” Kirby admitted.

Bartholomew said, “A few times a year, harsh storms wash the river over the island’s shores. Mostly, they affect the homes near the banks, but occasionally we’ve had storms that have damaged many homes inland, and we’ve been forced to repair or rebuild them.”

“Have you ever been forced to leave?”

“No. Our gods have protected us from greater tragedies.”

“The security of the island outweighs the threats of the mainland,” Jonathan added.

“Strangely, we haven’t had much rain this year,” Bartholomew noted, a look of concern passing over his face.

“What about the buildings on the other side of the dam? Have you ever used those?” Bray asked, momentarily forgetting that they wouldn’t understand Kirby’s term.

“Dam?” Bartholomew looked around to see what Bray was talking about. “I’m not sure what a dam is.”

“That’s what Kirby’s people call the stone that makes the waterfall,” Flora chimed in.

“The buildings on the other side of the—stone water wall—are for the most part uninhabitable,” Bartholomew said, avoiding the unfamiliar word. “The roofs collapsed many years ago. We haven’t had the need to occupy them.”

“I see,” Bray said.

“Maybe one day we will,” Bartholomew said with a shrug. “But our focus here is on making sure our people are fed, clothed, and safe. Anything that doesn’t contribute to our survival is unimportant.”

“Of course,” Bray said, familiar with the approach.

They continued down the road until it flattened, watching several people walk to and from the houses on the island. More stared in the direction of the approaching group, unable to pry their eyes from the horses, the strange weapons, and the equally strange riders. Bray felt like he was a street performer in the center of Brighton, hopping on one leg for coin.

Steering from a dark conversation brought up by the flooding, William said, “Flora said you have goats.”

Bartholomew smiled. “We do. We have several herds, and some sheep. They live on some farms farther in on the island. We use the goats to get cheese and milk, but they are like pets to our children. Perhaps when you are feeling better, you can see them.”

“I’d like that.”

“How long do you think you’ll stay?” Bartholomew asked.

“We’re not sure yet,” Bray said. “That depends on how William is feeling.”

“You are welcome to stay as long as you need. Unfortunately, Deacon isn’t here to greet you. If you leave soon, you won’t see him.”

“Deacon?” Kirby asked.

“The ruler of our people,” Jonathan explained.

“Is he a General?” William asked.

Bartholomew smiled. “In a way, yes. He trains our people for battle. He hunts. He makes the decisions that keep the island running.” Bartholomew watched William a moment. “You seem surprised by that.”

“I haven’t heard many Generals hunting among The People,” William said as he thought that through. “At least, not regularly. They fight wars, and they command those beneath them. That takes up most of their time.”

Bartholomew explained, “Deacon does what he needs to keep our people surviving. We’re in the middle of winter, and as you can imagine, we need help from every hand. Deacon left for a hunt this morning. I’m not sure when he’ll be back.”

“It would be great if you could meet him,” Jonathan said.

Bray cleared his throat. “We’ll see how William is doing. Perhaps we will.”

Bray glanced over his shoulder as they walked with the horses down the road, unable to help some nervousness as he saw the length of road, the bridge, and all the guards that stood between them and the wild.


Chapter 23: Bray

They traveled the road for a while longer, crossing through the beginning of the first island, passing rows of stone houses with smoke drifting from the chimneys, homes that Bartholomew and Jonathan said were used for soldiers, and getting to an area that looked like it was used by tradesmen. Trees surrounded most of the houses, but in several places, Bray saw stumps where the trees had been cut down, most likely for building houses, or for firewood. Wooden pushcarts that wouldn’t have looked too far out of place in Brighton sat next to a few of the buildings. Bray saw faces in a few of the glassless windows, whose shutters were open despite the cold temperatures. The islanders watched them with the same interest as the guards at the front gate. Few looked away when he met their gaze.

Through an open door of one larger stone house, Bray noticed a burning forge and several men fashioning some of the flat metal swords that Flora and the rest of her people carried. One man glanced over his shoulder, giving them a curious glance. In another house women skinned rabbits.

“Whatever resources we can’t find here, we get from the mainland,” Bartholomew said, noticing Bray’s gaze.

“And you disburse what you need throughout the island from here?” Kirby guessed.

“That’s right,” Bartholomew said with pride. “Most of our dwellings with families are farther back, where they are better protected.”

“A good way to manage things,” Kirby said.

Keeping the focus on Kirby, Jonathan said, “We haven’t heard much about you. As you can expect, we have questions.”

Kirby looked hesitant, and Bray knew she was working through what was obviously a difficult subject.

“What kind of buildings do you have in your settlement?”

“My settlement is mostly made of wooden houses, some taller than the buildings here, but not many are left now.”

“What is your settlement called?”

“My settlement is—was—called New Hope. My people are dead. Most burned from a fire in our settlement, or died at the teeth of those you call the Savages.”

“I’m sorry. What about where you came from, across the water? Is that where you made your weapons?”

“Yes, we made the weapons in my home land,” Kirby confirmed. “We don’t have the materials here to construct weapons like these. Not that I’ve come across.”

“How do they work?” Jonathan asked, looking curiously at her guns.

“They kill a man as quickly as you can look at him,” Flora said, unable to contain her excitement at what was probably a spectacle to her, and was still a spectacle to Bray.

Bartholomew and Jonathan looked amazed. “Can anyone use them?”

“Only Kirby,” Bray quickly cut in.

“But you have more?” Jonathan asked, in a curious tone a child might use.

“The people from Halifax took the rest,” Kirby said. “These are the only ones I have.”

“As I understand, Kirby is the only one who can use these weapons,” Bray said. “Our people are going to help her get them back.” Bray didn’t want these people to get any ideas about recovering them.

“Didn’t you leave your township behind?” Flora asked, a quizzical look crossing her face.

“We’ll be back to Brighton eventually,” Bray lied.

Bartholomew and Jonathan fell silent as they processed what was clearly a confusing story. Even Flora furrowed her brow. After a moment of thought, Jonathan asked, “How far away is your home, Kirby?”

“Far, far east.” Kirby beckoned over the houses and trees in that direction. “Across the ocean.”

“What did it look like?”

“The same as here, for the most part,” Kirby said, clearly tiring of the conversation.

“And those water houses…” Bartholomew snapped his finger at Flora. “What did you call them, again?”

“Ships,” Flora said.

“Ships,” Bartholomew repeated. “That’s how you got here?”

“Yes,” Kirby answered.

“Do your ships still work?”

“They were destroyed in a bad storm,” Kirby answered, more tiredness entering her voice. “They’re stuck in a bay, and I doubt they will ever work again, without materials or hands to fix them.”

“It’s a shame to hear that,” Bartholomew said. “Perhaps the gods will instruct you and you can get them working again, like you made the god weapons.”

“It’s possible,” Kirby said, looking away.

Sensing he should change the subject, Bartholomew asked, “How about the town where you’re from, Bray? You said it was called Brighton? Is it a large township?”

“Very large, and well-defended,” Bray said, adding, “much like your place here.”

“How far away is it?”

“It would take a while to get there, even on horseback,” Bray said vaguely.

Bartholomew asked, “How did you run into Kirby and Flora?”

“Our people traded with Kirby’s,” Bray said, concocting a story. “We were familiar. William and I decided to head to her settlement to sell some things. When we got there, we found Kirby, and she told us what happened to her people. She decided to come with us. That’s when we ran into Flora and those men.”

“It is good that your people can travel and trade with others,” Bartholomew said. “I wish we could say the same about the people in this area. Most are no better than the Savages.”

Bray looked sideways at Kirby, giving her a sweet smile.

“Perhaps we’ll get along well enough that our people can trade, like you did with Kirby’s,” Bartholomew suggested.

“Maybe we can even help you get your god weapons back,” Jonathan added.

“We’ll see,” Bray said noncommittally.


Chapter 24: Bray

They walked on the main road a while longer, passing several more buildings that smelled of fresh-cut wood. Most of the doors and shutters were closed, but Bray heard the chatter of conversation and the clink of tools. In one house he heard someone banging what sounded like a hammer. They were approaching the first of the dirt paths that Bray had seen since leaving the bridge. From that one, several more trails branched off. As they’d been walking, Bray noticed Flora had grown unusually quiet, walking with her head down, staring at her boots. She looked as if she was holding something back.

Finally, she asked Bartholomew, “Can I return home?”

“Of course.” Bartholomew nodded. “My apologies for keeping you so long. We will make sure Bray, Kirby, and William are provided for.”

A look of sadness crossed Flora’s face, and Bray figured she was probably dreading a difficult conversation with Anya’s parents. “If you need me, please let me know,” she told Bartholomew and Jonathan.

“Our condolences for the loss of your friend.”

“She fought bravely,” Flora said, trying to keep composed. “Her parents will be proud of her.” She turned to Bray, Kirby, and William. “Thanks for what you did for me. I’ll come by tomorrow to check on William.”

“I’d like that,” William said with a smile.

“How will you know where we’re staying?” Bray asked.

“I’ll look for the horses.” Flora smiled. “They are the only ones here. I hope you get some good rest.”

And then she was leaving.

They watched Flora depart down the road, her bag bouncing on her shoulders, until she disappeared around a curve thick with trees. Flora’s departure gave Bray a sense of unease he didn’t like, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Soon they were heading down the dirt path, taking several turns and getting farther from the main road. Bray looked behind him, trying to keep track of the turns, and locking eyes with the few soldiers that had been mostly quiet for the trip. What if these men were taking them through the woods to kill them? What if they were being led into a trap they’d have to fight their way out of?

Kirby seemed equally tense. She walked with her hand near the gun strapped to her waist. Bray kept an eye on his sword.

Sensing their discomfort, Bartholomew turned over his shoulder and said, “I apologize for what feels like a long trip. This is one of the only open dwellings, and Flora told me you are a hunter, Bray. I figure you’d be most comfortable here. I suppose the tradesmen would’ve been kind enough to house you there, or one of the soldiers, if we had pressed the issue. Perhaps we should’ve asked.”

“It is no problem,” Bray responded.

Jonathan said, “The hunters’ houses are a little larger than some of our stone dwellings. And there will be more room for your horses outside, and less people to bother them.”

“I understand.”

“Has it been a while since you’ve eaten?”

“We could eat,” Bray said, thinking it would be a nice change to have a meal he didn’t have to work for.

“How is the game around here?” Kirby asked.

“You might have some trouble finding food,” Jonathan said. “Years of hunting on the island have slimmed the animal populations to nearly nothing. We catch most of our game on the mainland. Let us bring you something. We don’t mind.”

“Sounds good to me,” Bray said.

They kept going for a while longer. Just when Bray started to think his initial intuitions were correct, a cluster of wooden houses appeared. Unlike the stone houses that had characterized most of the island, these were made of interlocking wooden logs, and were spaced further apart. Smoke rose from several chimneys. Each wooden house had a small porch with a covered overhang. Bartholomew and Jonathan led them to what Bray assumed was a vacant house that had no smoke coming from the chimney, one of the first. Several others dwellings around it appeared to be empty. The closest occupied house was diagonal from them.

“You can tie your horses between those trees,” Jonathan said, pointing at several large oaks standing next to the house. “There are plenty of logs in back for the fire. And if you need to hang anything, there are ropes attached to the trees.”

Bray located several dingy ropes that looked like they were used to hold game.

“There is a stream a short walk from here where you can wash your clothes, or refill your flasks. It is accessible from that path over there.” Bartholomew pointed to a dirt trail that veered off from the main one, a little farther down.

“Thanks,” Kirby said.

Bartholomew and Jonathan opened the door of the wooden house while Bray secured their horses. When the animals were secure, they followed Bartholomew and Jonathan through the threshold while the other, quiet guards remained outside. The wooden structure had a dirt floor, a stone fireplace, and a simple wooden table and chair. Bray saw a few fire pokers, a couple of cutting boards, and a few beds that had been constructed out of boards, near the fireplace.

“Please let me know when you plan on leaving,” Bartholomew said. “We’ll make sure you are prepared for your journey home, or wherever you are going next.”

“Where can we find you?” Kirby asked.

“Our shifts on the bridge are split into night and day. Mine starts at dawn,” Bartholomew said. “If you leave in the morning, I will be there.”

“Thank you.”

“We hope you stay longer,” Jonathan added. “We have more questions, as you can imagine. And Deacon would love to meet you.”

“Of course,” Bray said. “We will see how William is feeling.”

William smiled with the look of someone trying to prove his health.

Bray realized he wouldn’t mind staying longer, provided the people could be trusted. They had only seen a small portion of the island. There might be other types of Tech Magic, or sights as miraculous as the bridge, located somewhere he couldn’t see.

“I’m going to let a few of the neighbors know that you will be staying here. Seeing strangers in their area might alarm them.”

“Surely,” Bray said. “We wouldn’t want any accidental altercations.”

“We’ll have someone bring food for you. If Deacon happens to get back early, we will send for you.”

After promising dinner before dusk, Bartholomew and Jonathan left the house. Bray remained in the doorway, watching them walk down the path with the other soldiers. They walked to the closest occupied house, where a woman leaned out the doorway, talking briefly to Bartholomew and Jonathan and giving Bray a quick glance before disappearing back indoors. And then the two of them and their guards were heading for another house, having a similar conversation.

A few minutes later, they were gone.


Chapter 25: Bray

Bray studied the walls made of logs and the makeshift beds. The hunter’s house had the cold aura of a dwelling that had been unoccupied for some time, but blankets and a warm fire would help with that. He inspected the simple wooden table, the cutting boards, and the fire pokers. He was hoping to learn more about these people.

“What do you think of this place?” he asked Kirby and William.

“In many ways, it feels like Brighton,” William said observantly.

“The people talk the same,” Bray agreed. “And they dress the way most of our peasants do.”

“The dam is remarkable. And I’ve never seen a bridge like the one we crossed. I’d like to see more of the island.”

“You’ll need to get better first,” Bray warned William. Looking over at Kirby, who hadn’t responded, Bray noticed her staring at the door and windows. “What are your thoughts, Kirby?”

“I’m hesitant to trust them.”

“They seem hospitable. But they aren’t much different than the people I’ve met,” Bray agreed. “They spent most of their time leering at our horses and our guns.”

“As expected,” Kirby said.

“I’ll admit, the fighting women were new to me,” Bray said with a shrug. “We never had women in our armies.”

“You said the same when you met me.”

“Two surprises.”

“Regardless, I imagine they are having some conversations about us right now,” Kirby said. “Especially after some of the stories you told.”

“Stories?” Bray asked.

“You said the gods instructed my people how to build the guns.”

“If that buys us some time to rest, let them think what they want,” Bray said with a wave.

“It’s dangerous to tell so many lies.”

Bray said, “I also told them you were the only one who could use them. That gives us another layer of protection, assuming they believe it.”

“Maybe so,” Kirby admitted, but she didn’t look convinced.

“I wonder if this Deacon person is as great a leader as they made him seem?” William asked, obviously hesitant to believe it.

“I doubt he’s too different from the rulers in Brighton,” Bray warned. “Men seldom have interests other than their own in mind.”

“That’s what I’ve learned, too,” William said. “It would be nice if this place was better than Brighton, even though I doubt it could be.”

Despite his words, William needed hope.

And why wouldn’t he?

Traveling for so long in the cold—and getting sick—had surely beaten down any romantic thoughts he’d had about living in the wild. Even Bray appreciated the comforts of a roof, some walls, and an easy place to start a fire.

“I’m going to get some firewood,” Bray said.

Kirby grew quiet, making Bray pause before he reached the door. It looked like she was thinking of something else.

“What is it?” Bray asked.

“I’m worried about the people of Halifax.”

“We should be safe from them on the islands,” Bray assured her.

“I’m not convinced of that. I’m thinking about the ones Flora and her people saw with the guns. Once they figure out how to use the weapons they stole, this place will be embroiled in a bitter battle. Men with new power will be drawn to seek out their enemies.” Kirby shook her head. “War will come here.”

Bray considered that thought. “That is a thing we should think about, when we figure out how long we’re staying. But if we’re going to get the rest we came here for, we should get a fire going. William needs sleep.”

William didn’t argue. He was already digging through his bag for his blankets. With the men gone, his shoulders sagged and he looked like he had lost some energy. Or maybe he was giving in to what was clearly a growing sickness.

“I’ll be back in a moment,” Bray said. “Hopefully dinner will be here soon. It’s almost dusk.”

“Be careful,” Kirby warned.

Bray stepped outside, closing the door behind him and looking around at the dirt trails, all of which were empty. If not for the smoke billowing quietly from the chimneys, he might’ve thought they were in a settlement as dead as Kirby’s. He saw no sign of Jonathan, Bartholomew, or the dinner they had been promised. No sign of the woman that had stuck her head out the door earlier.

The sky between the trees was growing dark, but the area around the house was getting even darker, with thick, overhanging boughs all around and encroaching shadows everywhere. The horses shifted nervously as they tried to rest. They were cavalry horses, probably used to resting for a full day in between several hard days of riding. Bray had told the truth. It was another legitimate reason to stop. They’d all been traveling too hard.

Perhaps that was the reason William had gotten sick.

Finding this place had been a fortunate accident.

Seeing nothing alarming outside, Bray gathered a few logs from the pile behind the house and brought them back inside, giving a last look around before closing the door.


Chapter 26: Flora

Flora curved off onto another dirt pathway that she could barely see, following a familiar trail leading to Anya’s parents’ house, her home. She’d thought of her home many times when she was lying on a bed of cold snow, or running from the Halifax men over mountains that felt like they’d never end, with Anya at her side.

She’d never considered returning without her.

An awful feeling stuck in her gut.

The stone dwelling sat halfway down the island, close to the western shore. Several other houses were close, separated by leafless trees and nestled among a few small hills, but she saw none of the neighbors. They were probably resting indoors after a hard day’s work, warming themselves around fires and watching their children in the evening chill.

She looked for the similar stone structure that used to belong to her parents—her real parents—but it was out of view. She hadn’t set foot in it in years.

Flora’s parents had been dead since she was just a child—her mother from childbirth, her father from a crippling disease that had confined him to bed while he shriveled away. When Flora was six, Anya’s parents had adopted her. Flora had scant few memories of her time with her father, except those moments before his death. She’d never forget those.

Forcing back those painful memories, she approached the familiar stone dwelling in which she’d grown up. The sun’s last rays glinted off the river behind it, illuminating several branches that looked like skeletal arms over the water. Flora remembered perching on a few of the thicker ones, staring off into the sloping mountains with Anya and discussing dreams of marriage, children, and stone dwellings they might one day own.

The pit in her stomach grew as she raised a hand to knock on the small dwelling, not totally surprised when the door opened in front of her and Becca—the woman she’d called mom for most of her life—stood in the doorway, looking pale and expectant.

“I heard you were back,” Becca said, dried tear streaks on her face.

Behind her, Bailey got off the chair, making his way over to greet Flora. His normally stoic face looked strangely soft in the firelight that gripped most of the room.

“Flora,” he said simply.

Flora opened and closed her eyes. Sometimes it felt like news on the islands spread in less time than it took to walk them.

They stared at each other in the doorway for several moments, dreading the words that came next.

Flora shook her head.

Becca looked as if she might collapse.

Holding his wife’s arm, Bailey led Flora and Becca inside.


Chapter 27: Flora

Flora stared at the steaming cup of tea in her lap. She knew she wouldn’t touch it. Breaking her gaze, she looked around the room, recognizing the familiar pots and pans hung on the wall, and the table around which they’d shared many meals. Silence fell over a room that felt strangely empty without Anya in it.

“How?” Becca asked, once the initial tears had been shed and the shock of the announcement had subsided.

“She died bravely,” Flora said, after a pause.

“You’re sure she…” Becca almost couldn’t say the words.

“She’s gone,” Flora said, the words haunting her as she spoke them. She’d rather picture the vibrant young woman with whom she’d shared most of her childhood than Anya’s final moments, face-first in the sand, an arrow stuck in her skull. That image would be the one she saw when she closed her eyes at night. But she owed Anya’s parents an explanation. “We were out for several days when it happened. The Halifax men chased us. We hid in some huge water houses, like the ones our hunters found years ago, in a settlement we’d never seen. When the Halifax men found us, we fought back.”

“Water houses,” Becca whispered quietly, most of her marvel dampened by sadness.

“She fought more bravely than anyone I’ve ever seen. It was a proud day.”

“How did she die?” Becca whispered, barely managing the words.

“She was shot with an arrow. She died quickly, and with no pain. We left her on one of the giant water houses, with a beautiful view of the ocean. The Savages can no longer get to her.”

“Did she get what she went out for?”

Flora searched Becca and Bailey’s expectant faces, knowing she was about to lie. She hoped they wouldn’t see through it, much like she’d been able to keep her true purpose in the wild from Bray, Kirby, and William. “She got her offering. It washed out to sea with her. She will meet the gods with the scalp of a Halifax man in hand.”

Bailey reached for Becca and held her close as fresh tears streamed down her face. “We knew she wouldn’t fail,” Becca said through gritted teeth. “She was courageous.”

“The gods will reward her for her service to The Arches,” Flora added.

Flora felt a strange comfort in the lie. Perhaps she could one day convince herself it was true.

“We heard rumors you brought back some people,” Bailey said.

“People with…” Becca couldn’t say the words.

“God weapons? Yes, it’s true,” Flora admitted.

“Did they have anything to do with Anya’s death?” Becca asked, a spark of anger flashing through her eyes.

“No,” Flora said. “They helped me, after Anya died. They killed the men from Halifax. Or one of them did.”

“I hope those Halifax men travel to the deepest pits of blackness, with no light at the end,” Becca spat.

“The gods will reap their vengeance,” Bailey added.

“We tossed them in a dark room with no burial. They’ll die alone and away from their people,” Flora explained. “They will get what they deserve.”

The anger in Becca and Bailey’s faces faded back to grief. Flora looked at her tea, thinking about drinking it, but unable to muster the will.

“Have you met with Deacon yet?”

“No.” Flora couldn’t help but swallow. “The bridge guards say he’s on a hunt. He isn’t expected back until later.”

“He’ll be proud of you, when you meet with him. And proud of Anya, for dying bravely,” Bailey said. “Hopefully he will allow us to carve a memoriam for her under the bridge.”

“I will ask him,” Flora said.

Bailey and Becca smiled faintly at the only consolation they would have on such a tragic day. Flora swallowed, hoping she didn’t ruin that small peace with what she was about to say.

“I have something to tell you,” she said, lowering her eyes.

“What is it?” Becca asked.

This time she almost couldn’t manage the words. It took every effort to speak. “I didn’t get my offering.”

Shock and fear filled Becca’s face as she looked from Flora to Bailey. “You didn’t?”

“No. I wasn’t able to get it before I met the strangers.”

“Surely you could’ve taken what you needed from the dead men…” Becca’s voice trailed off as she realized what she was saying.

“Even if I was to break the tradition, the strangers might’ve told Deacon, or someone else,” Flora said. “And besides, the gods would see through the falsehood.”

“We all know Flora wouldn’t lie,” Bailey interrupted, giving Becca a harsh look.

“Of course,” Becca whispered. “I…I didn’t mean to suggest anything by it.”

“What are you going to do?” Bailey asked, apprehension mixing with the grief on his face. “You aren’t allowed to come back without the offering. No woman does. It is your test. You can’t get married without fulfilling the tradition.”

“I am hoping Deacon can make an exception. I am hoping he’ll see the value in the people I’ve brought back, and give me another chance.”

Becca and Bailey nodded, but they looked nervous.

“These people with god weapons…” Becca looked around, as if someone might be waiting to crucify her for stating an obvious falsehood. “Are they gods?”

“I don’t think so,” Flora said.

“How did you meet them?”

“The woman came from the settlement with the giant water houses, which she calls New Hope. And the man and boy came from a township called Brighton. They were traveling together. At least, those are the stories they tell me.”

“I can’t believe all these places could exist outside The Arches,” Becca whispered. “It’s been a while since I completed my offering, and even then, I did not venture as far as you or Anya, or so it seems.”

The awe on Becca and Bailey’s faces melted back into fear as they circled back to what she’d said earlier.

“What are you planning on saying to Deacon, when you see him?” Bailey asked. “What if he doesn’t excuse you for not getting the offering?”

“I intend to ask Deacon for forgiveness. Hopefully he’ll see through my failure. Hopefully he’ll see the benefit in what I’ve brought back. I believe he will.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Becca whispered, tears welling in her eyes again as she reached over to caress Flora’s battered, bruised face. “You are all we have left, Flora. You’re our last daughter.”

“And you are my parents,” Flora said, getting up from her seat. She hugged Becca and Bailey. “I won’t fail you a second time.”


Chapter 28: Flora

Flora swallowed a breath as she left Becca and Bailey’s. After speaking with them a while longer, she’d told them she had to leave. She hurried back down the dark path, carrying a torch to light her way in the dark. Speaking with her parents had lifted a burden, but the conversation had deepened her fears.

She’d broken the tradition. She’d failed at what she was sent out to do.

What if her risk killed her?

She hoped Deacon would see things the same way she had, but how could she be certain?

Anya’s death—as awful as it was—had shaken her deeply. It could just as easily been Flora skewered with an arrow, breathing her final breath. It almost was. All her life, she’d been taught to live in service to The Arches, fulfilling her obligations, but seeing her sister killed by those Halifax men had sparked new thoughts in her.

So had the god weapons.

The power these new people carried was even larger than one man, one woman.

What if Flora, too, could aspire to something greater? What if she could prove to her parents—and Deacon—that she was meant for more than a death on the battlefield, without a proper service, like Anya?

Maybe she could be one of Deacon’s Trusted soldiers.

It was a hope as much as a dream.

Flora swallowed as she reached the intersection of the road and the dirt path where she’d left Bartholomew, Jonathan, Bray, Kirby, William, and the other soldiers. She continued past it, heading toward the bridge at the head of the island.

Smoke poured from the chimneys across the road behind her, stinging her nostrils. A few lingering tradespeople on the other side of the road were still working, finishing up final chores. When they were done, they’d return to their homes. Flora wished she could’ve stayed with Becca and Bailey.

She’d go back to them, as soon as she was done.

She held her torch high, walking until she saw Bartholomew and Jonathan’s silhouettes in the distance, at the base of the road that led up to the bridge. They were engaged in an animated discussion, torches illuminating their faces. As she got closer, they quieted. Flora approached with a nervousness she had barely kept at bay, with the strangers around.

“Thank you for meeting us,” Bartholomew said, with an air of authority.

“Of course,” Flora said, swallowing as she recalled what Bartholomew had told her when she’d first reached the bridge, after she’d told him about the strangers.

Once we bring the strangers in, go home and meet your parents. When you are finished telling them about your sister, return here.

She only knew the bridge commanders in passing, from walks on the bridge with Anya and Anya’s parents, or when she had left to go out into the forests to hunt. The longest conversation she’d held with them was this afternoon. They made her nervous.

“We have more questions, as you can expect,” Bartholomew said. “Deacon will want to know everything, when he returns.”

“My duty is to The Arches,” she recited.

“Tell us more about these god weapons,” Jonathan said.

“I’ve told everything the truest way I am able. They spit fast fire from the ends, making holes in men. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen the men die before my eyes.”

“Are you sure they’re dead?” Jonathan asked, as if he didn’t believe it.

“As dead as they would be from a deep stab, or a drowning in the river. This woman, Kirby, never touched them with her hands, or with any other weapons. The god weapons killed them.”

Bartholomew and Jonathan shook their heads in amazement.

“Deacon will need to see these weapons in use,” Bartholomew said to Jonathan.

“Of course,” Jonathan said. “He will test them, when he gets back.”

“Is it true that only the woman named Kirby can use the god weapons?” Bartholomew asked.

“She was the only one I saw using them,” Flora said. “Whether Bray lied or not, I do not know. He changed many stories when he talked to you. He is full of mistruths. He doesn’t seem to know much about the god weapons, nor does the boy. As far as I know, they are never going back to the town they are from called Brighton.”

Bartholomew and Jonathan exchanged a glance she couldn’t read.

Recalling the way Bray had insulted her sword, and the way he’d jested about the gods, she ventured an opinion. “He is quite useless, in my estimation.”

Bartholomew looked as if he might smile, but he didn’t. “We have guards watching them, even now. The neighbors have been warned not to speak with them. We will keep them observed until Deacon gets back.”

“And he’ll definitely have to see this boy, William, that can ward off Savages with his voice,” Jonathan said, watching Flora, as if she might recant what she’d said earlier. “I still can’t believe that can be true.”

“I saw it with my own eyes,” Flora repeated, nodding vigorously. “He spoke, and they listened. He has a power that neither Kirby nor Bray have.”

“Gods,” Jonathan whispered, shaking his head as he looked at Bartholomew incredulously. “What else could they be?”

“Does Bray have any powers besides a loose tongue?” Bartholomew asked.

Flora shrugged. “He can fight, I guess. But he has no other power of which I’m aware.”

“How did you get them back here? That was an admirable feat.”

“I acted cautiously. In the beginning, I pretended I wasn’t sure whether to go with them, but then I led them in the right direction while we traveled awhile. I waited for an opportunity. When William took ill, it seemed like a blessing. Finally, they asked to stay with us. I took a circuitous route to make The Arches more difficult to find, in case they leave and try to locate us again. They don’t suspect anything.”

“How did you meet them again?”

“That part was an accident, as I said. The woman named Kirby did help me. She used her god weapons on the men from Halifax. Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to help Anya.” Flora looked at the ground.

“Deacon will be proud of your service to The Arches. You have brought something of great value to our people, if everything you say is true,” Bartholomew said.

Flora looked between the two men, still uncertain and worrying. “I was hoping Deacon might exempt me from breaking the tradition. I hoped he might forgive me from coming back early without an offering.”

“There is a chance,” Bartholomew said, but his face looked doubtful. “But you will need to speak with Deacon, when he returns.”

Flora dreaded that answer, but she knew it was the only one she’d receive. “Can I go back to my family now?”

“Yes,” Bartholomew said. “Deacon will send for you, when he is back. Thank you for your service.”


Chapter 29: Bartholemew

Bartholomew walked back to the bridge’s entrance, carrying a torch high above his head. It was full dark, and a cold, night wind blew off the water, burrowing beneath his jacket. He’d had his fill of night shifts when he was a younger man, before Deacon had promoted him to one of the islands’ Trusted, leading battles and other men.

The guards on the bridge hovered over the railings behind torches, their breath pluming the air. Normally, most would be quietly awaiting Bartholomew’s arrival so they could be dismissed and return to their homes before being called up again in the morning.

But tonight was different.

He saw them waving their hands, talking excitedly under the fire’s glow. Jonathan was probably already home with his wife, whispering about what he’d seen.

Bartholomew couldn’t keep the god weapons off his mind, either.

Deacon needed to know everything.

As Bartholomew neared the entrance to the bridge, several chatting guards silenced and approached. He addressed the taller one, a soldier named Stevens.

“Did Beattie leave?” Bartholomew asked Stevens, making sure the man had relayed his whispered order before he left with the strangers.

“Yes, sir. He should be well into the forest by now,” Stevens said. “I told him which direction Deacon and his men were headed.”

“Good. Hopefully he’ll find him and be back by morning.”

“Beattie is our best tracker. If anyone can find Deacon, it’ll be him.”


Chapter 30: Bray

With the sky dark and no sign of dinner, Bray began to harbor suspicions. He envisioned a troop of scarred, battle-hardened men and women creeping through the trees, ready to steal their horses and make a play for their guns. He crossed the room, drew his sword, and peered out the closest shutters, keeping his distance, so that he didn’t catch an arrow. The night was black. Perhaps Bartholomew and Jonathan meant to ambush them, after all. Maybe they meant to set the wooden house ablaze, lure them out, and attack.

Bray looked around for a parade of men with torches, coming toward them. Horses and guns put them in an enviable position. They all knew it. Bray was certain that many men would want those things for themselves.

Half of the men on the bridge were probably picturing themselves with the god weapons.

He was surprised when he saw a single torch coming up the path. A minute later, a man carrying a basket knocked, and Bray caught a whiff of fresh-cooked bread.

He relaxed slightly.

“I was told I was expected,” the man called, sounding a little nervous. “I’ve got dinner.”

“One second,” Bray said.

He inched open the door, verifying no attackers were waiting. Only the man stood at the threshold. Bray invited him in, closing the door after him. The man had dark hair and wore dirty clothing. He smelled of hay and mud, as if he’d been toiling most of the day.

Handing the basket to Bray, the man said, “Bread and goat cheese.”

“Thanks,” Bray said.

“I’m Isaac. I live through the woods a ways. Bartholomew and Jonathan sent me to bring dinner. Sorry it took me a while. I left some hay outside for your horses. I didn’t touch them, though. I didn’t want to scare them.” Isaac smiled to reinforce his good intentions.

“We appreciate it,” Kirby said from across the room. Bray noticed she had tucked her rifle under her pack, and she was sitting in such a way that her small gun was concealed.

“I can’t remember the last time I had fresh bread, or cheese,” William said.

“We just baked it today,” Isaac explained. “The cheese is fresh from this morning.”

“Better than what we would have had in the wild,” Bray said.

“Have you folks been traveling long?”

“Long enough to appreciate a fresh dinner.”

Isaac watched them for a moment. The conversation seemed to have melted some of his nervousness. “Your horses are beautiful steeds. I’ve never owned any myself, but I remember the soldiers’ horses, before the harsh winter.” Isaac looked grim.

“We heard about the sickness that took them,” Bray said.

“A few were taken by sickness, yes,” Isaac said. “The others we had to use for food. A shame to kill such beautiful beasts for their meat. But they saved some lives that winter.”

Bray nodded. Bartholomew, Jonathan, and Flora had probably been ashamed to tell them that part.

“Our hope is to find some wild horses in the forests. Though most of the wild ones are difficult to catch, and even harder to tame,” Isaac said. “The Savages have pulled too many down.”

“Unfortunately true,” Bray agreed. “They’ve killed so many animals where I’m from that you’d be lucky to see a deer anymore.”

Isaac nodded grimly. He looked as if he wanted to ask more questions. “I was told not to bother you. I know you’ve been traveling for a while.” He shifted from foot to foot. “If you don’t mind my asking, where did you come from?”

“A town called Brighton,” Bray said.

“Some of the people speculated that your ancestors were from The Arches.” Isaac looked at the ground, feeling foolish. “They think you lived in the woods over the mountains, where our people seldom venture.”

Bray smiled thinly. Apparently word of their arrival had already traveled. “They think we are the descendants of your people?” Bray asked.

“Some people think other things,” Isaac said, keeping his eyes to the floor.

Isaac didn’t need to say the word “gods” for Bray to know he was thinking it. Recalling what Kirby had said, Bray decided to diffuse some of the speculation. “Our township, Brighton, is similar to this one. Our relatives have never been here.”

Isaac took a step back and held up his hands. “Well, I’ve taken too much of your time already. I’m going to let you eat. Do you want me to feed the horses on my way out? If you’re too tired, I will take care of it for you.”

“We can handle that.”

“I’d love to see how they ride some time,” Isaac said, looking as if he wanted an invitation. “It’s been years since we’ve had them.”

“Maybe you can ride them, if we’re here longer,” Bray said.

Isaac paused. When it was clear he wasn’t getting any more information, he looked at Kirby and William, probably trying to get a glimpse of the guns he’d heard about. Bray ushered him out the door.

“The hay is on the steps,” Isaac said, grabbing his torch.

“Thanks,” Bray said. “The horses will appreciate it. And we appreciate the dinner.”

Isaac walked down the dirt path under a sky that was growing darker, looking back over his shoulder underneath the torchlight. And then the trees swallowed him up.


Chapter 31: Bray

Bray opened the shutters to a crack. He could only make out slices of the moon through the crooked, leafless branches. He knew the horses were there because he could hear them, snorting and shifting as they found more comfortable positions to rest. At least they had full stomachs. After eating the food Isaac had brought, and feeding the horses, Kirby and William had retired while Bray remained awake to watch. He hadn’t seen anyone.

Occasionally, he heard a rustle that might’ve been a night animal, but no sounds from people. Had they been warned to stay indoors?

Was there a nefarious reason behind the quiet?

He wasn’t sure.

Watching Kirby and William’s silhouettes sleeping in beds by the fire, other worries crept in. William’s health was a continuing source of concern. Bray had vowed to protect him from demons and men who might try to harm him, but what he could do against an illness? It seemed Bray had more worries with William by his side than before he’d saved him.

He’d already accepted that William was his ward. On nights like these, Bray couldn’t help but think of how he’d accidentally murdered Ella, and how unbearable that loss must be for William. William said he had forgiven him for killing his mother, but that didn’t make the tragedy any easier. Each time William situated himself in his blankets before bed, Bray wondered if he was harboring thoughts.

Was William thinking of his lost mother as he battled his illness? Or was he missing his sister, Melora, whom he barely got a chance to know?

Bray could talk to William, he could protect him wherever possible, but he’d never replace the boy’s family.

Kirby was a help. She was patient with William, and she knew more than Bray about the spore, as much as Bray didn’t want to admit it.

But Kirby wouldn’t stay forever.

Sooner or later, Bray would piss her off badly enough to leave, or the sadness in her eyes would drive her back into the forests. If that happened, she’d take her Tech Magic, and her knowledge, with her.

Bray and William would be on their own.

That’s why he needed some guns.

Kirby’s jaded view of war might be preventing her from seeing the value in a risk, but Bray’s mind wasn’t clouded.

To some degree, William’s strange power protected them from the demons, but nothing would stop men like the ones at Kirby’s settlement, or the ones in this strange, new township, if they proved untrustworthy. Threats would keep coming. They always did.

A low moan drew his attention across the room, where William was rolling over in his sleep. Bray closed the shutters the rest of the way and went to his side, kneeling next to a shivering William. His forehead was hot. Bray opened his bag, pulled out a strip of cloth, and used his flask to wet it, pressing it against William’s forehead, waiting for him to cool off before he returned to the window, back to worries he never thought he’d have.


Chapter 32: Bray

A noise awoke Bray from sleep. He peered around. It was morning. The fire had burned to ash, and William and Kirby were still asleep underneath their blankets. Bray stood from the wall upon which he had been dozing and reached for his sword.

He stepped back to the window, listening, ready to slide his sword out of its scabbard and confront whatever was causing the sound, when it came again.

Laughter.

Children’s laughter.

Bray cautiously opened one of the shutters, peered out, and caught sight of the gray trees and the dirt paths they’d seen the night before. A few people milled about carrying tools. More glanced over at the dwelling, noticing him staring, but none looked threatening.

They were curious, like Isaac had been the night before.

Bray was about to close the shutters when a young boy leapt up and met Bray’s eyes. Startled, Bray backed up, grabbed his sword, and prepared to defend himself, but the boy was already running off, joining another boy as they ran toward one of the distant houses, giggling. A few people on the paths stopped to watch the spectacle, amused.

“Damn kids,” Bray muttered.

He popped his head back in to find Kirby sitting up, her gun on her lap. “What is it?” she hissed.

“Mischievous children,” he explained.

Kirby relaxed. “They’re curious. Like most of the others on the island probably are.”

“So am I,” he grumbled. “We haven’t seen much of this place. I feel closed off from it.”

“Why didn’t you wake me for my watch?” Kirby asked.

“I figured you needed your rest.” Bray shrugged. “I tended to William in the night.”

Kirby seemed grateful. “Was he okay?”

“He had a fever again.”

Kirby scooted toward him worriedly. “I’m going to check on him.”

“Maybe we should let him sleep. I’m going to take a walk and try to find breakfast. William will need his strength, when he wakes up.”

Kirby nodded. “Probably a good idea.”

“Will you be all right without me for a bit?”

Kirby gave him a look that needed no interpretation. “Have I ever needed you?”


Chapter 33: Bray

Bray left the house and walked into the sunlight, pleased to find it a bit warmer outside than the past few days. The people carrying tools had disappeared on one of the curving dirt trails that wound past some houses and trees. He smelled the odor of cooked meat and bread in the air, and he heard the faint sounds of people conversing inside their homes. It sounded like they were getting ready for whatever work they needed to do today.

He looked for the children who had been laughing and running. If he had been in his own township, he might’ve waved his sword, giving them a scare they wouldn’t soon forget, but he was certain he did not want to do that now, on a strange island he barely knew.

Walking down the dirt path, he passed the dwelling behind which the children had disappeared and casually glanced around the back. A boy peeked around the corner, a look of fright crossing his face as he thought he was being followed. The second boy joined him.

“Landon! Riley! Get back here!” a woman shouted.

Bray chuckled as the boys disappeared. He hesitated in the middle of the dirt trail when a woman appeared around the corner where the boys had been, embarrassed, or maybe nervous, at seeing him there. He recognized her as the neighbor Bartholomew and Jonathan had spoken to the night before.

“I’m sorry,” she called over. “Did my sons disturb you?”

“They’re fine.”

“I told them to stay away.”

The woman stepped cautiously into the open, holding a shirt that looked like she might be in the middle of washing. She glanced around, as if she might be expecting Bray to be with others.

Or maybe she was looking for Bartholomew and Jonathan.

Bray appraised her. She had long, blonde hair, and a figure slightly too thick for the dress she was wearing. She wasn’t the most attractive woman he’d seen, but she looked much better than the demons in the woods.

“I know how children are,” Bray called over. “I have one of my own.”

The woman smiled faintly, but she stayed where she was.

“What’s your name?” Bray asked.

“Jaydra,” she answered.

“Bray.”

The children raced back into view. Seeing their mother conversing, they lost some of their fright and stopped to stare. After a few moments, they lost interest in Bray and began circling each other around the house.

“They’re a handful,” Jaydra said with a sigh, smoothing the shirt in her hands.

Taking that as an invitation, Bray crossed the remainder of the dirt path and approached her. “Are they twins?”

“Yes, they are,” Jaydra answered.

“Cute kids.” He smiled and looked around, wondering if there was a man around waiting to give him a warning. “Is your husband working?”

The woman hesitated. “Yes, he’s one of our hunters.”

“I see.” Turning and pointing at the house where he, Kirby, and William stayed, Bray said, “It was good to sleep out of the wild, without the threat of vicious Savages for a change. Your people were kind enough to let us in.”

“The bridge guards told us about you last night.” The woman still seemed nervous as she looked past Bray. Her eyes passed over the horses.

“Have you ever ridden one?” Bray asked, noticing her gaze.

“Yes, but it’s been a while,” the woman answered. “We haven’t had horses here in a few years.”

“Maybe I’ll let you take one around sometime,” Bray said with a smile.

Jaydra nodded, but she didn’t accept his invitation.

“You people are quiet at night. No bonfires or winter songs to warm you up. That might help take off the winter chill.”

The woman smiled thinly. “We have some gatherings on the bridge, every so often.”

“I’m a hunter myself,” Bray said as he lifted his chin. “I hunt Savages.”

Jaydra nodded, but she didn’t seem too impressed.

“I’ve killed over a thousand,” he said, patting his sword. “Do you get many Savages here?”

“Not many on the island, though occasionally they try to cross the river. Mostly, the current takes them. If they get as far as the shore, we kill them.”

“You mean the soldiers do,” he clarified.

“No, we all take care of them. I kill the ones I see,” Jaydra said with a shrug. “They’re messy to clean up. And they smell bad. Taken a few at a time, they aren’t much of a threat.”

The stoic look on Jaydra’s face told him she wasn’t lying. Bray had met too many women like Kirby lately.

“All of us are expected to fight,” she said, noticing the confusion on his face. “We all protect the island.”

Bray paused. “Wait. You said island. There are two islands, correct?”

Jaydra nodded. “Yes. Most live on the first island where you are staying. But the second island is beautiful, or so I hear. They have flowers and trees that we don’t have here.” Jaydra got a wistful look in her eyes. “The Important Ones live there.”

“The Important Ones?” Bray asked.

Perhaps forgetting he wouldn’t know that, Jaydra explained, “Those who live their lives in service of the gods, protecting The Arches. Our most sacred elderly move to the other island when their bones get too brittle to fight, or to hunt. We take care of them.”

“So the elderly are protected on the second island, once they can no longer work?”

“Yes, that’s true. After a lifetime of working and fighting Savages, they’ve earned it.”

Bray grinned. “That doesn’t sound so bad. Where I’m from, the elderly are left to fend for themselves, if they don’t have relatives left.” Maybe he’d found a place to go when he was too old to swing a sword.

“We are rewarded for our diligent service in The Arches,” Jaydra said.

“Sounds fair. Who decides when people move to the second island? Deacon?”

For the first time since Bray had met her, Jaydra’s face grew frightened, and her gaze strayed. She took a step backward. Bray looked over his shoulder, noticing several men lurking in the trees near the house where he’d stayed, pretending to talk, but obviously watching. He recognized them as a few of the quiet guards from the bridge.

Had they snuck up on him while he’d been talking?

Or had they been there the whole night?

“I should get back to work,” Jaydra said, heading toward the back of the house.

Maybe this wasn’t the greatest place to grow old, after all.


Chapter 34: Deacon

Deacon stared around the forest ravine, watching the sleeping men and women huddled under blankets, their breath steaming the air as they enjoyed their last moments of sleep. The sun glowed orange in the trees just over the eastern top of the hill. Deacon was always the first awake. In a few moments, his people would rise, pack their things, and await his orders.

His gaze wandered from his sleeping soldiers to the thick, gnarled tree roots sticking out of the rising hill above them, which had given them shelter from the bitter cold the night before, protecting them as it had surely protected whatever animals they’d scared off before they arrived.

The air smelled of damp earth, wet wood, and the remnants of the rabbits they’d skinned and eaten the night before. A whimper drew his attention to a group of nearby trees.

Two Halifax men stared at him with wide eyes, straining against the ropes that bound them to the tree trunks. Blood stained the last bits of snow near their feet that they hadn’t kicked away. They’d given up moving their legs when Deacon had cut the backs of their ankles. Even if they had managed to escape in the night, their cries of pain would alert even the most inattentive watchmen.

None of his Trusted soldiers were inattentive.

Deacon crept over to the fire, stoking the embers with a stick, stepping over the mangled bodies of a few men who hadn’t been cooperative enough to keep alive. A few of their scalps had ended up in his pack. Those scalps would join the others he’d collected in his home on the second island.

Most of his nights were spent preparing for mornings like these, when he could reflect on the events of day’s past and make plans for the future. He rarely slept more than a few hours.

Deacon looked back between each of his sleeping soldiers. He was always weeding out the faulty ones, making sure that each of them served a purpose. There was no time for weakness, when enemies were waiting to lay claim to what they had. His people had served him well last night. They’d captured and hunted down these men from Halifax without so much as an injury. They were his best men and women.

Deacon was waiting for the moment when the people of Halifax—or some other threat—decided to make a violent play for the islands. Protection was an unending concern for his people. Attacks from the Savages were a regular occurrence. It was only a matter of time before they faced a battle they couldn’t win.

But god weapons might change everything.

Deacon hadn’t been able to take his mind off them since he’d first heard the report from his hunters. The Halifax men were carrying strange devices, according to rumor. He hadn’t laid eyes on them, but their description matched the whispers of legend that had circulated among his people since before he was born. He had hoped to find out some information from the dead men around him, but they’d been as tight-lipped as the men tied to the trees. Their stubbornness had prevented him from gleaning anything useful.

Commotion in the forest drew Deacon’s attention. He looked around, ready to pull his sword and attack whatever Savages or men were coming his way.

The noise was coming from the top of the ravine. A few of his Trusted soldiers sprang awake, pulling swords and joining him as they prepared to defend their camp. Perhaps it was another man from Halifax, looking for his dead or wounded brothers. Or maybe an animal that hadn’t caught scent of Deacon’s men downwind.

One of Deacon’s men, Beattie, appeared at the top of the ravine, winded. Deacon’s men lowered their swords as the man scurried down the hill and reached the bottom, approaching Deacon with an expression that said he had news.

“What is it?” Deacon asked, relaxing.

“One of our girls found several strangers in the woods,” Beattie said. “They have the god weapons we’ve been hearing about.”

Deacon felt a rush greater than skinning his enemies. He looked from Beattie to the men tied to the trees. “Halifax men, you mean,” he said.

“No, others. People we’ve never seen. They speak the same language as us. They came from a township and a settlement we’ve never seen, or heard of.”

“Where are they?” Deacon asked, looking around, as if the man might’ve brought them.

“Back at the islands. Bartholomew let them in.”

Deacon scratched his chin. Bartholomew wouldn’t have risked the islands without a reason. Looking from Beattie to his men, who were up and forming a half circle behind him, Deacon gestured to the men tied to the trees.

He’d been hoping to find out more information from the captured men—confirmation of rumors about the god weapons, or maybe even the weapons themselves. But he was out of patience. And now he had better news.

He nodded, and several of his soldiers walked to his prisoners, who were already screaming into the rags shoved into their mouths.

The soldiers pulled long knives from the scabbards at their sides and jabbed them into the prisoner’s throats, silencing their screams with deep, fatal stabs. The men’s heads sagged to the side as they gurgled last breaths and went limp.

“Stamp out the fire,” Deacon ordered, as he walked toward the men to collect their dirty, marked scalps.

In the last few moments, he’d gotten more from Beattie than he’d gotten from those men all night. They were a day’s hike away from The Arches.

It was time to get home.


Chapter 35: Kirby

Kirby got up from the floor, found her boots, and quietly slipped them on. She didn’t want to wake William, who was still sleeping in his bed near the fireplace. She and Bray had covered him with their blankets, hoping to keep him warm through the cold night. That seemed to have kept him rested and quiet.

Or, so she thought.

She couldn’t take her mind off William’s fever. She hoped his condition wasn’t worsening.

As she stood, she was surprised to find herself more rested than normal—a rare occurrence, and probably a result of sleeping indoors for the first time in as long as she could remember. How strange it was to awaken in a place that wasn’t damp, like the ship in her settlement, or bitter cold like most places in the wild.

Outside, she heard children playing, probably the ones who had disturbed them. She stood and walked toward the window.

She was still hesitant about the people in The Arches.

Cracking the shutters, she peered outside, wondering if Bray had found breakfast. She was surprised to find that he’d only gotten as far as a nearby house, chatting it up with a woman she didn’t recognize. He waved his hands, probably telling some exaggerated tale.

Kirby wasn’t surprised, but something about what he was doing angered her. William was sleeping fitfully in a corner while Bray should be off getting food.

A cough drew her attention behind her, where William was sitting up and holding his head. She crossed the room and crouched next to him.

“It’s hot in here,” William said as he woke, wiping some beads of perspiration from his brow.

“You’re sweating.” Kirby’s brow creased as she felt his head.

“Is Bray here?”

“He’s outside,” Kirby said.

Children’s laughter floated through the windows. “I want to go outside,” William said. “I want to see what’s happening.”

“You need to rest,” Kirby said. “You have a fever again.”

“I want to explore the islands,” William argued, looking as if he was on the verge of some anger she didn’t understand. “I want to do it before…” His voice trailed off and he looked away, fighting back tears.

“Before what?” Kirby watched him as she tried to figure out what he was saying.

“I want to do it before the spore takes over.” William’s face grew hard as he tried to fight back his emotions. “Or this sickness takes my final breaths.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Kirby said, but her face betrayed her doubt.

“I feel worse than yesterday,” William admitted, as he coughed.

“It will take time to recover from this illness.”

William shook his head. “What if I don’t have time?” William looked like he was letting out something he’d been holding back for a while. “I saw my future with the demons. I roamed the wild with them. I lived with them for longer than it took us to travel from Brighton to here, and I did things that I won’t ever be able to forget. I still see some of those things in my dreams, or when I’m lying under my blankets, trying to sleep.” William took a breath. “I chose to leave the demons, but one day I might not have that awareness. Or maybe this sickness will take that choice away, and I’ll be lucky.”

Kirby started to respond one way, but stopped herself. Lies wouldn’t help either of them. “I can’t say I haven’t had those same thoughts, William. The spore is a curse that neither of us will be rid of. But that doesn’t mean we have to give up. We might have many years before we have to talk about such things.”

Some of the anger faded from William’s face as more laughter came from outside. “I never dreamed a place like these islands could exist,” he said, waving his hand at the window. “I’ve never seen a bridge like the one we crossed over yesterday, and I certainly never imagined that another town existed outside of Brighton. I want to explore it. I want to see what’s outside. I don’t want to spend a whole day wasting away in a small room.”

“You should rest.”

“I’ll sleep early tonight. Or I can rest more later this afternoon.”

Kirby sighed as she saw the hope on William’s face. “Why don’t you sleep for a little while longer and try to get rid of this fever? If you’re feeling better this afternoon, we’ll take a walk to the stream that Bartholomew and Jonathan told us about. We can take the horses.” It was the most she could promise him. “For now, lie back down, and I’ll see what I can do about breakfast.”


Chapter 36: Bray

After watching Jaydra disappear, Bray saw the guards slip through the trees, giving a few furtive glances over their shoulder as they disappeared. Filthy pig scratchers.

If Bray wasn’t worried about raising more attention, and possibly a battle that he couldn’t handle, he might’ve followed them. Instead, he headed quickly back to the house, where Kirby and William were waiting. Kirby opened the door before he got to the threshold.

“Is William awake?” he asked.

Kirby stepped out and shut the door behind her. “I thought you were getting breakfast,” she said.

“I got sidetracked,” Bray said.

“I noticed.”

“You’re jealous,” he said with a smirk.

“I don’t have time for jealousy, and I certainly don’t envy any woman that talks to you.” Kirby glared at him. “But William is sick with a fever that isn’t getting better. He needs to get his strength up.”

“I know,” Bray said, looking around. “We need to talk about something else first.”

“Can we talk about it out here, so we don’t disturb William?”

Taking another look around and ensuring no one was within earshot, Bray said, “I don’t like the people here. Something is wrong about this place.”

“Is your problem with the place, or with the woman?” Kirby gave him an annoyed glance. “Maybe the woman didn’t give you enough attention.”

Trying to clear up the misconception, Bray said, “The woman has nothing to do with it. I was trying to get information. Some men were watching me while I was talking. They left when I saw them. Maybe we should stick with our original plan, leave, and go get the guns.”

“The guns?” Kirby spat the words, shaking her head in disgust. “Are we still stuck on those?”

“I’m starting to feel trapped in here. It’s a feeling I don’t like.”

Kirby looked around. Not seeing any of the guards he was speaking about, she said, “You know what I think? I think maybe you feel trapped with a sick boy. I think maybe whatever fantasy you had in rescuing him is gone, and maybe you’re looking for an excuse to get back to the wild.”

“The wild?” Bray laughed off the silly idea. “You think I’d choose a rock as a pillow over a warm house? Not in the winter.”

“I’m not sure what you’d choose anymore.” Kirby’s disapproving look reminded Bray of the argument they’d had in the woods. “Ever since you saw me with the guns, that’s all you’ve been able to think about. If you want the guns so bad, go get them. I’ll be here taking care of the sick boy you convinced me to save.”

Kirby went inside and slammed the door. Bray clenched his fists, considering barging back in, taking William, and heading off on his own. He didn’t need a settler woman telling him what to do.

Her Tech Magic was the only thing that stopped him.

He wasn’t about to get shot again.

Before he could make a bad situation worse, he stormed off and headed down the dirt pathway.


Chapter 37: Bray

Bray strode down the dirt path, ignoring the stares of a few people who had seen part of the altercation, or saw the anger on his face. He hadn’t even taken a horse. But he wasn’t turning around. He was tired of Kirby and her bullheaded opinions. Ever since he’d met her, she’d been trying to prove she was smarter than him. Perhaps he and William were better off without her.

He stormed past children playing games and a few men carrying crude swords in tattered scabbards.

Several times, he thought about turning around and heading back, but his anger kept him going.

He looked back over his shoulders, but the guards he’d seen before were gone. He kept an eye out for more; almost wishing he’d run into them, but he saw no one. Soon he was alone and some of his anger had faded. He headed southwest on the dirt path, opposite the direction of the bridge where they’d come in, walking fast enough to rid some of his aggression.

After awhile, the wooden hunter’s houses segued to stone houses built around tree roots. It seemed the Ancients—or whoever had originally built the dwellings—had constructed the houses on whatever flat parts of ground they could find.

The island was thick and long enough that he didn’t have a good grasp on the area yet, and looking left and right, he couldn’t see the river. He headed in the direction he thought the coast might be.

It took him a second to figure out he was heading for the second island.

His anger toward Kirby—and his need to get away—had turned into a mission. For a moment, he considered that the second island and The Important Ones were a fictional story told to peasants, a tale told to keep them working, much like the nonsense spewed in Brighton.

He’d figure out if they were real soon.

He went further south and between some thick trees, straying away from the stone houses and reaching an area that seemed less inhabited, where dirt fields held indented rows that had once been crops. The ground was frozen with people’s boot prints. He saw the occasional rotten, frozen vegetable that had been passed over, or squished by a farmer’s boot. In a few fields, he saw distant people carrying baskets and tools, using the fields to access another part of the island.

Eventually, Bray came across several large, fenced-in wooden buildings much bigger than the hunter’s houses, facing the other direction. In one, he heard a goat braying, and in another he heard the high-pitched squawks of chickens. Men were talking inside.

Bray continued past them without stopping.

He veered west until he found the river. The terrain sloped downwards through some more trees, ending in a root-covered riverbank. A cold breeze blew off the river, chilling him through his jacket. Bray looked around. He didn’t see anyone following, but that didn’t mean he was alone. He continued faster over the roots and between the trees, making his way over the uneven terrain as he followed the curving coast.

The island was narrowing.

Perhaps he was getting close.

He looked across the river at the long, sloping mountains. The current was less vigorous than at the dam, but he couldn’t tell how deep the water was.

He finally reached a break in the trees. A hundred yards away in the distance, a wooden bridge crossed over a patch of water connecting the island on which he was walking to another. Guards were stationed on either side.

Bray discerned more of the narrow second island as he walked within the trees. Two impressive, ancient buildings sat a hundred yards past the bridge, built of solid stone. Neither was more than a story tall, but they were wide enough to contain many more people than any of the stone houses he’d seen on the first island. Several clusters of people walked outside in the distance, milling around the brown grass that covered a portion of land between the buildings and the bridge. A few were hunched over, walking with the posture of people who had seen many years.

The Important Ones.

Maybe it hadn’t been a story, after all.

Having hiked off his anger, Bray turned and made his way back through the forest, ready to catch breakfast and get back to William. As he continued through the forest, he saw no signs of guards watching.

Perhaps the people on the island were just being cautious.


Chapter 38: Kirby

Kirby startled at a knock on the door. For a second, she wondered if Bray had come back, but a woman’s voice she recognized called from outside.

“Are you awake?”

Flora.

Kirby’s hand wandered to her holster as she crossed the room. She wanted to believe Bray’s warnings were selfish, but she wasn’t stupid enough to discount them entirely. She sidestepped to the window, looked out, and verified that only Flora stood on the dirt path. She was carrying a basket.

Convinced that Flora was alone, Kirby answered the door.

“How’d you sleep?” Flora asked as she stepped inside.

“Fine,” Kirby said. Looking over her shoulder, they noticed William holding his head in his hands.

“You don’t look so good, William,” Flora said as she walked across the room, kneeling next to William’s blankets.

“I’m okay,” he said, but he looked as pale as ever.

“I’ve spoken with one of the healers,” Flora said. “She’ll be stopping by later to check on you. Perhaps she can give you something that will make you feel better.”

“Okay,” said William.

“I brought something from the river.” Flora set down the basket on the floor, taking out several fresh fish and showing them to William and Kirby. “Hopefully it will get your strength up.”

Kirby’s eyes widened as she saw the slippery animals, which looked as though they might flop from the basket, even though they were obviously dead. “I haven’t had fish in a while,” Kirby said.

“It’s tough to catch them in the winter, but I know a few good spots,” Flora said. “You just have to know where they congregate.”

“Are there lots in the river?” Kirby asked.

“They’ve become less plentiful over the years as we keep fishing, but usually more come back.”

Kirby nodded. “Our people tried fishing in the settlement we built, but we weren’t as skilled as some others in my home country.”

“There’s an art to it,” Flora agreed. “We’ve gotten better. Years ago, some of our ancestors found things on a giant hill not far from here, small pieces of metal attached to very thin pieces of string. They suspected the gods used them, and so they began fashioning them the same way. They worked well, and we got better at using them. Fishing helps keep our people fed, along with hunting. And some products from our animals, of course.”

Bringing the fish to the fire, Flora pulled one of the cutting boards from near the fireplace and laid down her catch, starting to scale it.

“Where’s Bray?” Flora asked.

Kirby said vaguely, “On a walk.”

Flora nodded as she placed the fish in the fire.

Taking a chance, Kirby said, “Earlier, Bray said he saw a few guards outside our house. Do you know why?”

Flora paused a moment. She looked up at Kirby, but she didn’t seem taken aback. “Some of our people are nervous about the god weapons. They want to make sure we’re safe. I hope you aren’t offended.”

Kirby nodded. “I appreciate the honest answer. My people would be just as cautious.”

“I’ll admit I had some trouble convincing the others to let you in,” Flora continued, looking shameful. “The only reason you are here is because of my word, and that isn’t enough for some of them. I told them we have nothing to fear from each other. Not all of them feel secure.”

“I understand,” Kirby said. “Your people are protective of what you have.”

Flora removed the cooked fish from the fire. “The islands have been our home for many years.” Flora passed a piece of fish to William. “We’ve defended ourselves for generations, and we expect to do it for many more.”

“My settlement battled some of the same enemies, I expect,” Kirby said, accepting a piece of fish from Flora.

They watched William chewing with effort.

“Are you feeling any better, William?” Flora asked.

He nodded, but he didn’t respond verbally. He looked pale.

“I think the food and rest will do him good,” Kirby said.

Flora appraised William. “Take as much time as you need before you leave. It is hard to find suitable places in this area of the wild.”

“We don’t want to be a burden,” Kirby said. “We are capable of hunting. We can provide our own meals. Although I think another day will help ensure safer travels.”

Flora nodded. “If you stay longer, perhaps one of you can join one our hunting parties. Providing for yourselves will go a long way toward convincing Deacon of your good will. We have hunting parties that leave each day, going to the mainland. As you might have heard, there aren’t many animals left here on the islands.”

“A good suggestion,” Kirby said.

“I’ll pass the message along to Bartholomew, if you’d like,” Flora said. “He mostly stays on the bridge, but he sees most of the hunters passing through.”

“Sure.”

“He sent me to check on you, so he wouldn’t bother you.” Finished with her fish, Flora stood. “Please let me know how William is feeling. As I mentioned, hopefully the healer will help when she comes by this afternoon.”

“I appreciate the fish, Flora.”

“I owe you my life.” Flora smiled. “It is the least I can do. Do you have everything you need? I can stop by again around dinnertime, if you need.”

“We should be all set for today. We have a little bit of dried meat in our bags that should get us by for now.”

“Did Bartholomew or Jonathan tell you where the stream was?”

“Yes,” Kirby said. “We haven’t gone yet, but we will.”


Chapter 39: Kirby

The sun had passed its highest point, and Bray was still gone. There was no sign of the healer. Kirby’s anger toward Bray had faded, or maybe it was the hot meal Flora had brought, filling her stomach and William’s. William seemed a little more talkative, and his fever had broken. Several times, he gave in to Kirby’s suggestions and lay under the blankets. But more often, he asked questions that led Kirby into long answers, sitting up and listening intently as she spoke. Kirby wondered if the meal was giving him the false impression of health.

After a long conversation in which Kirby explained bullets, magazines, and guns, William said, “We’ve wasted half the day, and I don’t feel hot anymore. Can we go to the stream?”

Not wanting to squash William’s hope, and remembering her promise, she said, “Sure. Let’s go. We’ll bring the horses, so they can drink.”

They left the house, taking their possessions and leading the horses. Kirby led two while William took one. The makeshift neighborhood—bustling in the early hours, was now nearly empty. They walked most of the trail without seeing another person, although occasionally they heard voices in the distance. After passing rows of wooden houses, following Bartholomew and Jonathan’s directions, they came to a clearing covered in light snow and filled with boot prints. At the end was a slope that Kirby assumed was the stream bank.

The sight of it renewed William. He led his horse faster, finding a burst of energy. When they reached the cold, clear water, he kept hold of the horse’s reins and reached down past the banks, splashing his face. He smiled. It was the first smile Kirby had seen him wear since Brighton.

Kirby bent down next to him, holding onto the horses’ rope while filling her flask with the gurgling water.

“We might as well get our fill while we can,” Kirby said, returning his smile.

William finished his water and looked up and down the banks. He looked at the sky, then back at Kirby. It seemed as if he had more questions. “Do you ever miss your homeland?”

“You mean my real home? Before the settlement?” Kirby asked.

“Yes, that one,” William said.

“I have a few good memories there, but mostly when I was young, before I knew the ways of the world.”

“Before you were infected,” William guessed.

Kirby nodded. “Much of the land was scarred by war, as I told you. My parents were taken away before I was your age.”

“What happened to them?”

“They were infected and forced to fight in one of the worst wars. They died.” She lowered her head. “I spent the rest of my childhood living with different relatives, most of whom didn’t have enough food to feed me. When it came time for a choice between feeding me and their children, they passed me along to someone else. And so it went, until I was old enough to live on my own.”

“I see.” William nodded sympathetically.

“But I do have a few memories I carry with me,” she said, a faint smile returning to her face. “I remember my father taking me to a waterfall that seemed enormous to me when I was younger. I remember holding his hand as we got close enough to the edge of the river that I could feel the spray of the water.”

“Was the waterfall as big as the dam we passed on the way here?”

“Not that big.”

“Did you have dams that big in your homeland?”

“We had lots of enormous buildings that the people you call the Ancients made. Many of them were destroyed, but others were intact. Some we built.”

William looked at her curiously, seeming as if he was holding back a question. “You always refer to them as the people we call the Ancients. I don’t understand that. What did your people call them?”

Kirby looked at him a moment, the smile staying. “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”

“You seem to know a lot of things that the people of Brighton don’t know. I think I would believe you.” William watched her with a curiosity she hadn’t seen on his face in a while.

Kirby looked around, ensuring no one else was close by, even though they probably wouldn’t understand what she was about to say. “The people you call the Ancients are us, William. We are the Ancients.”

William opened and closed his mouth, looking as if he was digesting some unbelievable information. Or maybe he was putting pieces together of something he’d suspected all along.

“They are our ancestors, living for generations before us, creating life, or destroying it, doing the same things back then that we are doing now. Talking. Living. Eating. Doing what they needed to sustain themselves until age or war took them.” Kirby watched William’s reaction.

“I can’t believe that,” he whispered.

“They—we—built the place you call the Ancient City, and many, many others all across the lands here, and in lands neither of us have seen.”

“If that is true, then that means our people created Tech Magic. How is that possible?”

Kirby smiled. “Our people built those things the same way you build a cart, or a house made of stone. They just used different materials, and lots of different knowledge, much of which has been lost. But not all of it.”

“So the things we call Tech Magic really aren’t Tech Magic at all?” William’s face was filled with wonder.

“That is true.” Kirby couldn’t help but keep her smile. “You are a quick learner, William.”

“I don’t think anyone I ever knew would believe that.”

“You’re probably right,” Kirby said. “Don’t tell Bray, okay? He likes to think he knows everything. It is amusing to watch.”

William’s face remained incredulous as he looked up at the sky, and then down at the stream. “I could spend the rest of my life here, listening to you talk. I feel like I have so much to learn.”

“That would be nice, William,” Kirby said, a sad smile crossing her face as she splashed more water over it. “But we should probably get going.” When she opened her eyes and her vision cleared, she saw several men emerging from the trees down the stream, watching. They looked away when Kirby spotted them, pretending as though they were talking. “Let’s get back to the house, William.”


Chapter 40: Kirby

When Kirby and William made it back to the house, they were surprised to find Bray sitting in the only chair. He’d taken off his boots, and his hair was wet and slicked back, as if he’d washed it somewhere. At his feet were several squirrels.

“I brought dinner. It’s probably not as good as the fish you had earlier,” Bray said, tilting his head to show that he smelled the odor in the air, “but it’ll fill our stomachs.”

Kirby still hadn’t fully forgiven him for leaving most of the day, but she was in no mood to start a new argument. And he’d gotten food, which for a man like him, was as close to an apology as she was going to get. “I didn’t think you’d be back.”

Bray shrugged. “Like I said, I have no plans to leave. It took me a while to hunt. And I actually got some exploring done. I found out some things.” He briefed them on what he’d heard from Jaydra, as well as what he’d learned about The Important Ones. Then he told them about the second island. “It seems like what Jaydra said was true. Where did you go?”

“We were off getting water in the stream,” William explained.

“You were right about the guards,” Kirby said. “Men watched us when we went to the water.”

“I told you,” Bray said.

“Flora admitted they’re afraid of us. They’re being careful.”

Bray nodded. “I can’t say I wouldn’t do the same thing. Even still, we should keep a close eye out. Are you feeling better, William?”

“A little,” William said.

“His fever broke before we left. And I think the walk to the stream did us good,” Kirby said.

“You missed the healer,” Bray said. “She just left. She brought some things.” Reaching into his bag, he pulled out a pile of dried herbs and placed them on his lap. “Do you know what these are, William?”

“Echinacea and lavender,” William said without hesitation. “They’re good for people with winter sickness.”

“She said we can put them in some tea, and they might help.” Bray looked at the herbs. “I usually don’t believe in that crap, but that paste changed my mind.”

“Whatever fear these people have, they haven’t tried to harm us,” Kirby said with a weary sigh. “We should get some good rest tonight. Flora suggested we join one of their hunting parties, depending on how long we stay. She said it might be good to earn our keep. She was going to mention it to Bartholomew. Most of them leave in the morning.”

“Probably not a bad idea. We can hunt with them until William gets better. Who knows, maybe we’ll meet this Deacon, whenever he decides to show up. If we see something we don’t like, we can fight our way out of here with your Tech Magic and my sword.”


Chapter 41: Flora

The sky was dark as Flora hurried across the wooden bridge leading to the second island, carrying a burning torch in one shivering hand. She couldn’t see the water below her, but she could feel the cold coming off it, stinging her face and creeping under her jacket.

She’d only been on this side of the bridge once, when she was asking for permission to leave the settlement. She’d never been among The Important Ones longer than that.

She hurried past a few of the watchmen—the only people awake at this hour—and nodded. No one stopped her or spoke to her. They knew she was coming. A while ago, one of Deacon’s Trusted men had woken her and instructed her to get dressed and report here. That man had left before she could ask any more questions.

She looked over her shoulder, wondering if he was following.

Was this a test?

She couldn’t help but think she’d made a mistake in coming back. Perhaps she was living the last moments of her life. Her heart hammered as she considered that she might die an insufferable death, worse than she might’ve received from the Halifax men. For a split second, she considered running the other way, but she knew she’d never make it further than Deacon’s men allowed. Even if she escaped from the island before she was caught, Becca and Bailey would be punished for her transgressions.

She passed a few more men peering out over the water, holding their torches low so as not to attract any wandering Savages. A few glanced in her direction, their expressions unreadable. Perhaps they were already guessing which direction the meeting would take.

When Flora reached the other end of the bridge, two men ushered her along the pathway and to one of the island’s two buildings, the one on the left. Before entering, one of the men extinguished Flora’s torch. The other checked for weapons. Verifying that she was unarmed, they creaked open a door and led her down a windowless, dark corridor.

One man took the lead; the other walked behind.

Dark shapes hung on the walls, little more than passing shadows as she was ushered past them. Some looked like artifacts that had been pulled from the rubble—strange, twisted pieces of metal, things her people had brought back to Deacon and given as gifts, things that she assumed had uses, though she had no idea what those uses might be.

Flora’s body still ached from her battle with the Halifax men and her long journey in the forests. Her bruised face and broken nose were proof of her bravery, but it wouldn’t mean anything without the offering. The guard in front glanced back at her, making sure she was still there.

As they reached the end of a long hall and approached a door, the leading guard knocked, and a muffled voice from within gave the order to enter. The man swung open the door, ushered Flora inside, and then closed it, leaving her to face her fate.


Chapter 42: Flora

The man in the room was so silent that Flora might’ve sworn she was alone, if she hadn’t seen him in the chair behind the desk. A single torch hung on the wall, providing just enough light to see the man’s silhouette, facing her direction. Long, gray hair fell over his face. She could barely see his eyes, but memory filled in the gaps. She’d seen Deacon plenty of times, presiding over the ceremonies or leading her people to battle.

But she’d only seen him once in this room—and on this island.

She searched his desk for the object that had been the source of rumors ever since she’d been alive, but all she saw was a long, bumpy shadow, the same thing she’d seen the last time she’d been here.

Someone shifted in the hallway. The soldiers were lurking on the other side of the door, awaiting an order.

Flora fell to a knee.

“Do you have the offering?” Deacon asked.

Flora opened her mouth, fear almost preventing her from speaking. “I don’t,” she managed.

Her confession hung in the air. She was supposed to bring back the skin of a man from Halifax to be considered for marriage.

They both knew it.

So did the guards in the hall, who were probably awaiting the command to drag her off and subject her to whatever punishment Deacon saved for people like her. She’d never heard of anyone coming back without a skin.

Not alive, at least.

The rules of the tradition had been ingrained in Flora since she was a little girl, peering at the second island from the other side of the wood bridge, dreaming of the man she’d wed and the children she’d bear once she completed the offering, eventually claiming her place among The Important Ones, if she lived long enough. The tradition was expected of all women. Everyone in The Arches fought. Everyone learned how to survive.

Hoping she hadn’t made a fatal mistake in coming back, she said, “I intended to get the offering, until I met the strangers.”

“The rules only allow for a skin of your enemy, once you you leave and the tradition begins,” Deacon said.

“I understand.” Flora hung her head subserviently.

“Do you remember the verses?”

Flora swallowed the lump in her throat. “Every bond is forged in blood, whether it is the birth of a child, the skinning of an animal’s flesh to eat, or the blood of an enemy to bless a marriage.”

Silence again.

Flora hoped her memorization of the sacred lines would buy her more time to speak.

Deacon shifted in his chair. He said nothing.

Another noise came from the hallway, imperceptible if Flora hadn’t been listening for it, waiting for the door to open and rough hands to whisk her from the chamber. At any moment, Deacon would speak the commands that would punish her for coming back too soon. I failed you, Becca and Bailey. She gritted her teeth and clenched her eyes shut. When the silence was unbearable enough that she almost couldn’t stand it, she opened her mouth, ready to make a final plea for her life, but Deacon interrupted.

“I’ve heard about these people, and the god weapons. I’ve heard about the boy who can speak to Savages. You did a commendable thing, bringing them back.”

Flora hoped that those words might exempt her from the ritual, or at least buy her more time to complete it. Her knee ached from kneeling, but she knew better than to stand.

“Tell me everything that happened since you left.” Deacon adjusted in his chair.

Flora said, “Anya and I tracked two of the Halifax men through the forests, looking for a place to ambush them.”

“Anya was the girl I sent you out with,” Deacon recalled.

“Yes. She was my sister. We left here as soon as you gave us permission. It took us a while to locate a few of the men, but we finally did, and we followed them, trying to kill them for their skins. When the time was right, we attacked them and fought bravely, but Anya lost her weapon, and we were forced to regroup.”

“Not too bravely, if you failed,” Deacon said, letting his comment hang in the air. Flora swallowed. She waited until he said, “Continue.”

“The men tracked us up the coast, and we stumbled on a place we’ve never seen. It was some sort of town, surrounded by burnt wooden walls and filled with towers several levels high. Bodies of people and Savages lay everywhere, in towers, and around lots of smaller houses. It looked like a large battle had happened sometime earlier. Down by the shore were a handful of giant water houses, bigger than the ones the hunters found in the cove all those years ago. We found one with a hole in the side and we hid in it.”

“Bartholomew told me about the place,” Deacon said with a nod. “We have scouts on the way to locate it. What happened after that?”

“We hid for a while in one of the rooms, until Anya could recover. But the men discovered us. We attacked them. One of them broke my nose.” Flora gestured to her bruised, beaten face, hoping the evidence would confirm her story, even though it wouldn’t buy her sympathy. “The battle spilled onto the beach. One of the men shot Anya with an arrow, killing her. Before I could retaliate, the strange woman named Kirby appeared and killed the men from Halifax.”

“She used the god weapons,” Deacon surmised.

“Yes,” Flora said. “The weapons put holes in the men and drew their blood. They killed them without the woman touching them. Not the way you might with an arrow, but with something you could hardly see, because it flew too fast.”

“Incredible,” Deacon said, shifting in his chair. “Bartholomew and Jonathan spoke the truth.”

The reaction gave Flora a pinprick of hope that she might survive until morning. Clutching on to that small hope, she added, “The woman has two god weapons, a longer one and a small one. I saw her use the larger one, but she tucks the other in a pouch on her pants. She protects them.”

“I don’t blame her,” Deacon said.

“I thought about trying to take them while she was asleep, but I assumed it would be better to get her back here alive.”

“It sounds as if she is better off alive than dead. We will need to know how to use them.” Deacon scratched his chin.

Flora felt a wave of relief at what might’ve been considered another failure.

“What were the man and boy doing during this attack?”

“They were elsewhere in the settlement. Perhaps they were in one of the towers or houses, or outside the settlement wall. They joined us when the Halifax men were dead.”

“Bray and William,” Deacon said, reciting the names Bartholomew must’ve told him. “Tell me about the boy, William, who can speak to Savages.”

“He seems wise in the ways of tracking, for someone so young. He came from a town called Brighton, along with the man. He knows how to ride a horse. He’s smart.”

“And he sends Savages away with his voice.” Deacon’s tone said he didn’t believe it.

“Yes. I witnessed him do it by a stream. We were attacked by a group of Savages and he commanded them to leave.” Flora fell silent as she realized how far-fetched her story sounded.

“Perhaps they were distracted by an animal, or another group of men.” Deacon nodded as if he’d found the answer.

“We were alone,” Flora said, with as much sincerity as she could project. “And we stayed that way for the rest of the night. None of the Savages returned.”

Deacon remained silent. “We will need to test this boy’s power. Are you sure these people are alone?”

“Yes,” Flora said. “The man and boy left the town called Brighton, and they don’t intend to go back. Everyone in the woman’s settlement is dead. I saw the bodies.”

“Are they a family?”

“No. It is a mystery how they came to travel together. With the man telling so many lies, it is hard to know what is truth and what is deception. Bray is a brave fighter, but untrustworthy. He spent much of our time together trying to get more god weapons. It seemed as if he didn’t know how to use them. He’s competent with a sword, but beyond that, I do not see his value.”

“Surely, he has information we can use,” Deacon said, nodding. “If he is a good swordsman, or a hunter, he can help our people, if we can convince him to fight for us.”

“Perhaps,” Flora agreed, reluctant to push her opinion any further. Not yet.

“What else do you know about Brighton?” Deacon asked.

“Not much,” Flora admitted. “They seemed tight-lipped about it. But I believe I can get more information, if I’m given time.”

Deacon’s face was unreadable, a shadow made of stone. Flora wished the torch were brighter, or that she was holding one of her own, so she could shine it around the room and battle off the enveloping shadows that seemed as if they were closing in.

Flora said, “The boy trusts me. And I believe the woman does, too. I can get whatever information you need from them. I can be of great service to The Arches, if you’ll allow me.”

“These god weapons might be the worst threat our people have known, now that the Halifax men have obtained them.”

“I share the same fear,” Flora said.

“I will need to verify what you are saying is true. I will need to meet these people.”

“Of course,” Flora said quietly.

Deacon fell silent as he made a determination. “Now I have to figure out what to do about your offering.”

Flora’s heart thrummed in her chest. She bowed her head and thought of her father and his final moments, the look on his face as he had looked at her fondly for the last time. He had met his death with courage, or so she liked to tell herself when she lay awake at night. What she tried to forget, but what she still saw when she closed her eyes, was the fear in his face. Now Flora knew that fear, too, because these might be her last breaths.

“Traditions are sacred to our people,” Deacon said. “The rituals we share keep us bonded in blood and safe from our enemies. You have broken the will of the gods by coming back to The Arches without your offering. The people will see that broken promise every time you walk past them.”

Flora felt as if she might turn and run, but her fear kept her still and on her knee. “I would never have come back without it, if I hadn’t believed what I had was more important.”

“Regardless, your failure will make people question their own duties.”

Flora stared into the shadows that surrounded Deacon’s face. “Let me prove myself. Let me help you get information from the strangers. I can still fulfill the tradition.”

“How do you intend to fulfill the tradition, if you stay?”

Flora looked at the shadows around Deacon’s face, ready to make the plea she’d been preparing since she came back to the island. “I believe the man, Bray, is a hindrance to using the god weapons. I believe his ignorance, and his lies, will get in the way of using the boy’s power. He might be a good fighter, but he can’t be trusted. If you deem him unworthy, I will bring you his scalp.”

With her final imploration on the table, Flora waited. She held her breath, as if the slightest sound she made might anger him. Only a single word was needed to bring the soldiers inside.

“I will meet with the strangers tomorrow. I will decide. You can stand.”

Flora blew a relieved breath as she got to her feet. “Thank you.”

“Have the soldiers see you out.”

Flora was about to leave when she turned, remembering Becca and Bailey’s request. “Deacon?” Her pulse pounded in her ears.

“Yes?”

“My sister died honorably while fighting the Halifax men. I was hoping we might carve a memoriam for her under the bridge.”

The silence was so thick that she could hear herself breathing.

Finally, Deacon said, “Yes. I will have the soldiers carve one.”


Chapter 43: Deacon

Deacon listened to the sounds of his guards’ boots reverberating off the stone floor as they led Flora down the hallway. A few moments later, a distant door shut, and his breathing became the only sound. The walls of the second building were good at dampening noise.

He’d tested that benefit plenty of times.

He stood, removed his hunting bag from the floor, and placed it on the soft blanket covering his desk. He hadn’t even had time to unpack since returning. He thought about what Flora had told him.

He couldn’t help but think that the man, woman, and boy were a divine omen, a key to a war that seemed inevitable.

He needed to keep the strangers here. He needed to find out everything he could about the god weapons, the boy’s strange power, and the man’s worth, so they could fight the Halifax people. Ideally, he’d convince the strangers to work with him, but he’d see how it worked out.

He’d send for the strangers first thing in the morning. He’d gain their trust. If that wouldn’t work, he’d take the god weapons by force. He’d insist that the boy reveal his power.

He had ways to make people do what he wanted.

Perhaps he would let Flora kill Bray, depending on how it went.

He undid the clasp on his bag and looked around the room, dark except for the thin light of the torch on the wall that one of the soldiers had lit for him. He rarely used this room, unless he was planning a ceremony or performing one of the sacred rituals of the gods.

And then there were other rituals that he performed for himself.

Deacon dumped out the contents of his bag, separating his spare clothing, his bags of provisions, and the other, special items he had collected while in the forest.

He turned the Halifax scalps over in his hand, studying the markings that seemed to be ingrained in the flesh. After a minute of reflection, Deacon set them in a pile on top of the desk, a desk covered with a soft blanket of his enemy’s skin and hair. A few patches of the homemade tapestry contained the eyeless sockets of their faces, and the hardened bumps that had once been noses. The new scalps would make a nice addition to the softer part of his blanket, mostly comprised of the scalps the women brought back for him as offerings. He would dry the new scalps, and then he would add them to the tapestry, a symbol of fear for anyone who thought about opposing him.


Chapter 44: Jonas The Collector

Jonas stood next to the door of his room, listening for more conversation down the hall, but the hallway had gone silent. Whoever had been in Deacon’s chambers was gone.

He released the breath he’d been holding.

A while ago, he’d heard Deacon and his men returning. Shortly after that, he’d heard someone else ushered inside. For most of the meeting, he’d listened by the door, trying to catch some of the words, but all he’d been able to decipher was a woman’s voice speaking with Deacon. Jonas had fought the urge to sneak out into the hallway, where the guards were surely waiting. He knew better than to interrupt Deacon and his rituals.

The conversation had to be about the god weapons.

What else could it be?

Rumors about the strangers were on everyone’s tongue. Even the old people in the next building were whispering about them. Every soldier guarding the bridge had a theory on the strangers, and none of those theories were the same. Jonas had his own suspicions, but he would wait until he had more information to confirm them.

He desperately wanted to find out what Deacon had learned. But that would have to wait until morning.


Chapter 45: Deacon

After finishing with his skins, Deacon walked quietly into the hallway.

He looked around at the closed doors. Jonas had probably retired from a long night of polishing Deacon’s relics, trying to determine the purpose behind them. Jonas didn’t always have luck, but he performed a multitude of tasks that Deacon didn’t want to do himself.

That made him useful. For now.

Deacon kept walking, enjoying the silence. The second island was particularly quiet at night, and even quieter in the winter.

Any remaining animals on the island were burrowed in crevices or caves, where they would emerge hungry and waiting for his people’s knives and swords in the spring. Deacon rarely heard The Important Ones. They went to sleep early and rose with the sun to complete whatever tasks they could manage. The island’s elderly were protected to the same degree that he was, for as long as they lived, but still expected to provide a use to the community.

They couldn’t hunt, fight, or build houses, but they were able to cook for Deacon’s Trusted soldiers, and they made weapons and clothes. Their existence was an attainable goal that carried the people on the first island through the drudgery of their tasks and kept them obedient. Deacon liked to think people would defend The Arches out of their own sense of duty, but he wasn’t foolish enough to believe it.

People rarely fought for the good of others. They fought for selfish reasons.

The gods knew that as well as he did.

Walking down the hallway, Deacon stopped at a door near the end, farthest away from his quarters. Taking a key from his pocket—a key that only he and Jonas had copies of—he turned it in the lock. As he opened the door, he heard something move inside the room. Grabbing a torch from the wall, he held it high and stepped back, drawing his knife.

Nothing ran out at him.

No one attacked.

But then, he didn’t expect his prisoners to. He stepped quietly into the room, staring at the two Halifax men that were chained to the wall, locked in several metal contraptions Jonas had made for them. Their eyes were wide, but they didn’t scream or grunt into the masks placed over their faces. They’d learned the value of keeping silent long ago. They didn’t know anything about the god weapons, but perhaps tonight, he’d get something else useful out of them.


Chapter 46: Bray

A knock on the door interrupted Bray, Kirby, and William’s breakfast. Wiping some food from his face, Bray reached for his sword and motioned William and Kirby to remain by the fire.

“It’s probably Flora again,” Kirby said quietly.

“Hopefully, she has fish,” Bray muttered. “These squirrels are too lean for three people.”

Crossing the room to the shutters, Bray was surprised to find Bartholomew standing outside alone. Bray opened the door and Bartholomew looked past Bray and into the room, catching sight of Kirby and William eating the squirrel.

“You must have found a few of the rare rodents that linger here,” Bartholomew said with a smile.

“We’re resourceful,” Bray said. He looked past Bartholomew and to the dirt pathways and the trees, as if he might see more guards waiting, but he saw only a few half-interested passersby. “No Jonathan today?”

“He’s at the watch,” Bartholomew explained. “It is a rare occasion when either of us can break from it.”

“Of course,” Bray said, wondering what the occasion was today.

They both looked over at William, who was wrapped in several blankets. He had finished his meal and was rubbing his hands together to keep warm.

“How are you feeling, William?” Bartholomew said, walking over by the fire.

“I still have a cough,” William admitted. “But no fever.”

“Perhaps that is a good sign. Flora told me she stopped by yesterday. I heard one of our healers visited, as well.”

“They were both a big help,” Bray said. “Flora gave Kirby and William some breakfast. The healer gave us herbs that we used for a tea last night.”

“That’s great to hear. Our healers are a little low on supplies this time of winter. As you can imagine, we had plenty of winter sickness in the beginning months,” Bartholomew said. “That always seems to happen at the change of seasons. Some people have issues with their noses, their ears, or their eyes.”

“Herbs don’t always help for those types of sicknesses,” Kirby remarked.

“Very true, though we don’t know why,” Bartholomew said with a frown.

Kirby looked as if she might have something else to add, but she looked down instead, concentrating on the rest of her squirrel.

“I’ve come to request your presence,” Bartholomew announced. “Deacon is back from the hunt. He would like to meet you. I’m happy to hear William is feeling a bit better. Perhaps he will be up for a short visit. “

Bray looked from Kirby to William, wishing he had a moment to get silent consensus without Bartholomew’s lingering eyes.

Bartholomew looked from one to the next and said, “I know I’ve sprung this on you without much notice. Do you need to discuss it?”

“Where does Deacon want to meet?” Bray asked.

“On the second island,” Bartholomew said. “It is a special privilege to visit. William might enjoy it, if he is feeling well enough. Deacon won’t be offended if one or all of you are unable to go. But it might be worthwhile to talk to him. As I said, I think we can learn a lot from each other.”

Bray and Kirby exchanged a glance. “We’ll need a moment,” Kirby said.

“Sure,” Bartholomew said with a smile. “I’ll step outside.”

They watched as he opened the door and slipped out.

“What do you think?” Bray asked Kirby, speaking softly so Bartholomew couldn’t hear him from wherever he was waiting outside.

“If we’re staying longer, it might be in our best interests to meet Deacon,” Kirby said. “Though I admit, I’m wary.”

“As am I,” Bray agreed.

They looked at William, who seemed in better shape than the night before. Still, he was obviously ill.

“I want to go,” William said, before either of them could suggest otherwise. “I want to see what’s on the island.”

“If we’re in danger, we should stay together,” Kirby said.

“A fair point,” Bray said. “It’s settled, then.”

Bray headed for the door, opened it, and announced, “We’ll all go,” to Bartholomew.

“Great news,” Bartholomew said with a smile. “Deacon will be pleased. If you’d like to take the horses, they might make William more comfortable. I’m sure Deacon would love to see them. I’d be happy to walk next to you, so you don’t have to worry about your steeds carrying an extra burden.”

“They’ve rested a full day,” Bray said. “They should be fine.”

They gathered their things, threw their packs over their shoulders, and headed for the door.


Chapter 47: Jonas The Collector

Jonas awoke to a familiar faint ticking noise. He cracked his eyes. The morning sunlight was already bleeding through a crack in the shutters as he rolled over, reached underneath his blankets, and located the fascinating circular object that rarely left his side.

He held the object up, inspecting its roundness and the strange, faded markings in the middle, as well as the smaller, moving pieces that turned in a rhythmic circle, making their way from one strange inscription to the next, completing a circular arc in the time it took for a day to pass.

It had taken him a while to figure out the object’s purpose, but after studying it, he had determined it was a timepiece.

It marked the passing of the sun.

Once or twice day, Jonas rotated a small dial on the side of the object, keeping the metal devices inside the object moving. The timepiece reminded him of the rhythmic pounding of the heart. He only had a thin understanding of how it functioned, just as he only had a thin understanding of how a person could be alive one day and dead the next. He hoped to understand the object more as he kept studying it.

It had to be from the gods.

He held it up to his ear, closing his eyes and listening to the small, barely perceptible ticking, wondering if the gods had listened to that same noise many years ago. That thought made him feel close to them. It was the next best thing to hearing their voices.

The object was one of the few possessions that he kept in his room. One of Deacon’s Trusted had found it in the forest, tucked into a metal box on the side of a hill and nearly perfectly preserved. Deacon had brought it back, and after studying it a while, had deposited it in the Treasure Room with most of his other artifacts.

Of all the ancient items, the small, ticking object was more intriguing to Jonas than most. So much that he had taken it outside the Treasure Room, something Deacon had expressly forbidden.

Now that he’d taken it, Jonas was afraid to put it back. What if Deacon noticed his indiscretion?

He’d be punished.

Even if he wanted to part with it, he couldn’t imagine sleeping without it.

Jonas had gotten so used to the object’s rhythmic ticking that he needed it to fall asleep most nights.

Remembering the conversation Deacon had the night before with the woman in his chambers, Jonas slipped the object in his pocket and rose from his blankets, fully dressed, and made for the door. He desperately wanted to speak with Deacon about the god weapons and find out more about them.

But first he needed to tend to his chores.


Chapter 48: Jonas The Collector

Jonas walked down the hallway, polishing the pieces hung on the walls. Each day was spent cleaning and observing the artifacts, looking for things he’d missed, bits of knowledge that might help The Arches. Most of the items were rusted relics that the hunters or soldiers had brought back, hoping to impress Deacon and curry favor, or to gain a post on the second island.

Every young boy wanted to be one of Deacon’s Trusted.

But not Jonas.

Ever since he was a boy, he’d had other interests. While other boys his age played Islanders versus Savages, Jonas had spent his time in the outskirts of the island, digging for the smallest specks of treasure. To Jonas, a sword was more impressive than the hand that wielded it, or the people on which it was used.

He knew the power such artifacts could hold.

Walking next to a metal frame hanging on the wall, comprised almost entirely of tube-like bars, Jonas stared at it for what felt like the millionth time. The bars formed what looked like a frame, and a fork came out of the front, looking as if it held something else. On the back was another tube that looked like it held a similar object. Several more tubes jutted from the tops of the frame, ending abruptly, looking as if they had once carried other pieces or parts. The object was roughly the size of a human.

He still couldn’t figure it out. At one time, he had thought the gods had used it as a gardening tool, or a contraption to ensnare animals, but its rigidity had made him give up on those ideas. He had even taken it outside in the dirt, hoping to decipher its use by experimenting, but it had served no obvious purpose.

One day, he hoped to determine what it had done, or what it still might do.

Moving farther, he looked up at what he could only describe as a metal board, about the length of a human arm. A weathered, square hole in the center held fragments of what might’ve been a cracked, glass tube. He couldn’t see what might be carried in the center of a metal board like that. The small area in the center of the board would be no good for protecting anything. What had it done?

It was a mystery, like so many other things the gods had used. He studied it curiously while wiping it off.

A noise at the end of the hall distracted him. He looked up to find one of Deacon’s soldiers walking in with a tray of breakfast. Jonas hurried down the hall to meet him, stuffing the rag in his pocket.

“Thank you,” he said, accepting a tray filled with a few slices of bread and some water.

“Is that enough?” the Trusted guard asked.

Glancing over his shoulder at a few of the rooms with closed doors, Jonas said, “It should be fine. Is Deacon awake?”

“He’s outside,” the soldier said, cranking a thumb over his shoulder.

Jonas nodded. He should’ve expected that answer.

Deacon rarely slept.

“I’ll be outside soon to meet him as soon as I’m finished with my chores,” Jonas said, hurrying off down the hallway.

He stopped when he reached one of the doors on the right-hand side, taking out a key from his pocket and inserting it in the lock. Slowly, he opened the door.

The men chained to the metal contraptions stared at him with pleading, broken eyes, their attention wandering from Jonas’s face to the tray full of food. Walking to the first man, Jonas unlocked a few of the clasps on the side of his metal mask, freeing the man’s mouth enough that he could eat. Careful not to get his fingers close to the man’s teeth, Jonas fed him some bread.

“Here you go,” he said, watching the man chew and swallow.

It had been a while since the man had refused food.

He knew better.


Chapter 49: Bray

Bray, Kirby, and William rode their horses down the dirt path, Bartholomew next to them. Bartholomew had insisted on going on foot, so as not be an extra burden to the horses.

Every so often, they traveled in an open area that wasn’t blanketed by trees, allowing the sun to shine through and warm their backs. Bray kept a tight rein on his horse and watched the trees for anything concerning, but he saw no men lurking behind tree trunks, no obvious traps into which they were being led.

“How far is the second island?” Kirby asked.

“We’ll go through the rest of the island before we reach it, of course, but we should be there before long,” Bartholomew said. “The main road will take us most of the way.”

Bray wondered if Bartholomew had seen him exploring the day before, or if any of the guards had. If so, Bartholomew didn’t reveal that knowledge. The island was less foreign to Bray than it had been that first day he’d crossed the bridge, waiting for a sword or an arrow in his back.

He was still cautious, but the view he’d gotten the other day had piqued his interest in the second island. He was curious about Deacon. And he wanted to know more about The Important Ones.

He recalled his first years in the wild, exploring hills and mountains, following his father into places that most people never got to see. When Bray was a boy, too young to know better, he often dreamt of encountering strange people, discovering things that no one in Brighton had imagined. There were plenty of stories of danger, but he hoped to find other things, too, things that would amaze most people in the townships.

For a brief second, he recalled his father’s map, and the prospect of filling it in gave him a sense of satisfaction.

Fuller would be proud.

Soon they were traveling on the main road, passing rows of houses that were new to them. More people than Bray had seen on the island trickled out from the dirt paths. Some pushed carts; others carried piles of what looked like blankets and clothing. Most of them stared at the horses, or Bray, Kirby, and William as they walked the road. Whatever small part of the islands hadn’t heard about them, had definitely heard now.

“Where is everyone going?” Bray asked, gesturing at the passersby.

“Today is one of our market days,” Bartholomew explained. “They’re headed to a field on the eastern portion of the island to set up their wares.”

“A field? The merchants in Brighton practically live in the market. Isn’t your market always open?”

“Only two days a week. We have a structure there. Our people bring their belongings and trade for what they need. The rest of the time they produce goods, or take care of one of the many tasks that keeps our islands running.”

“Are those farmers carting glass?” William asked, pointing at one of the carts as the farmer passed by, which was filled with clear, round jars. His face filled with wonder.

“Yes,” Bartholomew said, clearly unsure of what was so shocking.

“Glass is a rarity in our township,” Bray explained. “We don’t have much of it.”

“Ah, I see,” Bartholomew said. “We have plenty in The Arches.”

“Where did you get it?” Bray asked, thinking how much that glass would be worth in Brighton.

“Years ago, some of our ancestors stumbled upon a hill left by the gods, filled with strange items buried under the earth.”

“I heard about that hill from Flora,” Kirby said, nodding. “Perhaps it is the same one.”

“Yes,” Bartholomew said. “Most of the items our ancestors found were destroyed and of no use, but the jars were intact. After digging them out of the rubble, our ancestors used them for many years, before passing them down to their relatives. Underneath the hill, they also found bits of metal, some of which our blacksmiths used to make swords, and also containers made of a strange light substance, which looked like they were used to hold liquid. Our ancestors also found some very, very thin rope that we use for fishing. Much of it was tangled, but they were able to dig it out. An expedition was made to cart back anything useable.”

“Is there anything left on this hill?”

“The area has been overrun with Savages,” Bartholomew said sadly.

“A shame,” Bray said.

“Even so, most of what could be used was taken long ago,” Bartholomew added. “The rest was buried so deep it was impossible to get out. The place reeked. The Savages must have discovered it after the gods left.”

Kirby watched some of the people wheeling their carts by and said, “It sounds like your people discovered a landfill.”

“A…landfill?” Bartholomew looked at her curiously.

“A place where people leave things they no longer use.”

“Those things were left for us by the gods,” Bartholomew said assuredly.

Kirby didn’t comment.

Unable to keep his eyes off the farmers passing by, some of whom were carting more jars filled with vegetables, William asked, “What is the liquid inside the jars with the vegetables?”

“Vinegar. We ration and preserve our vegetables at the end of the season. Do you do that?” Bartholomew asked.

“No,” William said, shaking his head. “The merchants might have jars, but the peasants don’t. We mostly eat dried meats in the cold months. We don’t have many leftover vegetables.”

“Our farmers keep our leftover vegetables and ensure they don’t rot.” Bartholomew seemed proud of their system.

“I’ve never heard of that,” Bray said.

“It has always been that way.”

They continued down the road, watching flocks of people cut across trails on the western side of the road to the eastern portion of the island, heading away and out of sight. Soon they were traveling in a remote area with fewer people. Fields of uneven dirt lined either side of the road, where the snow had mostly melted and Bray could tell crops had grown.

“This is one of our farming areas. The soil is better here than in other areas.” Bartholomew pointed at some large, wooden buildings past the fields, in the distance. “We have farmers closer to the island’s sides, as well. Some of our goats live there, William. Maybe we can see them on the way back, or at another time.”

William’s face lit up.


Chapter 50: Jonas The Collector

After completing his morning rituals, Jonas hurried outside through the back entrance of the building, looking for Deacon. He didn’t see him at first. He didn’t see anyone else, either. Most of The Important Ones were probably eating their breakfast in the other building. He looked beyond the long, mostly dirt field that sat behind the two buildings, covered with frozen boot and shoeprints from the elderly brave enough to walk out into the cold. The rest of those footprints were from Deacon’s Trusted soldiers, who patrolled and protected the island, searching for Savages or intruders.

They didn’t get many Savages. In fact, Jonas couldn’t remember a time when one of the wild men had crossed the river. Usually the current swept them away before they got close.

He found Deacon by the riverbank on the eastern side of the island. Deacon was standing so still that Jonas might not have found him, if he hadn’t been looking carefully between the trees.

“You’re back,” Jonas said quietly, when he was close enough that he didn’t have to shout.

Deacon broke from his thoughts and looked toward him.

Jonas swallowed as he thought about his next question. He hoped to drive the conversation toward more important information, but he couldn’t sound too eager. Eager men became dead men quickly—both on the islands, and in the wild. “Was the hunt successful?” he asked finally.

“Not as successful as I’d hoped,” Deacon admitted. “But things are different now. I’m sure you heard about the strangers.”

Jonas nodded, grateful to get to the details for which he had waited. They had consumed his thoughts while he’d done his chores. Several times, he’d even woken in the night, unable to get the god weapons, or the strangers, from his mind.

Deacon watched Jonas. For a moment, Jonas feared that Deacon might hear the barely perceptible ticking from the object in his pocket. Just in case, he stuffed his hands in his pants, clasping the object in his shaking fingers and muffling what was surely an inaudible noise.

“I spoke with the girl who brought them here,” Deacon said. “She confirmed most of the information you probably heard. They have the god weapons.”

Jonas couldn’t help his surge of elation. “How many do they have?”

“The woman carries two. The man and the boy have none.”

“Did you find any weapons in the forests from the Halifax men?” Jonas asked.

“The Halifax men we came across didn’t have any. They most likely hid them where they live. We won’t get to them easily.”

Jonas nodded, but he was still excited about the strangers. “The strangers might change everything.”

Deacon agreed. “The weapons will be a huge resource for our people.”

“Are you going to take the weapons?” Jonas asked.

“Not at first,” Deacon said. “Getting the strangers to cooperate might give us an advantage over the men from Halifax. We can take two guns, or we can get the knowledge to make more.”

“Very true.”

“Plus, we will need to know how to use them.”

Jonas felt some shame that Deacon didn’t trust him to figure it out. Masking his disappointment, he said, “I heard the other rumors, about the boy who can speak to Savages.”

“We will need to test that, too,” Deacon said. “I’m hoping the boy’s skill might be learned. If that is the case, he might have a greater benefit to us. He can teach our soldiers. But because of his illness, we might need to give him some time.”

Jonas nodded. “I’m worried about the people of Halifax, and the weapons they have.”

Deacon looked grave. “So am I. I will try to gain the strangers’ trust. I will give it as much time as we can afford. If not, I will do what is necessary to protect our people.”

Jonas nodded. He knew that was true. “When are you meeting them?”

“Bartholomew is retrieving them now,” Deacon said. “They are on their way.”

Jonas nodded, wishing Deacon would trust him to speak with the strangers, too. But he knew better than to ask.

“I will let you know how it goes. Once we get a hold of the weapons, you will be among the first to study them,” said Deacon.

Jonas thanked Deacon and excused himself, walking back toward the buildings.


Chapter 51: Bray

After passing more farmers’ fields, the ancient, curving road looped in a circle at the end of the island and reconnected to itself, just as Bartholomew had described. A small trail at the road’s end led to the water and to the wooden bridge at the end of that path, which extended over the water, connecting one island to the next. Bray noticed several large, natural stones on either bank that were even more apparent than Bray had realized from the forest. The enormous gray and orange stones sat about ten feet above the water, jagged in some places, smooth in others. Past the bridge, the second island started narrowly, but quickly expanded to the size of the first island’s width.

A few handfuls of guards—not as many as on the main bridge, but enough to make him nervous—hung by the wooden bridge’s opening.

Past the bridge, visible beyond a browning field, the sun speared the two buildings situated in the middle of the island. One sat on the left, the other on the right.

“Here we are,” Bartholomew said, beaming as they transitioned from the road to the dirt trail, heading toward the bridge.

Kirby and William took in the setting with awe.

“The second island is a sacred place for us,” Bartholomew explained, as they got closer. “Not many of our people are allowed here, and only a select portion live here. You might’ve heard that, while you’ve been staying. I’m sure you will have questions, as Deacon will have some for you.”

Bray said, “I’m sure.”

As they approached the wooden bridge, the guards hung to the sides, letting them pass. Bartholomew greeted them with a reserved nod. Bray didn’t recognize any of them, but they were dressed similarly to those at the front of The Arches. As they traveled over the bridge, Bray looked out over the river and at the water underneath, which was shallow enough that he could see the bottom.

“Occasionally, some of this island’s residents fish off this bridge,” Bartholomew said. “Though they don’t catch much.”

Bray looked out over the water and to the banks on either side of the expansive river. He wouldn’t mind spending time here.

He turned his attention to the buildings, which sat silently a hundred yards from the end of the bridge. He expected to see some of the elderly people that he’d spotted before, but the brown field in front of them was empty.

“Please wait while I fetch Deacon,” Bartholomew said.

Without another word, Bartholomew walked across the field, heading toward a large door on the building on the left.

Bray looked behind him. The guards traded their attention between the newcomers, the water, and the banks. The closest guards were about twenty feet away. Bray figured more were probably watching, or stationed in places he couldn’t see. He looked for a place where they could ride their horses back over the bridge, if they needed to get away.

Keeping his voice low, he asked Kirby, “What do you think?”

“It’s beautiful,” Kirby said. “But I’m wondering where all the people are.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

“Perhaps it’s too early for them to be out.”

“Or they were told to stay inside.”

Bray looked at William, who was shivering. They shouldn’t stay longer than they had to. The silence had deepened into something ominous. It seemed as if the ground had opened and swallowed the residents of the island up. After they had waited a while, the door where Bartholomew had disappeared reopened.

Two figures emerged.

One was Bartholomew.

The other, Bray could only assume, was Deacon.

The second man had long, stringy gray hair, and wore a long, dark coat. He strode with an aura of purpose. Like the guards on the bridge, he had the air of a fighting man. As he got closer, Bray saw weathered lines on his face and deep scars on his cheeks. His eyes were dark and piercing. Unlike some of the other rulers Bray had encountered, often flanked by guards, Deacon approached with only Bartholomew at his side.

He was either brave or confident. Bray steeled for the guarded interaction characteristic of most of the leaders he’d met.

He was surprised when the man smiled warmly in greeting.

“My deepest apologies. If I were home, I would’ve welcomed you earlier. I’m Deacon.”

Bray, Kirby, and William introduced themselves, waiting for whatever came next.

“Bray, Kirby, and William.” Deacon pointed at each of them in turn, correctly repeating their names. “I am glad we could provide you with a place out of the cold.”

“We appreciate your hospitality,” Bray said.

“A thank you isn’t necessary,” Deacon said. “I heard that you helped one of our people in the forest. Flora is alive because of you. She spoke of your bravery.”

Bray accepted the compliment.

“I’ll admit I was surprised to hear we had visitors. Most people we see are here to fight. Our people have defended The Arches for many years. We are proud of this place, and thankful for the gods’ grace,” Deacon said.

“It is a beautiful place to live,” Bray said, and he wasn’t lying.

Deacon watched them with the curious expression of a man who had many questions. Instead of voicing them, he beckoned to the buildings behind him. “You’ve waited long enough. Why don’t we take a walk, and I will show you some of the island?”

Bray looked down at his horse, feeling inappropriately high for a conversation with a man on the ground.

“If you’d like, Bartholomew can tend to your horses while I show you the island. The horses probably won’t like him as much as they do you, but he won’t lose them.” Deacon smiled again.

Bartholomew looked slightly embarrassed.

“I don’t intend to keep you long,” Deacon said.

Bray looked uneasily at Kirby and William. Bray still hadn’t ruled out the possibility of an ambush, either from the guards on the bridge, or others he hadn’t yet seen.

“You are cautious, as I would be,” Deacon said. “I understand. My assurances are all I can give that no harm will come to you. We have avoided bloodshed on this sacred second island for many years. I don’t intend to spill blood here now.”

Bray looked for a lie beneath the man’s expression. If it was there, he couldn’t see it. He dismounted, passing the reins to Bartholomew and taking up a spot near Kirby and William, who had also gotten down. They walked behind Deacon. Bray kept his hand close to his sword.

Deacon led them up a dirt trail and toward the buildings. “Has anyone told you about the islands?” he asked.

Bray said, “A little, but not much.”

“You’ve been focused on getting better, I assume,” Deacon said with a firm nod toward William.

“The rest has helped,” Bray said.

“It is good to see you on your feet, William. Our healers do what they can to treat our illnesses. They are competent. It is colder living on the island, surrounded by water, but less dangerous than living among the Savages.”

“Of course,” William said quietly. “Thank you for allowing us to stay.”

“I see you have an injury,” Deacon said, motioning toward Bray’s shoulder.

“It is nothing.” Bray waved off the wound. “A scratch from battle. Nothing to be concerned about.”

Deacon nodded, turning his attention back to the buildings. He pointed as he spoke. “Many years ago, the gods inhabited all the buildings on this earth, including the buildings on these islands. They lived out their mortal lives, much as we live out ours now, hunting, fishing, and protecting their families. When they grew tired of this mortal plain, they returned to the heavens, leaving us to look after what they’d left behind.”

Bray kept quiet. The story was different than those told in Brighton, but he wasn’t about to refute it.

Deacon continued, “You might think our ancestors first spotted The Arches on the main bridge, and that is what led them to this place. But that wasn’t the case. They first laid eyes upon these buildings that you see here.”

Deacon pointed toward the wide structures at the front of the island. Then he pointed across the river on the island’s western side, from which the mainland was visible across a hundred feet of river. Bray pictured the first people cutting through the forests and spotting the massive buildings on the second island.

“According to the legends, our ancestors lived many miles south of here, in buildings many stories high that our gods provided for them. They called it The City of the Gods. They survived for many years there, feeding and clothing their people, raising their families. They battled off enemies that tried to take what they had, but none of those enemies were so plentiful, or so vicious, that they couldn’t ward them off. For the most part, they were safe.”

Bray nodded as he listened.

“Without warning,” Deacon continued, “A vicious people emerged from the forests, taking most of what they had, killing many of them and driving them from their homes. Our people fought with courage, but in time, they lost. A brave handful of our ancestors survived and took to the wild, fighting sickness and starvation as they journeyed north. Some died. They traveled for many weeks, fighting beasts they’d never encountered, battling fatal sicknesses, and fending off savage people. Eventually, the hardest few—the gods’ chosen—made it to the river that you see here, The River of the Gods. They followed it for many miles, until they spotted these buildings through the trees. It was the sign for which they had been waiting. They followed the river north, listening to the whispers of the gods, until they happened upon the bridge that you crossed to get in here. That is how The Arches became our home.”

“An incredible story,” Bray said.

“Not a story, but a truth,” Deacon affirmed.

Putting some things together, Bray said, “Our people know of a city to the south. We call it The Ancient City. I am not sure if it is one and the same.”

“Perhaps it is The City of the Gods,” Deacon said. “It is said some of our people attempted to go back, years later. They never returned.”

“What happened to the people who attacked your ancestors?” Kirby asked.

“They are the people of Halifax. The people with the markings on their heads.”


Chapter 52: Bray

“The people of Halifax?” Bray asked, confused. “I thought they lived close by. It sounds like these people lived further south.”

“They used to live further south,” Deacon clarified. “These were the ancestors of the people from Halifax. The gods took vengeance upon them, branding them with the markings you see on their heads. They were marked as a punishment for what they did to us. It is a reminder of the hell they will live in when they die.”

Bray recalled when he’d rubbed the markings on the dead Halifax man. It seemed like they had dye on their foreheads.

Deacon explained, “The people of Halifax are a vile race. Instead of wearing the symbol of punishment with shame, they embraced it and started dyeing their foreheads with it. Their existence is an affront to the gods.” Deacon’s face grew hard. “A small party of them followed our ancestors from The City of the Gods, hoping to wipe us out, but they failed. Over time, more of their people came, when they heard about The Arches. They situated in the settlement we call Halifax. They’ve spent years fighting us, in hopes of taking our new home. But the gods have given us a place we can defend, and we have done our part by utilizing every man, woman, and child to defend our home. Everyone plays a role in our survival. All must learn to fight, and all must learn to defend The Arches. Everyone serves a purpose.”

Having finished his story, Deacon looked at the buildings, perhaps reliving some troublesome memory of battle. After a few moments, he snapped from his thoughts and waved them around the side of the building on the right.

“Enough about the past,” he said. “I want to show you the beautiful island that led our ancestors to safety. Follow me.”

Deacon veered from the path and around the western wall of the right-hand building, onto another area of dead grass that had been heavily traveled. Thick pine trees bordered the western side of the island, providing natural protection from the opposite banks, from where Bray, Kirby, and William had come. From the new vantage point, Bray saw that the island extended well beyond the two buildings.

“This island is a lot smaller than the first, though you can’t see it’s end. In the warmer months, this island is covered in beautiful flowers, and trees that only seem to grow on this land on which you are standing,” Deacon said. “I have never seen their equal on the mainland. Most of those plants go away with the warmth. If you had come a few months earlier, perhaps I could’ve showed you. We could’ve hiked through the forest.”

“A nice thought,” Kirby said, though Bray figured she didn’t have the time or concern for flowers.

“I’m sure you are wondering who lives here,” Deacon said as he pointed at the solid wall of the building.

Hoping to conceal the fact that he already knew, Bray said, “That was my next question.”

“This island is a sacred place of safety for my people. It was the beacon that led them to The Arches, and therefore has the gods’ special blessing.” Deacon walked them further, until they were almost behind the building. “That is why we use it for our most special people.”

As they reached the back corner of the building, Bray saw several elderly people milling in a field behind it, about a hundred feet away. Most were much older than Deacon, walking with the assistance of sticks, shuffling slowly as they walked under the sunlight. All wore warm clothing. One person, a middle-aged man missing a leg, leaned on a crutch fashioned of some sort of wood.

“The second island is where we keep our elderly, those who have serviced The Arches for many years, or those too wounded to fight or work,” Deacon explained. “Most have survived great battles, earning special protection from the gods.”

A few of the elderly looked over at Bray, Kirby, and William, perhaps surprised to see people other than soldiers in the vicinity. None came toward them.

“How many live here?” Kirby asked.

“About a hundred,” Deacon said. “A small portion of our population. As you can guess, sickness and battles take most of us before we reach a privileged age. But that is the way of the world.”

“So it goes,” Bray agreed.

“The people who live here also serve a purpose to The Arches,” Deacon said. “As I said, everyone plays a part. They make clothing, cook for themselves and our Trusted guards, and help the healers. A few have a special talent in assisting those who are severely ill.”

“A good setup, for those who live here,” Bray said.

“They are here for their dedication. The gods have chosen them.” Deacon shrugged, as if the point was obvious. “And they inspire others, who strive to live as long as them. For that reason, we call them The Important Ones.”

“I see.” Watching some of the elderly walking around in bundled jackets, Bray said, “It seems some of them prefer the outdoors, even in the cold.”

“They are enjoying the day,” Deacon said with a smile. “They’ve earned it.”

Watching a few of the elderly people mingling behind the building, Bray asked, “Do their relatives visit?”

“Only our Important Ones and our guards are allowed here,” Deacon said. “But those that can travel are encouraged to do so.”

“Thank you for allowing us to visit this privileged place,” Bray said.

Deacon stopped walking and turned to face Bray, Kirby, and William. It seemed as if he wasn’t taking them any farther.

“How long have you been a leader here?” Kirby asked.

“My father died when I was at a young age, and wasn’t able to pass The Arches on to me. I hadn’t yet learned to fight. But my uncle respected my father’s wishes and led for an interim period. When I was of age, my uncle granted me his special privilege.”

“Does your uncle still live among The Important Ones?” Bray inquired, wondering if Deacon had killed him for the role. Maybe he would find an ugly truth beneath Deacon’s words.

“My uncle lived a full life. He passed a few years ago,” Deacon said with a sad expression. “He lived out the remainder of his time with the blessed ones, until he joined the gods.”

Bray nodded as he looked past the buildings.

“We have a few small farming fields back here,” Deacon said, pointing past the field, where several rows of frozen dirt were visible in the sunlight. “The rest of the island is forest. It provides a layer of protection, and a nice place to walk in the warmer months. If William weren’t sick, I would take you there, as I said.”

Bray looked back at the buildings.

Noticing his gaze, Deacon said, “I would take you inside the buildings, but they are sacred. I hope you can understand.”

“It is no worry,” Bray said.

“I hope you found something of interest in what I’ve told you about The Arches.”

“It is an amazing place,” Bray said. “And a privilege to see it.”

Deacon started walking again, leading them back along the wall of the building and toward the bridge.

Bray looked for Bartholomew. He hadn’t wandered far from where they’d left him with the horses by the bridge. He held the ropes, admiring the animals and occasionally looking their way, as if he were waiting for them to finish. Falling silent for the first time since they’d arrived, Deacon looked between them, his eyes settling on the guns.

“I’ll admit it was difficult to refrain from asking you questions,” Deacon said. “I’m sure our people have been asking you plenty, since you arrived.”

“A few,” Bray admitted.

“Now I have some questions for you.” Deacon stopped again, staring at the guns. “I’ve heard about your homelands from Bartholomew. And I have also heard about your weapons, and the people of Halifax. It is an unpleasant coincidence that has brought us together. As I’m sure you can guess, we are worried about the people of Halifax, and concerned about the weapons they have.”

“Of course,” Bray said.

“They are a continuing threat to us. We need to understand what we are up against.” Deacon paused, keeping his focus to Kirby. “I was hoping you could show me how your weapons work.”

The forthrightness of the question took Kirby by surprise. She watched Deacon with a face that showed she was uncomfortable. “They are loud,” she warned, glancing over her shoulder at the people milling behind the buildings, some of who were still visible behind the rear wall.

“I was hoping you could use them on the trees over there.” Deacon pointed.

“They would scare the people. And most likely draw attention from the mutants.”

“My people aren’t easily scared.” Deacon smiled, with an expression of pride that showed he was telling the truth. “As for the Savages, I am willing to risk a momentary noise.”

Deacon watched Kirby with an intensity that showed he wasn’t used to being refused.

Hoping to dissuade Deacon, Bray said, “We can’t fire the weapons. We only have a certain amount of ammunition. It would be a waste—and a risk—to spend it on anything other than demons.”

Deacon turned from Kirby to Bray. “I admit I’m ignorant in the ways of such weapons. But surely a demonstration wouldn’t render the weapon useless.”

“It wouldn’t,” Bray agreed. “But as I said, we can’t afford to waste resources frivolously.”

“You wouldn’t be able to see much without a demon to use as a target,” Kirby added.

“Are you able to make more of these weapons?”

Kirby shook her head. “The knowledge was lost with my people. Even if we could find the materials, I do not know how to make them myself.”

Deacon paused for a long moment, looking as if he was trying to discern the truth from a lie. Bray and Kirby remained steadfast. For a moment, Bray wondered whether the discussion would become an argument, and how it would end. He looked at Bartholomew and the guards by the bridge. None of them had moved, but a few were staring in their direction.

Finally, seeming to decide on something, Deacon said, “I understand. We are a people that use resources wisely, too. I know your intent is to get back some of the existing weapons from the people of Halifax, our enemies. Perhaps I can ask another favor. When you retrieve more of your weapons, will you bring one of them back to show me?”

With a conciliatory nod, Bray said, “We can do that.”

Deacon smiled, unable to mask his disappointment. “I’ll admit most my of guards thought you were gods. Many believed you were sent here to protect us from the people of Halifax. Talking to you now, I can see that you are real people, just like anyone else on the island. I hope you aren’t offended by that.”

“If I were a god, I’d have hundreds of weapons,” Bray said with a grin.

Deacon returned the gesture. “My hope is that we can help each other. However long you stay, we have a lot to learn from each other. I won’t take up more of your time. I know William needs his rest.” Deacon’s eyes lingered on William for a moment. “We can always meet again at another time and talk about other things. Do you know how long you will be staying?”

“A few more days at most,” Kirby said.

“I hope you feel we have repaid our debt for your helping Flora by providing food and a place to stay.”

“We do,” Bray agreed.

“Please don’t rush into the cold,” Deacon said. “But if you stay, I do have another request. I do ask that you provide your own meals. Food is scarce in the winter, as you know, and our people are expected to earn their keep.”

Bray said, “We have no problems with that.” Recalling Flora’s suggestion to Kirby, he said, “Perhaps I can join one of your hunting parties. When do your hunters leave?”

“Talk to Bartholomew. He will set you up with one. Most leave at dawn and go out for a night or so. We go only as far as we need, with the people of Halifax around.”

“Sounds good,” Bray said.

“Bartholomew will keep me posted on William’s progress. And please let me know before you leave. If you stay longer, I would love to talk more. If not, I will see you off.”


Chapter 53: Jonas The Collector

Jonas waited in the hallways, pretending to look at the relics on the wall while he impatiently waited for Deacon. After heading inside on Deacon’s instruction, he’d peered out between one of the window shutters, watching the strangers walk around the yard, unable to take his eyes off the miraculous devices.

He’d never seen anything so glorious.

If they worked the way he’d heard, they’d make all the difference in the fight against the people of Halifax.

Not for the first time, Jonas felt a frustration as he looked around at the rusted pieces of metal on the wall, most of which seemed insignificant in comparison. Perhaps they had possessed meaning to the gods, at one time, but now they were little more than scraps for the forge, hardly good enough to be made into knives or swords, or pots to cook food.

The things outside were different.

They were special.

Even without seeing them work, Jonas knew. He needed to get his hands on them, to figure them out. Those artifacts were more important than the ticking object in his pocket, or any of the other things he spent his life polishing.

Jonas was mulling those thoughts over when Deacon walked back into the building. Having seen him coming, Jonas had moved away from the windows and positioned himself in front of one of the old relics. He stared at the wall, feigning interest in an old, angular object.

“Not as interesting as the objects outside, I imagine,” Deacon said, making it clear he knew Jonas was watching.

Jonas stepped away from the wall, swallowing a lump in his throat. “Interesting, nevertheless,” he responded quietly.

“The strangers are gone,” Deacon said. “They’re careful with the weapons, as I expected. It will take some time to earn their trust.”

“Time we might not have,” Jonas said. “What are you going to do?”

Deacon fell silent for a moment. “The girl, Flora, might’ve been right about the man, Bray. He might be an additional hindrance, rather than a help. I am going to test his skill. I should be able to determine his worth quickly.”

“How?”

“It sounds like Bray will join one of our hunting parties. If he doesn’t go on his own, I will send Bartholomew to reinforce the suggestion.”

“How about the boy?”

“It is too early to broach the subject of his power, but he seems sick enough that I hope they will stay longer.” Deacon thought for a moment. “The girl who brought them here, Flora, has built trust with them. They shared a long journey together. They fought the men from Halifax. Perhaps she is a good resource, as she suggested. She can get information, and keep me posted on them. I can use her to deliver news that I want them to hear.”

“A good plan,” Jonas said.

“We will see what happens. If they don’t cooperate, I will need to make another decision. Once the Halifax men figure out how to use their god weapons, we might suffer an attack.” Deacon paused. “Possibly, even a war.”

“I agree,” said Jonas. “We don’t have much time.”


Chapter 54: Bray

It was mid-afternoon when Bray, Kirby, and William returned to the wooden house. Bray unslung his bag and placed it on the table. He looked around the small, hunter’s dwelling, which was starting to feel like home, or as much like home as any place to a man who was used to making his bed in the wild. He stoked the fire that had burned down in their absence.

“What did you think of Deacon?” he asked, poking the fire’s ashes.

“He reminds me of most leaders I’ve met,” Kirby said. “Charismatic, but with a danger underneath.”

“He was very forthright about the guns,” Bray admitted. “I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse.”

“He told some fascinating stories,” William said.

Kirby said, “As much as I do not trust him, I did not get the sense we are in immediate danger. We are of use to him. He believes we have information that will help him.”

“All we need is enough time for William to recuperate,” Bray said. “Then we can leave, and we won’t have to worry about it.”

“Are you really going to join a hunting party?” William asked Bray as he lay down in his blankets, obviously tired from the short trip.

Bray already felt the pull of hunger after what had been a meager breakfast. “That might be a good idea. We only have a little squirrel left, and I didn’t see much else around. These people will know the best spots for game on the mainland.”

“A rabbit would taste good about now,” William said wistfully.

With a grin, Bray said, “Maybe I’ll get lucky and score us a fat pig.”

“When are you thinking of leaving?” William asked.

“Tomorrow at dawn. Bartholomew said I could meet one of the parties on the bridge, whenever I liked.”

“I wish I could go,” William said with a look of disappointment on his face. “I’d like to hunt something larger than a rabbit.”

“You’ll have plenty of time for that, when you’re better,” Bray promised.

“The hunting trip will help us,” Kirby said. “But we will need food for tonight and tomorrow.”

“I might be able to catch more squirrels.” Bray shrugged.

“Perhaps, or I can pick up something at the market that they were setting up, the one we passed on the way to the island with Bartholomew.”

“Do you think it’s still open?” Bray asked.

“I assume it closes when the sun sets. We still have a few more hours until then.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Bray couldn’t hide his doubt. “These people are interested enough in us already. Being seen in a place with so many people might be a risk. It might give them ideas.”

“If I can find something to trade, it might be worth it,” Kirby said, motioning to the bag on her back. “Maybe I can trade for some of those canned vegetables to sustain us while you are on your hunting trip. If they wanted to find us, they already know where we are. We are in no more danger there than here.”

Bray wasn’t sold on the idea, but he asked, “Do you have anything in that bag that you’d be willing to give up?”

“A few things,” Kirby said vaguely, but she didn’t elaborate.

Bray knew Kirby wouldn’t be dissuaded, if that were what she wanted to do. She was already moving for the door. “Do you want to take one of my horses?” he asked.

“Leading a horse through a crowd doesn’t seem like a good idea, or a practical one,” Kirby said. “The horses are tired. I could use a walk.”

“Maybe you should hide your guns, when you go,” William suggested.

“I’m not sure that will work for my rifle,” Kirby said with a thin smile, gesturing to the large gun on her back. “But I’ll do my best. I’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry about me.”


Chapter 55: Kirby

Kirby’s breath misted the air as she walked along the dirt path. She glanced at the trees and houses around her, thinking she might see soldiers, but she saw none. A woman carrying several buckets walked past her, smiling reservedly. A few children stopped whatever game they were playing to watch her walk.

Kirby wasn’t foolish enough to trust the islanders, but at least they were leaving her alone to her thoughts.

She wound with the trail over root-covered ground and past copses of trees. With so many days spent fighting, or tracking William, she hadn’t had a moment to herself in a while.

As hesitant as Kirby was about the islands, she could get used to a place with no mutants lurking in the trees, lusting for her flesh. It was nice to live without one of the threats she normally faced.

The island had its problems. She recalled what Deacon had told them. The people of Halifax were a looming threat. And what if a horde of mutants as large as the one that attacked Brighton attacked here?

She might not be forced to fight others’ wars, or battle other slaves, but the threats would never cease.

Kirby longed for a place of peace—not a place surrounded by walls, or bridges, or stockades, but a place where she could live the rest of her life without having to use a knife, gun, or grenade. She’d once accepted that she’d meet her end in a mutant’s mouth, or die in one of the wars that seemed to follow her.

But she hadn’t given up on her foolish hope of a golden palace in the clouds.

Perhaps one day she’d find it.

Whether that was with or without her current companions, she didn’t know.

She was worried about that, too.

She couldn’t get her mind off one of the conversations she’d had with William. He’d expressed his fear about losing his capacity to make choices. Kirby had that same worry. If she were still with William and Bray, would she harm them?

In recent weeks, she’d learned some things that made her question whether the infected all went insane. There was a possibility some infected got smarter. But was that a hope she could count on?

Kirby was infected. More than likely, the spore would twist her mind, much as it had twisted the minds of the people in her settlement. She recalled several of the faces of her fellow settlers as they’d torched New Hope’s walls. They had seemed so rational, so calm, even in their insanity. They thought that by burning the walls around them, they’d find freedom. Instead, they found death at the hands of the mutants, or burnt themselves to death in the fire’s flames.

Putting those unresolved thoughts aside, she walked until she reached the island’s main road. Looking left, she saw some of the tradesmen’s houses. To the right was the section of the road they’d taken earlier to the second island, winding through the trees.

Following a few women who were heading up the road with large, empty baskets, Kirby crossed the road and entered a path that led to the eastern half of the island. One of the women glanced over her shoulder, catching sight of Kirby, and said something to the woman next to her. The second woman whispered and looked over her shoulder.

Kirby kept her head down and kept walking.


Chapter 56: Flora

Flora kept within the trees behind Kirby. Her initial plan had been to visit the strangers and get information she could relay to Deacon. On the way, she’d spotted Kirby walking alone.

Perhaps she could learn something by keeping out of sight.

Kirby had no particular reason to suspect her of anything. Flora had done her best to ingratiate herself with the strangers, in hopes that her proposal to Deacon would be accepted. By earning the strangers’ trust, she hoped to earn her life and another chance at fulfilling her duties to The Arches.

Earlier, Bartholomew had found her fishing on the river in one of her usual spots, and relayed a message from Deacon.

Keep track of the strangers. You are to report their whereabouts and any information to Deacon.

Deacon’s message meant he’d seen Flora’s usefulness. And usefulness was a way to avoid death.

Perhaps she was on the way to greater things, after all.

Thanking the gods for her luck, Flora crept from tree to tree, heading down the path. It seemed as if Kirby was heading in the direction of the market. She hid not only from Kirby, but also from the two women walking ahead of her. The last thing Flora needed was someone to strike up conversation, or give away her position.

Her task might be the only thing keeping her alive.


Chapter 57: Kirby

Kirby followed the women with baskets until she saw a clearing in the distance. A large, wooden structure sat in the middle of a field, supported with beams and with no walls. A slew of islanders mingled underneath. Inside were numerous crudely constructed tables, or blankets that had been set up inside on the ground to form aisles. The people were bent down, perusing various wares, or talking with the people kneeling or sitting behind the objects on display. Others were outside, looking at objects they’d obtained as they surrounded several fires. The two women Kirby had followed wove into the crowd and disappeared, heading toward some particular blanket or table of interest, or perhaps trying to get away from Kirby.

Based on Bartholomew’s conversation about the population of the islands, Kirby guessed a large portion of the islands’ population was here.

Most of the people wore thick coats, pants, and boots. A greater number than Kirby might expect wore scars of battle on their faces. Guards stood in several places outside the large wooden structure, identifiable by their rigid posture and their strict attention to the people. A few caught sight of Kirby, making no moves to mask their stares.

As she got closer, people traded whispers and looked in her direction. Some unabashedly stared. The attention spread as more people caught wind of her presence. Kirby had already pulled her jacket down over her pistol and her grenades before she left, but she couldn’t do much about the rifle, part of which hung out of the bag on her back. She wouldn’t leave it behind.

She suddenly felt as if she were back in the arena, forced to fight in her homeland while a crowd of people gawked at her from the sidelines. She understood the islanders’ caution, but she wanted to be away from the attention. She thought back to Bray’s warning.

“Being in a place with so many people might be a risk. It might give them ideas.”

She reached the edge of the wooden structure, nodding as she passed a soldier.

The soldier didn’t react. She kept going into one of the aisles, hoping to conceal herself in some part of the crowd that hadn’t noticed her. She walked until she reached an area where most were engaged in conversation. None looked at her. Some leaned over tables. Others sifted through baskets, or held up items as they discussed what they should trade. She caught fragments of conversation as she kept walking.

“A rabbit fur for a jar of pickles?”

“I’m not looking for tomatoes today.”

One woman pointed away from her blanket. “If you’re looking for shoes, you’ll have better luck with Lucy down on the end.”

Kirby kept walking until she came across a blanket covered in glass jars like the ones they’d seen on the road earlier. All of the jars were clear and lined up by the color of the vegetables inside. The tops were made of wood, sealed with some kind of clear substance. She looked from the jars to the woman behind the wares, who was sitting on an overturned pushcart. The woman had dark hair and a sun-beaten face. It was hard to determine her age. Her expression, filled with hope when she first saw a customer, turned to fear as she saw Kirby, her strange coat, and the top of the rifle hanging out of her bag.

“Is that beeswax?” Kirby asked, pointing to the clear substance holding the lid of the jars to the glass.

The woman nodded, fixated on Kirby. “That’s how we seal ’em.”

Kirby picked up a jar of peppers and looked it over. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d eaten fresh vegetables. Ever since her settlement had been overrun, she’d been subsisting on a diet of mostly animals, doing whatever she needed to keep from starving.

The woman watched Kirby as if she might run off with the jar. Feeling uncomfortable, Kirby set down the peppers and looked over some jars of green beans, corn, and potatoes.

“Do you have something to trade?” the woman asked, perhaps considering asking her to leave.

Kirby looked over her shoulder, noticing a few of the guards walking in her direction, pretending they were patrolling, but obviously observing.

Kirby slowly removed her pack, opening it so she could sift through the interior. “I might have some things to trade,” she said. “I’ll just need a moment.”

She looked through a few knives, mostly taken from the bodies of her dead people, and a few pouches that she’d been hoping to refill with dried meat and fruits. She also had spare ammunition, which was running lower than she liked. She looked behind her, noticing the guards passing by. They stopped a few layers of people behind her and talked in low tones.

Turning her attention back to the bag, she hesitated as she passed over a small, metal object. The woman leaned over, catching a glimpse.

“What’s that?” the woman asked, her curiosity getting the better of her fear.

“A gift from a friend,” Kirby said, stuffing the metal object underneath some pouches.

“It looks as if it might be something to trade,” the woman said.

“It’s sentimental,” Kirby said. “Of little value to anyone but me.”

“Perhaps I’ll consider a deal on the vegetables, if you let me see what it is.”

Kirby hesitated for another moment before pulling out the small, silver circle. Most of the memories of her homeland had been tossed long ago. She had no relatives, no one to mourn her, if she were to die tomorrow. But this one thing she’d kept, probably because it was small enough to carry.

A man named Gerald from New Hope had given it to her. She still remembered the moment. They’d been sailing to the new land, leaning over the edge of the ship and watching the clear horizon and the endless blue water. It had been days since they left their homeland, a place they considered hell. They were grateful to be alive. Their conversation had settled into a lull when Gerald had pulled it from his pocket and handed it to Kirby. Whether it was the hope of the future or the beautiful view in front of them, she wasn’t sure, but he’d told her to keep it.

It was a gift from his mother, he’d said. A present before he was shipped off to war, after someone had discovered he was infected and reported him.

Gerald had assured her he expected nothing in return. Kirby had reluctantly taken it.

A week later, Gerald had died. Perhaps he’d known death was coming, or perhaps he wished to pass the token on to someone who would remember him.

The woman looked Kirby up and down, studying her jacket, the rifle, and her face, probably comparing what she’d heard to what she was seeing. “Where did you come from?” she whispered, looking around at a few other people, who had already noticed them and stopped trading.

“A settlement to the south,” Kirby said. Hoping to avoid further questioning, she added, “Not so different than here.”

The woman nodded, but she still held a look of fear and distrust.

“This is what you wanted to see,” Kirby said, holding up the round, metal object in her palm.

The woman’s eyes widened as she stared at the silver circle. “What does it do?”

“It’s a charm,” Kirby answered.

“A charm.” The woman looked as if she’d never heard the word. “Is it lucky for you?”

“I…yes, it is.”

“I’ll trade three jars of vegetables for it,” the woman said, waving at the table in front of her. “Take your pick. You can even keep the jars.”

“Keep them?” Kirby asked, thinking the comment strange.

“Normally I ask the person to wash the jars and bring them back. They are from my ancestors. The islanders oblige. But it will be a different deal for you, if you give me the charm.”

Kirby looked at the small, silver circle in her hands. The vegetables would provide a few nice meals, depending on how they rationed. But those would be gone quickly, and she’d never replace the charm. Gerald’s hopeful look was stuck in her memory. Perhaps desperation would get the better of her, but not today.

“I’m sorry,” she told the disappointed woman. “I’m going to keep it.”

Kirby was turning to leave when she noticed a thick, warm blanket draped over the woman’s shoulders. It was made of thick sheep wool, in much better shape than any of the blankets back at the house. She thought of William shivering, wrapped in a few blankets that seemed to get thinner the longer they were in the wild. The thick blanket would be a huge benefit, with nothing but a campfire to keep them warm when they returned to the wild.

But Gerald…

Gerald was gone. William was alive.

Gerald would understand.

“Four jars of vegetables and the blanket, and I’ll give you the charm,” she told the woman.

The woman’s eyes lit up with renewed hope, but she kept her composure. “The blanket belongs to my sister. She’ll be upset if I trade it.”

“Four and the blanket, or the trade is off,” Kirby said, tucking the charm back into her bag and making a show of walking away.

Before Kirby could leave, the woman reached out a wrinkled hand and said, “Deal.”


Chapter 58: Bray

Bray watched William as he dozed. Every so often, William rolled over, losing part of his blankets. He moaned. Bray wondered if he was dealing with the pain of the spore, his illness, or both. Rather than hovering and disturbing him, Bray kept his post at the window. He saw no sign of Kirby. She’d been gone awhile. Had she been gone too long? He tried to determine how long it would take to get from the house, to the road, to the market, and back. Hopefully his warnings to Kirby weren’t a premonition.

The islanders hadn’t shown any violent intentions yet. But what was to stop them from getting ideas when they saw Kirby alone? The market would have many more people, and a group with ill repute might be more likely to try something together than alone.

He was harboring those thoughts when William stirred.

William seemed to have given up on sleep.

“Kirby isn’t back yet?” William asked, looking around the room.

“Not yet. She should be back soon,” Bray assured him.

William went quiet for a moment, clearly worried, but trying his best not to show it.

“Is that what’s keeping you up?” Bray asked.

“Partly,” William admitted. “I can’t seem to clear the thoughts from my head. I keep closing my eyes, but one thing leads to the next.”

“Are you thinking about Brighton?” Bray asked.

William lowered his eyes. “I keep seeing all those demons and men fighting outside of Brighton. I keep hearing the gunshots.”

Bray suspected William was thinking of other things, as well. He looked down at his wound. The pain in his shoulder was a constant reminder of the battle.

“How’s your shoulder?” William asked.

“I’ve survived worse.”

“Worse than a Tech Magic bullet?” William asked.

Bray laughed as he thought about that. “I think I’ve gotten more scars this year than any other year.”

“Some of those scars were for me,” William said, looking guilty.

“We did what we needed to do to stay alive.” Bray watched William, who was sitting up and watching him closely. “Do you need another blanket? Maybe some more tea?”

William didn’t answer. It seemed like he had something else on his mind. “Why did you spend so much time searching for me?”

The question caught Bray off guard. After a pause, he answered, “I saw you run off in the Ancient City. I wanted to help.”

“Did you look for me because you felt guilty about Mom?”

Bray was stunned into a silence he wasn’t used to. “Partially that,” he admitted.

“Mostly that, you mean.”

“There are other reasons,” Bray said, clearing his throat and looking away. The pain of Ella’s death was always there, resurfacing whenever he looked at William.

“Like what?”

Bray thought on it for a long while. “You can track. You can hunt. One day I’ll be too old to do those. I’ll need someone to help me.” He smiled, trying to lighten the mood, even though the expression felt forced.

“Are you trying to teach me because you don’t have a son of your own?” William asked. Before Bray could answer, he said, “That’s it.”

“Maybe I just need someone to hear about all the demon kills I’ve made.”

“I know killing my mom was a terrible accident,” William said. “I knew you never meant to hurt her. I realized that before you found me.”

“I’m—”

“You don’t have to apologize again.” William looked as if he was struggling through another dilemma. “What I’m trying to say is that I feel as if I’m holding you back with my illness. I feel like I’m a burden. I don’t want to feel like that.”

Bray shook his head without a delay. “I’m going to make sure you get better. I’m not going anywhere.”

Taking off his blankets, William rolled up his pants and revealed two round, swollen lumps under his knees. “Even if I recover from my sickness, I won’t recover from the spore. These lumps weren’t here when you met me, but they’re here now. And I have others, too, that you haven’t seen. I hide them. You don’t have to spend the rest of your life making up for one mistake.”

Bray watched William, trying to formulate words that had been pent up since he’d found William in Brighton. “You’re going to get better, and I’ll be here when you do. And the day after that.” Bray smiled at William, and this time his expression didn’t feel forced. “If that’s what keeping you awake, you don’t have to worry. We’ll have plenty of time to talk later, when you feel better.”

William started to say something, then stopped and smiled. He lay down and pulled his blankets back over his body, tossing a few times until he found a comfortable position. A few minutes later, he was asleep.


Chapter 59: Kirby

Kirby headed for the edge of the structure. She’d had enough of the market and the constant attention. She longed for the relative safety of the woods, where the only spectators would be trees and the birds lingering through winter. A few men at the edge of one of the blankets took a step toward her, looking as if they might want to say something.

Maybe they want to rob me.

She lowered her hand toward her pistol, ready to draw it. Bray’s warnings seemed especially predictive now.

A man with a thick beard looked like he was reaching for his scabbarded sword. Or was she imagining it? Kirby doubted a few men would take her on with what they considered god weapons, but she wasn’t going to wait to find out. She looked for trees behind which she could gain cover and make a stand, if that was what it came to. A familiar voice called her name, startling her.

“Kirby!”

She halted long enough to identify who was speaking. Flora was emerging from the next row of traders, hurrying to catch up with her. In her hands was a full basket of goods. “How’s William?”

Kirby looked behind her. The man with the thick beard, and some of the others, looked away. None were coming closer, or making moves for their weapons. Kirby relaxed slightly.

Feeling relief at seeing one of the only familiar faces she knew on the island, she took a moment to remember Flora’s question. She asked about William. “He’s still weak. These illnesses can hang on.”

“I wish I’d known you were coming to market day,” Flora said as she motioned toward the blankets filled with wares. “I would’ve showed you around.”

“I found my way,” Kirby said. Glancing over her shoulder, ensuring she was still safe, Kirby added, “I got some vegetables and a blanket for William.”

“I’m glad you found what you needed,” Flora said. “It seems you are getting familiar with the island.”

“We met with Deacon this morning,” Kirby said.

“On the second island?”

“Yes.”

A look of wonder crossed Flora’s face. “Not many get to see it. It is a sacred place for our people. You are very fortunate.”

Kirby wasn’t sure if she agreed, but she nodded. “Deacon told us many of the stories of your people. They were inspiring.”

“The gods have blessed us with The Arches.”

Looking over her shoulder, still feeling a nervousness she couldn’t shake, even though less people were paying attention, Kirby said, “Well, I should probably be getting back to William. The sky is already losing light.”

“I’ll stop by to check on him after I take these things to my parents,” Flora said.

“Why don’t you stop by tomorrow? He’ll most likely still be resting.”

“So you’ll be staying on the island awhile, then?”

Kirby thought on it. “Probably for a few more days. Bray is leaving with a hunting party tomorrow. We’ll see how William is after that.”

“That’s great,” Flora said with a smile. “That means we’ll have some more time to talk.”

“Yes,” Kirby said. “I guess we will.”


Chapter 60: Flora

Flora hurried down the main road and toward the wooden bridge. After leaving Kirby at the market, she’d spoken with the woman with whom Kirby had traded. Then she’d headed for the second island with her basket of things.

The sun dipped below the horizon, leaving an amber glow over the buildings in the distance. A few daytime birds took last, swooping circles through the sky, looking as if they were trying to guide her to Deacon.

Flora could already see him, standing in the field past the bridge, waiting. She swallowed back her fear.

She had information.

Information might keep her alive.

Reaching the bridge, she walked past several watching guards and onto the beginning of the field on the second island. Deacon stepped forward to meet her. Flora steeled her nerves for another tense interaction.

“You have news?” Deacon asked, skipping the formalities.

“I followed Kirby to the market,” Flora said. “Bray is going on the hunt in the morning. It sounds like they will be staying longer.”

Deacon nodded, as if he’d been expecting that answer. “I will let Bartholomew know, so he can instruct our hunters accordingly. How is William?”

“He’s still sick. He’s been resting a lot.”

“That will buy us time,” Deacon said. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes,” Flora said. She dug in her pockets, pulling out the small, silver object she’d taken from the woman at the market. “Kirby gave this to one of our traders at the market in exchange for food. When I said your name, the woman said you could have it as a gift.”

“Let me see it,” Deacon said, holding out his palm.

Flora placed the small, silver circle in his hand, hoping the gesture would put her in his favor.

“What does it do?” Deacon asked.

“Kirby told the woman it was a charm for luck, though I am not certain.”

“I will have Jonas take a look at it,” Deacon said, pocketing the object. He seemed unimpressed by the gift, but happy for Flora’s deference. “Is there anything else?”

“Nothing yet,” she said. “I will keep you up to date.”

“Please do.”

A flutter of nervousness almost prevented her from asking the next question. “Have you made a decision on Bray?” she finally managed.

“Perhaps after the hunt, I will decide.”

One of Deacon’s Trusted strode from behind one of the buildings, distracting him, and Deacon turned to speak privately. Flora strained to overhear, but the words were indecipherable. When they were finished speaking, the soldier stepped back slightly, allowing Flora to catch the tail end of the conversation.

“Prepare a ceremony at the next thick fog,” Deacon muttered.

“Will do, sir,” the soldier said, before heading back to the building.

Flora swallowed.


Chapter 61: Kirby

When Kirby got back to the house, Bray was standing at the window, keeping watch. William was still asleep. Bray looked tired, but relieved to see her.

“How was the market?” he asked in a low voice, so as not to disturb William.

“I got some vegetables,” she said, pulling out each of the glass jars, setting them on the table.

“Peppers, corn, and tomatoes.” Bray nodded. “A rarity in the winter.”

Kirby asked, “Has William been asleep the whole time?”

“He only just fell asleep recently. He was having trouble getting comfortable.”

“Between the spore and the sickness, I’m surprised he can sleep at all.” Kirby looked worriedly at William. “I got him something.” She quietly pulled out the blanket and set it on the table. “Hopefully it will serve him better than the tattered rags we have.”

“That will be warm in the wild.” Bray was impressed. “How were the people at the market? Did you learn anything?”

“I still don’t trust anyone, but no one tried anything.” Kirby briefed him on the unwanted attention she’d received at the marketplace. She concluded with her meeting with Flora.

Bray didn’t seem surprised. “That sounds like the attention we’ve been receiving all along. Hopefully we can be out of here in a few days. Then we won’t have to worry about it anymore.”

“As long as these people don’t get any ideas and follow us,” Kirby said.

“So Flora is going to stop by tomorrow and check on William?”

“Yes.”

Bray nodded. “I have my early hunting trip in the morning. Are you going to be all right with me leaving?”

Kirby didn’t seem worried. “We’ll be fine.”

“Will you be able to make that food last until I get back? Bartholomew says the hunting trips usually run overnight.”

“We have enough,” Kirby said. “We should eat dinner. If William wakes, I’ll give him something.”

“I think he’s out for the night,” Bray said, taking the jar of peppers and uncapping it.

Kirby tiptoed over, covering William with the blanket she’d brought. When she was finished, she returned and accepted a pepper from Bray, chewing. The vinegar taste was bitter, but the pepper was a welcome change from squirrel meat. They ate in silence for a minute as they observed William.

“Watch out for him while I’m gone,” Bray said, giving her a long, concerned look.

“I will,” Kirby promised.


Chapter 62: Bray

The sky was still dark when Bray set off from the house, his bag on his back and a torch in his hand. He had a bow from one of the Halifax men over his shoulder. He was already familiar with the paths that led from the hunter’s house to the main road. The island was starting to feel as familiar as some of the places he’d traveled in the wild or outside the Brighton townships.

When he reached the end of the dirt path, he transitioned to the road, passing the familiar tradesman shops, now dark and lifeless. He went by the soldier’s houses, most of which were vacant, or presumably housed sleeping men or women.

He’d decided not to take his horse. He didn’t want to outpace the other men, none of whom would have steeds. And he didn’t want them leering at his horse, as they’d been leering at Kirby in the marketplace.

Hopefully he’d provide a few meals, get William better, and leave.

When the road finally began to slope up to the bridge, the sun had finally crept over the eastern horizon, illuminating the outline of the massive, arched bridge. The structure was no less impressive than the first time he’d laid eyes on it. Clusters of men leaned against the bridge’s waist-high wall, high above the water, watching him behind burning torches. A few other guards were stationed at the top of the road that sloped up to the bridge, facing his direction. He couldn’t see their faces, but he knew they were scrutinizing him. The raging waterfall was out of view, but he could hear it, cascading over the object Kirby had called a dam.

Several soldiers held their lights higher as he reached the top of the sloping road.

Bray looked for Bartholomew among the backlit faces, but didn’t see him. Directing his attention toward a bearded man who looked like he might have some authority, Bray said, “Bartholomew told me I could meet a hunting party here.”

The man didn’t look surprised. He waved a hand. “He told me you might be coming. One of our parties is in the middle of the bridge, about to leave. You can’t miss ’em.”

Bray started walking away when the man called after him.

“No horse?”

“I’m giving the horses a rest,” Bray called over his shoulder.

“Too bad,” the soldier said. “It’s been a few years since I’ve seen one.”

Bray didn’t bother responding as he walked onto the massive bridge, passing several more soldiers that looked like they wanted to ask more questions, but didn’t. He kept walking to avoid conversation.

A group of men with dirty jackets stood in the middle of the bridge, laughing under the light of their torches. Whatever joke they’d told was buried under the background noise of the waterfall. They stopped laughing when they saw Bray. He paused ten feet from the group, studying the two closest men. One had long, dark hair; the other had a round face, with more gums than teeth. Bray had the regretful thought that he should have gone out alone. He didn’t need these pig scratchers showing him anything.

“You’re Bray,” the first man said, stepping forward and extending a dirt-stained hand. “I’m Hildebrand.”

Bray walked the remaining steps and narrowed the gap, taking the man’s hand. “Bartholomew said I could join you.”

“He told us,” Hildebrand said. “We waited a few extra minutes, in case you were coming.”

“I’m Levi,” said the man with the gums.

Bray studied Hildebrand and Levi, counting six men behind them. All were dressed similarly. Bows much like the one he was carrying hung over their shoulders. Full quivers were stuck in their belts, opposite long, flat swords on their waists, and they carried backpacks.

“We should get going,” Levi said.

A few of the hunters turned, giving quick waves to a few soldiers, and then they headed across the massive bridge. Bray followed close behind. They walked silently under the noise of the waterfall, heading toward the boulders that separated the road from the bridge. The sun crept over the eastern mountains, revealing the dark silhouettes of the rising hills. Bray kept his torch high as they reached the far end of the bridge and the soldiers parted to let them pass the stones, and then they were headed down the road, away from The Arches and back into the wild.


Chapter 63: Bray

Levi and Hildebrand hung back next to Bray while the other men walked a few paces ahead. Ever since they left, the men had been asking questions, and Bray had deftly been answering, giving the same information he’d given the others. In the conversation’s lulls, they watched him expectantly, as if he might reveal some secret weapon or godly mystery. They were probably hoping to obtain some information that they could take back to their friends.

Or perhaps something they could take back to Deacon.

Bray wasn’t a fool. Every move he made, every word spoken, was being scrutinized.

Bray kept an eye on his surroundings. A thin layer of snow covered the road. He could still see some of the tracks their horses made riding in, mostly covered by the tracks of other men coming and going to The Arches.

The river hung off to their right, following the road so closely that Bray wondered if the gods and the Ancients had worked in tandem. The surging waterfall was behind them, but Bray could still hear it, roaring faintly over his shoulders, reminding him they had left the islands behind. Despite his reservations about the hunters, he felt a strange sensation of freedom that he hadn’t felt since leaving Brighton. Days in the foreign settlement had given him a claustrophobic feeling.

It was good to be out in the wild.

“We were thinking you might bring the god weapons,” Hildebrand admitted, once the rest of their inquiries had been exhausted.

“Not today,” Bray said.

“A shame,” Levi said. “It would have been nice to see how they worked on animals.”

“Perhaps next time,” Bray said. Looking at the road ahead of them, still cautious, he asked, “How far are we going?”

“As you can imagine, lots of places have been heavily hunted around here,” Levi answered. “We’ll cut into the forests through a pass between the mountains ahead. We know a few spots that might give us luck.”

“Maybe we’ll land some wild boar,” Hildebrand added.

Pointing at the river, Bray asked, “Do you ever hunt on the other side?”

Hildebrand shook his head. “Not lately. We’ve had some trouble with Savages nesting in some crumbled buildings over there.”

“They are a nuisance,” Bray muttered.

“Deacon’s going to send out a group to dispose of them,” Levi said. Patting the bow at his side, he said, “I’d do it myself, but I’d rather spend the energy on something we can eat.”

“I hear you,” Bray said.

Back in Brighton, Bray might’ve been excited at the prospect of demons to kill. Demons meant coins, and coins meant any number of things on which he could spend them. But now, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken a scalp. He followed the hunters as they walked farther.

“I noticed you have an injury,” Levi asked, motioning to Bray’s shoulder. “Did you get it while hunting?”

“No, I got it in battle,” said Bray.

“Are your people at war?”

“Yes,” Bray answered, realizing he didn’t know the exact answer to that question, and probably never would.

He was never going back to Brighton.

Hildebrand nodded grimly. “I don’t remember a time when our people weren’t at war. The Halifax men are a threat we’ll never be rid of.”

“We hope to, one day,” Levi said.

They kept walking next to the river, following the road as it curved around places that Bray hadn’t seen yet. The steep banks on his left were filled mostly with trees, but every so often, he saw the remains of a building. Most had only a single wall, or two. In one building, missing the front two walls and covered with a broken roof, he saw a skeleton sitting upright in a corner.

Catching Bray looking at the bones, Levi said, “That’s Henry.”

“Henry?”

“Our hunting partner,” Levi explained as a few of the men chuckled. “He’s been here since we were kids. Every once in a while, a bone or two will disappear, but he’s mostly remained intact through the seasons.”

“He’s good luck,” Hildebrand added.

“Who is he?” Bray asked.

“No one knows,” Levi said. “It could be the skeleton of a demon that was killed long ago. Or someone from a tribe that passed through here.”

“Hopefully he’ll be good luck for today’s hunt,” Bray said.

“We’ll see.”


Chapter 64: Bray

After hiking the road a while longer, they cut from the road and headed up an incline, hiking through a pass between two mountains. The snow, mostly thin on the road, was a little deeper due to the cover of the trees and the lack of sunlight melting it. Sticks and rocks poked through the ground’s white layer. The sun had risen high enough that they no longer needed torches, but in certain places, it gave off a glare that Bray didn’t like.

The men around him breathed heavily as they made the climb. Bray shielded his eyes, surprised to see another building in the distance.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing.

“Nothing significant,” Levi said with a shrug. “A long time ago, it housed Savages, but the soldiers took care of them.”

They hiked toward it when a sudden movement made Bray tense. A familiar shriek echoed off the surrounding mountains. “It looks like more came back.”

The men sprang alert as three demons sprinted from behind the building, wailing and crushing the snow with bare, dirty feet. Their bulbous heads sagged to the side as they screeched. Bray drew his sword. The hunters in front were already engaged with their flat swords, swinging at the charging demons. He watched as one of them hacked at the first demon, sending it wailing and bleeding. Another cut through a demon’s neck with apparent skill, dropping it to the snow. The third demon skirted around the first group of men, perhaps looking for a meal that hadn’t already been claimed.

It came towards Bray.

Bray stabbed the creature in the chest and ripped out his sword. The creature fell to its knees, gurgling its last breath, toppling.

More demons ran into the open from behind the building.

At least a dozen.

If Bray had been alone, he might’ve been worried, but the hunters were unfazed. They hacked and sliced with a precision he hadn’t seen in a while, battling off the approaching demons. The twisted men fell underneath the men’s swords, screeching as they died. One of the hunters nocked an arrow, sending a well-placed shot at a slow demon that had tripped on the slippery slope.

Bray fought off two more that ran at him, hacking off one’s hand and spearing it in the heart, then slicing another’s neck. When he was finished, he stabbed the fallen demons for precaution, ensuring they were dead, watching as their blood stained the snow around them.

The mountain pass fell silent, save the exhilarated breaths of men who had survived a skirmish. He looked around, verifying none of the men had fallen. None were injured. None were afraid. They looked at each other with determined eyes that recalled previous battles.

“Let’s make sure that’s the last of ’em,” one of the hunters said as he started up the hill. A few others followed.

Levi and Hildebrand walked over to join Bray.

Noticing the three dead demons on the ground, Levi said, “You can fight.”

Bray nodded. “I would hope so. It’s what I’ve spent most of my life doing.”

“Let’s catch up to the others.”


**




The building was empty, but it reeked of demons. The carcasses of a few animals lay in the middle of the floor, chewed beyond recognition. Leaves and sticks littered the floor, blown in after years of open doors and windows, or dragged in by demons’ feet.

One of the hunters held his nose from the smell. “We’ll have to let the others know to be careful.”

“Nasty, stinking louts,” said another, surveying the stench-ridden dwelling.

Finding nothing else of interest, they left the building and continued hiking up the pass, wary for demons, but they saw no more tracks, and heard no more screeches. Most of the bloodshed seemed to have been left behind. Soon they were on level terrain. The forest sprawled out in front of them, filled with trees, scrub brush, and snow. Bray saw some squirrel tracks on the ground.

“A good sign,” Levi told Bray quietly, pointing at them.

In the time they’d hiked, the sun had risen further, illuminating the trees around them and casting off the morning shadows. The initial glare had dissipated.

The men fanned out. Bray wasn’t used to coordinating with others, but the hunters covered more ground than he could alone, keeping sight of each other between the trees. Bray listened for rustles in the dead brush that would alert him to game, or other dangers. He looked for tracks in the snow. Levi and Hildebrand kept close, scrutinizing the ground.

They walked for a while with no sign of anything.

Finally, Bray spotted some tracks veering off from around a nearby tree, heading through an area of thick bushes and bramble. He stopped and hissed to the others, “Pig tracks.”

Hildebrand and Levi came over to look at where he was pointing.

“It looks like a decent-sized boar,” Hildebrand agreed.

“With any luck, the hairy beast is nearby,” Levi grunted.

They followed the tracks through the scrappy foliage, readying their bows and arrows. Some of the other men had spotted something else, heading in another direction. Levi and Hildebrand’s breath plumed the air as they walked alongside Bray. Hopefully they’d bag a hog.

Bray had just passed a group of trees when he spotted movement in the distance. He raised his bow and advanced. Through the trees, a black, coarse animal was rooting in the ground, quartered away from him, probably looking for nuts or insects under the snow.

“I’ve got him,” Bray whispered, calling his shot as he pulled back his arrow.

Hildebrand and Levi crept quietly next to him, preparing arrows in case he missed. Bray aimed, ignoring the lingering pain in his shoulder from his gunshot wound. He held the arrow still, aiming a third of the way up its body and near its front leg—a kill shot without much chase, if he made it in the heart or lungs. The pig looked up.

It snorted.

Before it could run, he sent the arrow flying. The shot went straight and true. The pig squealed as it turned in circles, spraying the ground with its blood, and then ran thirty yards and dropped. Hildebrand and Levi cried out, impressed with Bray as they ran to recover the beast, which had already stopped breathing.

“Looks like you got its heart,” Levi said, with respect on his face. “We’ve seen too many get away, with the wrong shot.”

Bray nodded as he bent down next to the dead beast. “So have I. The harder part is cleaning and carrying it,” he said, taking some game bags out of his backpack.

“Normally whoever kills it gets a break,” Hildebrand said. “We can clean it for you, if you want.”

“I’ve got it,” Bray said, still feeling the pain in his shoulder, but not about to let that stop him as he reached for the knife on his hip.


Chapter 65: Kirby

Kirby hadn’t slept much after Bray left. For a while, she watched William sleep, but eventually she made her way outside to tend the horses. While she was feeding them, several people opened their doors and peered out into the daylight, glancing in her direction. A child several years younger than William waved. Later, more people emerged, starting on morning chores, or carting baskets to other parts of the island. Some collected firewood from the backs of their houses to replenish what had burnt down in the night.

The sun was well over the tops of the trees when Kirby saw Flora coming up the road. She stopped and stood up straight, greeting her.

“Good morning,” Flora said, carrying another basket.

“More fish?” Kirby asked.

“The fish weren’t biting this morning,” Flora admitted. “I brought some bread. Hopefully William hasn’t eaten yet?”

“He’s still asleep,” Kirby said. Catching a whiff of the food, she said, “You didn’t have to bring us anything. We still have plenty of vegetables from the market.”

“I was concerned about him. I haven’t seen him in a while,” Flora said with a warm smile.

“He’s been asleep since yesterday afternoon, on and off,” Kirby said. “Perhaps we shouldn’t have been out so long on the second island. He’s exhausted.”

Flora looked concerned. “I hope he feels better soon. Maybe we need another healer. Occasionally, we use some of the healers on the second island.”

“Deacon said something similar,” Kirby remembered. “How many healers do you have there?”

“More than a handful. As you can imagine, our elderly tend to get sick more often.”

“That makes sense.” Kirby nodded.

“A few of those healers are among The Important Ones. They know remedies that the younger healers don’t use. They rarely leave the island, though,” Flora explained. “Occasionally, under dire circumstances, sick people are brought to the second island. If William gets worse, perhaps Deacon will allow it.”

Kirby thought on it a moment. “No, we will stay here. We will see how he does. I don’t want him to move any more than he has to.”

Flora nodded. “I’ll leave this bread for you. Please tell William I said hello.”

“I will,” said Kirby.


Chapter 66: Bray

Bray allowed the other men to carry pieces of his quartered hog. There was no way he could carry it all himself. Most of the men were congratulatory towards him, though he still wasn’t convinced they weren’t going to rob him and take the rest of his kill. Despite his misgivings, the men already seemed to have forgotten about him as they wove through a cluster of short, green pines that still held their needles, continuing the hunt.

The area around them was quiet, save the sound of Levi and Hildebrand’s footsteps crunching over the snow, and the sounds of the other hunters.

By the time half the day had passed, a few of the other hunters bagged boars—though none as large as Bray’s—and a few had killed rabbits. The hunters cleaned and gutted those animals and carried or dragged them along, depending on the size, or put pieces in their bags.

They kept hiking until they reached an overlook that dropped into a large ditch, surrounded by an overhang of large trees. Bray walked next to Levi and Hildebrand, reaching the edge and looking down into a massive, sprawling ravine. The other hunters took up spots further down next to them.

“We have some luck here sometimes,” Levi explained, pointing into the ravine.

Beneath them, the land curved sharply downward, leveling out in a long gulley filled with snow. Bray startled at something enormous covering the bottom of the slope.

“By the gods,” he whispered. “What is that?”

The gigantic brown, corroded object was the size of several houses in Brighton. It took up most of the gulley. The bulk of it was comprised of a single, long tube, with numerous rusted holes in the side that might’ve once been windows. Wilted plants stuck out wherever gaps had rusted in the sides of the metal. Two angular, rusted pieces of metal stuck out from the middle of the tube. It looked like the Ancients made the device.

Or had they?

“Is this leftover from your people?” Bray asked, unable to look away from the strange object.

“No, it is leftover from our gods,” Hildebrand answered, noting Bray’s expression. “Surely you’ve seen things like it in your travels?”

“Nothing exactly the same,” Bray said. “Similar things, maybe, but not this.”

Perhaps proud of something with which he could impress Bray for a change, Hildebrand said, “We have a man who studies some of the objects the gods left behind. His name is Jonas. Jonas believes our gods used devices like these to travel through the air. The long pieces of metal on the side resemble a bird’s wings. The gods used these devices to get from one part of the forest to the next, or perhaps to travel over water and to other lands.”

“They could reach each other very quickly in devices like these, according to Jonas’s guess,” Levi added.

Bray shook his head. He’d have to ask Kirby about it when he got back. She’d already surprised him with her knowledge of the Ancient objects called cars.

“Imagine what we could do with an object like this,” Levi said, shaking his head.

They marveled in silence at the object for a while.

Finally, Hildebrand said, “For now, it is a place where we can scare up game. Come on, let’s go.”


**




They spent some time walking next to the strange object, scaring up rabbits that were hiding beneath the object, or sending rats scurrying. Some of the hunters bagged rabbits with their bows.

Bray peered upwards and inside the rusted holes in the enormous object’s side as they walked alongside it. Most of the windows were higher off the ground than he could see in clearly. He couldn’t imagine the Ancients flying like birds over places in which he could only walk. He envisioned strange people peering out from the dark recesses, looking down on the forests as they traveled over them. Through several crevices on the side of the object, he saw bird’s nests, or scraps of leaves where small rodents had made their homes. He looked up at the object’s rotted roof, filled with holes, and imagined climbing up and lowering himself inside.

“Have you ever been inside it?” he asked Levi and Hildebrand.

“Some of our people tried years ago, but one man was cut badly. The floor inside is so thin and riddled with holes that you can hardly walk in it,” Levi said. “There was nothing worthwhile left behind.”

“A shame,” Bray said.

“It is our hope that one day we will find one that hasn’t degraded so much, so that Jonas can study it further.”

Bray nodded.

Having caught most of the game they’d scared up in the area, Levi said, “We should probably camp soon.”

The sun was already dipping toward the horizon as they hiked out of the gulley and headed for a thicker patch of woods. The game inside Bray’s bag seemed twice as heavy, or maybe it was the weariness of carrying it so far, with the cold sapping his strength. They traveled to a sheer face of rock on the side of a mountain, where they could make a fire that would escape some of the attention of wandering Savages or enemies.

Bray dropped his bag, happy to get it off his back, and they settled.


Chapter 67: Bray

Bray sat in a circle with the other men around the blazing fire. Light flickered across their faces as they tipped their flasks, celebrating a successful hunt. All around the camp was gutted game, tied and ready for transport back to The Arches. One man had scored a half dozen rabbits, which he’d field dressed and tucked into a bag. A few hunters were stationed by the edges of the fire, watching the trees for danger.

“Did you see that first rabbit I got in the gulley?” one man asked another. “The little bugger poked his nose out from underneath the god machine, as if he was waiting for us.” The man laughed. “He probably would’ve invited us into his burrow, if I hadn’t shot him.”

“The furs will make a good trade,” Hildebrand said, with a happy smile on his face.

“Don’t forget to save your batch for Deacon,” Levi warned.

Bray leaned over toward Levi, setting his flask down. “What do you mean?”

“We give a portion of our catch to the old people, over on the second island,” Levi explained, leaning closer. “Have you heard about them yet?”

“The Important Ones,” Bray said with a nod.

A few of the men exchanged glances. He wondered if they had their own terms for them, but no one said any different.

“I’ve seen them on the second island, but I haven’t met them directly,” Bray said.

“They sew the furs into hats and gloves,” Levi said. “Some of our catch goes to feed them, or to feed Deacon’s Trusted.”

“Do the soldiers hunt?”

“Only when they have to,” Levi said. “Most don’t leave the bridge unless there is a battle, or an expedition. They are tasked specifically to fight, just as we are tasked specifically to find game.”

Hildebrand clarified, “We all train from a young age. Everyone on The Arches fights, when the need arises.”

Bray recalled how practiced the hunters were in battle. He’d seen proof of their skill today. “Who determines the tasks for each of your people?”

“When we reach a certain age, Deacon or one of his Trusted assigns us a duty. Most of those duties vary based on our abilities. Some of those tasks stay within our families for years.”

“It is the same way in Brighton,” Bray said. “Tradesmen teach their sons. Soldiers breed more soldiers. And so it goes.”

“Even as hunters, we’ve had our share of battles,” Hildebrand said. “Most have been with Halifax men, or a few nasty groups that wander too close to The Arches and don’t heed our warnings.”

“Who are these other groups?” Bray asked, curious. He’d heard Bartholomew talking about it, but he wanted to know more.

Levi sipped his drink. “People who live in the forests, mostly. Most of them keep to themselves, but occasionally we get a group desperate enough to try to get inside The Arches. A few have drowned in the river, trying to get across. Thankfully the water is high enough and takes most of them.”

Hildebrand nodded in agreement.

“Where do they come from?” Bray asked.

“Some are nomadic tribes, and you might never see them again. Other tribes live farther up north. They speak languages we don’t understand. Most of them attack our people on sight.” Levi shook his head in disgust. “We’ve stumbled across some strange rituals in the forest. We have stories, as I’m sure you do.”

“You’re a Warden,” one man said from across the fire, chiming in on the conversation, sounding as if he was testing the word for the first time. “I heard you say that, but I missed the explanation. What is your role in your township?”

Bray said, “I hunt the Savages.”

“Savages?” one man asked, furrowing his brow. “What do you do with them?”

“I sell their scalps for coins.”

“You mean you kill them for the army,” the man said with a definitive nod.

“No, I sell them for coins. I bring their scalps back to the townships and make my living that way.”

“I don’t think I understand what you mean.” The man looked confused.

“Each scalp is worth four coins,” Bray said. “We use coins to buy the things we need.”

“Don’t you trade? I’ve never heard of coins associated with Savages.”

Seeing the bewilderment on the men’s faces, Bray dug into his bag and took out one of the few bits of silver he had left to demonstrate. “These are the coins that we barter with, for food, drink, beds, or anything else we want.”

The man looked as if he might laugh. “My apologies, but those are trinkets to our children, or fodder for the forge. It seems like you are adding an extra step. Why not just trade for what you need?”

The others nodded in silent agreement.

Bray hadn’t thought on that question much. Pausing for a moment to reflect on it, he said, “I’m not sure that would work, with the number of people we have. Some trade, but not everyone can offer something of equal value. I don’t think that system would work in Brighton.”

“How many live in your town?” one man said.

“We could fill up your bridge many times over with the number of people we have in my township,” Bray said, watching a few of the men’s eyes grow wide. “And that is one township. Not to mention the villages that exist around the townships.”

“That is a lot of people,” Levi agreed.

“Perhaps there is value in what you are saying.” Hildebrand shrugged. “Especially with that many people.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Bray said. Given the things he’d been through recently, he was no longer certain what to think about Brighton.

“We have a system for providing for each other. We each perform our specific tasks. We trade for what we need at the market. No one goes hungry,” Hildebrand said. “Unless we all do, but that day hasn’t come yet.”

The men around the fire fell silent as they swigged from their flasks.

Changing the subject, Levi said, “That was a good shot you made today, Bray.”

Hildebrand waved his flask in Bray’s direction. “Clearly, you know how to hunt animals as well as Savages.” He smiled.

Bray shrugged. “I should, after so many years of it.”

“Perhaps you’ll have another stroke of luck tomorrow, as we head back.”

“If the gods are with me, perhaps I will.”

“Hopefully the gods are with all of us.”

Noticing Levi fiddling with something around his neck, Bray leaned over to look. “What’s that?”

Levi pulled out a necklace made of some type of thin rope, with several beads in the center. “A fortune necklace,” he said, spinning the beads with his fingers. “I carry it every hunt.”

Bray studied the small, brown beads. “What are they made of?”

“The Important Ones on the second island make them from the dirt in the riverbank below The Arches,” Levi said. “Most of us hunters wear them. That way we carry a piece of The Arches with us, even when we are away. It is a reminder of our duties. Most are passed from relatives. My father gave this to me.”

Bray said, “That is a nice tradition.”

“Do you have similar traditions?” Levi asked.

“Nothing like that,” Bray said. “Most of my father’s lessons I keep up here.” He tapped his head.

“You said the boy you are traveling with isn’t your son,” Levi said. “Do you have a son?”

“Not yet,” Bray said. “William is very smart at tracking, and he will make a great hunter one day. I’m teaching him.”

Levi smiled. “It sounds like he is a son in all but name.”

“I guess he is, in many ways,” Bray said, thinking it would be nice to get back to him.


Chapter 68: William

William sat on the edge of a building in the Ancient City, dangling his legs into the air. All around him were other towers, some magnificent, others crumbling, fallen to half the height they used to be.

On the ground, hundreds of feet below, the city felt dead, a sprawling maze of roads that held nothing but the rubble of the buildings that towered above them. The sky was gray and cloudless, no birds perching on the towers around him, no animals scavenging between the lifeless buildings. The air was so quiet that William could hear his heart beating. A light breeze blew suddenly, cooling his skin, giving him a sense of peace he hadn’t felt in a long time. He looked farther, past the city and toward a sprawling ocean in the distance, certain for the first time that he’d never seen anything so beautiful.

He was the king of the Ancient City.

The ruler of the Ancients.

Movement and noise shattered his peace. William looked around, startled. A stream of bodies wound through one of the distant streets, snarling and yowling as they made their way across the city. The air—crisp and odorless just moments before—suddenly reeked of the fetid odor of the demons. Panicked, William searched the stream of twisted men with his eyes until he found their source. They were emerging from the ocean in a glutinous stream, bursting from the waves and following each other through the streets, getting closer.

They’re coming for me.

William tried to move, but his body was rooted in place. All he could do was watch the demons get closer as the air grew hot and sticky, foul. Sweat poured down his face. His arms and legs felt as if they were on fire.

Still, the demons came.

Still, he couldn’t move.

William opened his mouth, but his lips were frozen, and his heart pounded faster and faster as he tried to break free of whatever had caught hold of his tongue. Finally, he managed to scream in a voice louder than he’d ever used.

“Go back to the ocean! Leave this place!”

His voice reverberated throughout the city, but the demons didn’t stop, or slow. They weaved through the streets, getting closer.

They wanted to consume him.

William screamed as bare feet pounded up the stairs of the building on which he was perched. Sweat poured from his forehead and into his eyes, blurring his vision so that the mass of demon bodies on the streets below became one. He couldn’t turn, and he couldn’t move, not even to watch as the demons reached the roof where he was sitting, hissing as they charged up behind him, grabbed his arms, and took their first bite.


Chapter 69: Kirby

Kirby awoke to William moaning loudly.

He was burning up from a fever.

Kirby looked around the dark, wooden dwelling, searching for a rag and her flask. She didn’t even remember falling asleep. She cursed herself for dozing. She retrieved a cloth, poured cold water on it, and used it to cool William’s forehead. The tea from the healer was gone. So were the herbs. The fire was still burning, but she could tell it was barely dawn. No light bled from behind the shutters.

With Bray gone, no one could run for a healer. No one could help her take care of him.

Bad timing. That’s what it was.

“William?” she asked, trying to rouse him.

William mumbled something unintelligible. His eyes were half-closed. He was delirious. Whatever illness had gotten hold of him seemed to be tightening its grip. Cursing, she looked around, wishing she had something else to give him. The body could fight certain illnesses—Kirby knew that. But if William were to have a chance, he needed medication.

He needed more help than she could offer.

Listening to him moan, she couldn’t tear away the image in her mind of the people in her homeland dying, fighting off sickness in those first few years of infection.

“It’ll be okay, William,” she said.

She recalled the words William had spoken to her the day before, when he’d insisted on going outside. He’d wanted to spend his remaining time outside, not trapped indoors. She hoped that wasn’t one of his last lucid conversations.

She needed to do something.

“I’ll be back,” she told William, uncertain whether he had heard her as she started for the door.


Chapter 70: Kirby

Kirby opened the door and looked out into a dark, gray morning devoid of sun. A thick fog had emerged, swirling around the trees, turning the wooden houses into outlines she could barely see, obscuring her view of the paths that were normally visible.

Dammit.

Movement startled her. She took a step back before realizing it was the horses, snorting and wagging their heads, startled from rest and probably surprised to see someone out at such an early hour.

No one else was around.

If it were warmer, she could scavenge for herbs, but not now. She had no idea where to find a healer.

She could jump on a horse and make her way to the bridge, perhaps round up some help from Bartholomew, or another guard, but none of them were likely to have something she could use.

She needed help sooner.

Recalling the woman Bray had talked to, she headed down the path to the house diagonal from theirs, which was barely visible through the swirling fog. When she got close, she saw thin smoke floating from the chimney, remnants of a fire burning to its last embers. Hopefully the people were home. She reached the door and knocked, preparing for what would likely be a cautious greeting, if she got one at all.

Between the guns she carried, the fog, and the early time of morning, her presence would probably scare most people into hiding. But she wouldn’t leave her weapons behind.

She listened, looking at the windows, expecting to hear soft footsteps. Nothing. It was possible Jaydra was gone, but unlikely. She was probably whispering for her children to keep quiet.

Kirby was about to run for the next house when a thin voice called from the other side of the door. “Who is it?”

“It’s Kirby, from across the path. William, the boy with me, is very sick.”

She looked over her shoulder, as if William might have tagged along with her, even though he was in the house, delirious, and barely conscious.

“We haven’t met yet, but you know Bray,” Kirby added. “I don’t mean any harm.”

After a silent pause and several whispers, someone moved for the other side of the door. A few moments later, the door opened to a crack and Jaydra stood at the threshold, looking cautiously around.

“I’m alone,” Kirby assured her. “I need help for a sick boy.” She turned and pointed toward the door from which she’d come. “William is burning up with a fever. He’s barely conscious.”

“Give me a moment,” Jaydra said, looking over her shoulder. “I’ll be right out.”

The door closed. For a moment, Kirby wondered if the woman would barricade the door, warn her children to be quiet, and stop answering. She was relieved when the door reopened a few moments later and Jaydra stepped out with a pouch in her hand.

“I have a few herbs,” Jaydra said. “I’m not sure if they’ll be enough, if he’s as sick as you say. But we’ll try them.”

They jogged quickly to the house through the fog. William was in the same spot he’d been lying before, in bed, but he’d thrown off his blankets. His eyes fluttered. His hair was plastered with sweat.

“Hold on, William!” Kirby said. “This is Jaydra. She’s here to help.”

William looked at both of them as if they were strangers.

“I’ll get some tea going,” Jaydra said, finding the pot by the fire and reaching for Kirby’s flask, taking out some herbs. “The tea will help him sweat through some of the illness. And he’ll need liquid to keep his body strong.” She started heating the water while Kirby tried to keep William calm.

“We’re getting you some tea, William,” Kirby explained, holding his arm.

William focused on her, but she saw no recognition in his face. “The demons are behind me,” he mumbled in confusion. “They’re in the Ancient City.”

“There are no demons here,” Kirby assured him.

“They’re going to tear me away,” he said.

“I promise you they’re not.”

Kirby looked behind her at Jaydra, who had finished the tea and was bringing it over. William resisted sitting up at first, looking as if he was experiencing delusions. His eyes scanned from left to right, as if he was searching for enemies. Finally, he allowed Kirby to take his arm and prop him into a sitting position so he could sip.

“This will help you sweat through the sickness,” Jadrya told him, bringing the cup close to his mouth. William drank slowly as more sweat bloomed on his forehead. They managed to get him to drink half the cup before he was too weak to sit up any longer. Kirby helped lay him back down.

“You’re right. This sickness is beyond the herbs I have. He needs a healer,” Jaydra said, her brow stitched with worry.

“Where is the closest one?”

“Halfway across the island.” Jaydra seemed concerned.

Kirby looked from William to the door, weighing her options. She couldn’t bring William to the healers. And leaving him alone in a strange place was an option she didn’t like. Jaydra looked between Kirby and William, deciding on something.

Finally, she said, “I can get one for you. I’ll just need to ask a neighbor to watch my children.”

“That would be a big help,” Kirby said appreciatively.

“I’ll be back soon,” Jaydra promised.

Kirby nodded, watching as William’s eyes opened and closed. It looked as if he were in the midst of some waking dream. Jaydra was heading for the door when Kirby stopped her. “Wait.”

Jaydra turned, expectant.

“Do you know how to ride a horse?” It was a thin hope, but Kirby would regret it if she didn’t ask.

Jaydra said, “It has been a while since we’ve had horses. But I can ride, yes.”

Kirby was reluctant to let one of the horses out of her sight, but William’s condition seemed to be worsening. His health was a bigger priority than losing a horse.

Making a decision, Kirby said, “I will set you up on one of our steeds.”


Chapter 71: Kirby

Jaydra looked as if she was finding her bearings after years of not riding, but the horse wasn’t bucking or throwing her off. After a few moments, she bid Kirby farewell and rode off, disappearing into the fog and through the trees. Kirby listened until the horse’s gallop was a distant sound.

She wrung her hands, looking around the neighborhood, feeling helpless to do anything but wait. A few people opened their doors, hearing what was likely a disturbance at such an early hour. Those people were little more than silhouettes through the fog. A man carrying firewood stared in Kirby’s direction as he passed, a spectral shadow in the thick mist.

Kirby went back inside the house to tend to William.

William was calmer than before, but he was turning his head, murmuring things she couldn’t understand. Every so often Kirby caught a word. Demon. King. Teeth. It seemed as if he had carried some feverish dream from sleep to consciousness.

Kirby recalled some of the soldiers in her army, breathing their last breaths while others had watched. A few had even died in her arms.

Not again, she thought.


Chapter 72: Bray

Bray awoke at dawn before most of the others. He cracked his neck and looked around, realizing he could only see a little ways past the fire. A thick, morning fog had appeared since he’d last closed his eyes, encircling the trees, sliding around the trunks and providing a misty veil over the campground. The few men taking watch looked as if they were ready to move.

The fog would make it harder to spot and hunt game in the weather with the poor visibility.

It would also make it harder to spot demons.

Regardless, Bray was happy to have his bag filled with boar. The cold would keep the meat for a while, but he was ready to get back to The Arches and check on Kirby and William.

A few of the other hunters nodded as they awoke, sitting up. Some of the previous day’s mistrust was gone. It seemed as though Bray had been welcomed into their group. He appreciated the camaraderie, but if he’d been on his own, he would’ve been on his way already. He packed his things and looked east in the direction of The Arches. He’d been keeping his bearings as they hiked.

If something were to happen, he’d find his way back.

Slinging his bag over his shoulder, he got to his feet and relieved himself in the trees. A few grunts and rustles told him the rest of the hunters were awakening.

“It’s going to be a foggy one today as we make our way back,” one grumbled.

“We won’t have the luck we had yesterday, that’s for sure,” said another.

“At least I’ll have a warm wife to wake up to tomorrow, instead of you.” Someone laughed.

Bray returned to the group from the trees. While the men packed their things, he had a quick breakfast. When they were ready, they headed off for the place the hunters called home.


Chapter 73: Kirby

Kirby was still watching William worriedly when she heard galloping hooves outside. She crossed the room, opened the door, and peered out into a morning that was still as gray and foggy as when she’d last left it. Every minute she’d waited had seemed like a day, with William tossing and turning, not sleeping, hardly responding.

Hopefully, help was here.

It took her a minute to discern who had arrived. Jaydra was on the front of the horse, but Kirby was surprised to see someone other than a healer on the back.

Flora.

Kirby approached them, confused and worrying. “What happened?”

“I’m sorry for the delay,” Jaydra said between gasping breaths. “I ran into Flora on the way.”

Flora explained, “I saw the horse. I was catching fish early, planning to come visit you. I stopped Jaydra to ask what was going on.”

“Flora had an idea,” Jaydra said, catching her breath. “Instead of riding for a healer, we rode for the bridge guards. We told Bartholomew what was happening. He said Deacon would approve taking William to the second island. There are many healers there, and he will receive better care.”

“He’s heading there to meet us already,” Flora said, her cheeks red from the wind.

Kirby looked between them, processing the information. She wasn’t sure she trusted leaving, especially without telling Bray where she was going.

But what choice did she have? William might die, if she didn’t take the help.

“Okay,” she said. “Help me carry William. We can take the other horses with us.”

“I’ll go while you stay with the horses, Jaydra,” Flora said.

Flora dismounted, and Kirby and Flora raced inside to retrieve William. They carried him outside to the horse, propped him up on the saddle, and Kirby climbed on back. Once William was secure, Flora and Jaydra each took another of the horses. They rode the three steeds away from the house.

The path was thick with fog as they left the house behind, heading down the dirt trail, curving and winding with it. Every once in a while, Kirby saw some shadowy figure making their way down the paths in the mist, or heard the flap of wings as something took flight from the trees.

They had almost reached the intersection of the main road when Flora and Jaydra stopped. Startled, Kirby halted, too.

“What is it?” she hissed.

Neither Jaydra nor Flora answered. Kirby looked around, trying to determine what was going on.

A group of soldiers she didn’t recognize had appeared from the mist, blocking their path.


Chapter 74: Bray

“We’ll need to stick together,” Levi said. “We don’t need any accidents in this fog.”

The other hunters agreed as they made their way through the forest with game in their bags, on their backs, or dragged behind them. The sun hid behind a wall of thick, gray clouds. Scraggly tree limbs stuck out at all angles above them. Mist swirled between the trees. Bray doubted they’d have another fortunate kill, unless they got lucky.

He walked in a tight group next to the others, close to Levi and Hildebrand.

“Our people consider a fog a blessing,” Levi said. “It hurts the hunt, but it is good in other ways.”

“How do you mean?” Bray asked.

“The fog is a message from the gods,” Levi said. “It lets us know they are still there.”

“It’s good luck,” Hildebrand agreed.

Bray wished the fog would clear, but he said nothing. After hiking for much of the morning, they arrived at the top of the mountain pass that they’d ascended the day before. The fog was still thick as they slowly descended the terrain, moving fast enough to make progress, but careful not to slip on the cold, snowy slopes. The other hunters led, while Bray, Levi, and Hildebrand walked behind. Bray listened attentively for demons, not wanting a surprise like the one they’d received the day before. He saw no tracks. He heard no animals scrambling for safety. The forest felt dead, as if they’d stepped into some land that was foreign to all of them.

They passed the bodies of the dead demons and the building, and kept going.

They were halfway down the slope when movement in the forest interrupted them. Bray paused, prompting Levi and Hildebrand to halt, too. Something much larger than a hog was lurking twenty yards away, tucked in fog and hiding behind some scrub brush and trees to their right. The other hunters didn’t seem to have noticed.

A demon?

Bray felt for his sword, straining to see whatever was hiding, probably watching him. Something brown—an animal, or a man in a dark coat—moved to the side, probably performing the same cautious inspection he was.

Bray’s pulse pounded as he took a step toward it.

Levi and Hildebrand followed closely behind.

An elongated neck straightened out.

A face looked in his direction.

A deer was alert and staring at Bray.

Bray relaxed his hands, no longer reaching for his sword. He risked a slow glance over his shoulder, watching Levi nock an arrow.

Bray reached over to stop him.

“What are you doing?” Levi hissed, stepping away.

The deer reared up and darted through the fog, crashing through some trees and disappearing. The other hunters cried out as they heard the commotion. A few pursued the animal, but it was too quick for all of them, lost in the mist. They’d never catch up.

“Why did you do that?” Levi exclaimed, taking an angry step toward Bray.

Hildebrand looked equally upset as he came up alongside them. “You didn’t even try to shoot it!”

“The Wardens believe it’s bad luck to kill a deer,” Bray explained.

“What are you talking about? The gods bless any kill we make,” Levi said angrily.

“You’ll miss your next three catches if you shoot one,” Bray said. “Not worth the risk.” He gave them a hard glance that said he’d defend his decision, if he needed. “I have no qualms about killing, but some animals, we leave alone.”

Hildebrand stared at him with a look of rage. “Stupidity,” he said, storming off toward the other hunters, who were trying in vain to track the deer. “That’s all it was.”

“Regardless of your beliefs, you wrecked my shot. You’ve missed a chance to feed more people,” Levi said with a huff, leaving to join his friend.

Bray forced back his anger. If he were in the forests outside Brighton, he might’ve traded more words, possibly even blows, but he wasn’t going to risk fighting a forest full of hunters. He wouldn’t compromise the luck he’d had for thirty-five years for a few pig scratchers.

He’d be gone in a day or two, anyhow.


Chapter 75: Bray

As they trekked down a mountain slope, getting closer to the road leading to The Arches, the hunters seemed to have mostly forgotten about the deer. A few gave Bray lingering, annoyed glances, but they eventually continued looking for prey, following whatever tracks they could find through the fog. A few of the men bagged rabbits unlucky enough to spring from the scrub brush at the wrong times. One hunter stumbled on a fox skulking near a demon carcass, knocking it over with a well-placed arrow.

Bray had accepted that his biggest kill would probably be the hog. But that hog would go a long way toward feeding him, Kirby, and William.

He was grateful.

Thinking about William, he wondered if perhaps William was already better and practicing hunting small game on the islands with Kirby. Maybe Bray would even get back and find that the kid had bagged a few squirrels. He smiled.

There were still some conversations he wanted to have with William, but he’d wait until the boy was better. He’d have plenty of time.

Having recovered from his previous outburst, Levi walked near Bray again, following a line of animal prints.

“I’m hoping for one more kill before we reach the road,” Levi said.

Bray held in a comment about the fog. He’d had enough talk about blessings and traditions for one day.


Chapter 76: Bray

After traveling a while longer, they finally came upon the road leading to The Arches. It seemed as if the wispy, snake-like mist was following them, weaving through the trees and down the mountain pass, blanketing the street in its white vapor. The fog was even thicker by the river, which was nearly invisible past the thick, sloping riverbanks. Bray adjusted his bag on his shoulders as he walked next to the other hunters, keeping to the center of the road.

Despite the weather, the hunters were excited at the prospect of getting home. They chatted about their wives, their children, and the game they’d caught.

“Molly will make a tasty stew from some of these rabbits,” one hunter remarked.

“My daughter needs new gloves,” another man said. “I’ve never seen a pair so tattered.”

A few men laughed.

Bray looked over at Levi, who was walking next to him. “You mentioned that the take is divvied up after we enter The Arches. How does that work?”

“Some of our scouts will see us coming,” Levi said. “They’ll bring carts to the road to help us bring the meat to the butcher’s. We can figure it out from there.”

“The butchers’ buildings are some of the first buildings in the tradesmen’s area, right?”

“Yes,” Levi confirmed. “You’ll be given the bulk of what you caught, but a small part will be taken for The Arches, and for the sacred people of the second island.”

“A tax,” Bray said.

“I’m not familiar with that word, but it sounds like the same thing.”

“It’s a portion for the people who run things,” Bray explained.

Levi agreed it was the same.

As a Warden, Bray had mostly been exempt from taxes. Pushing aside what might have angered him on a normal day, Bray focused on keeping pace with the others as the road wound around a curve that was becoming increasingly familiar.

Bray could barely see thirty feet in front of him. He looked for demons in the thick mist, but saw only the shadows of trees on either side of the road, and the silhouettes of the hunters farthest away.

A white noise grew louder. They were approaching the cascading waterfall, though he couldn’t see it. He had the sudden thought that they’d round the bend to find nothing there. No bridge, no guards, no people.

What if The Arches never existed?

What if the entire place had been a dream?

He knew the thoughts were ridiculous, but he couldn’t help himself from thinking them as he continued down the road, passing the roaring waterfall that he could now barely make out through the mist. The men walked faster, spurred on by the closeness of home. Bray battled an uneasy feeling as they bent with the road, getting closer to the bridge entrance and the guards that would be stationed there. As they took the turn, the fog thinned slightly, allowing him to see farther.

Through breaks in the mist, he saw a few silhouettes—guards—stationed near the boulders on the bridge entrance, cloaked in gray vapor, watching.

More people were behind them.

Many, many more.

At first, Bray thought he was imagining things, or that he was seeing ghosts. But he didn’t think he was. The entire bridge was covered with people. The people were little more than pale faces and flashes of clothing, appearing and reappearing as the fog moved around them.

There must be a thousand of them, Bray thought.

All were watching something on the center of the bridge.

None except the guards were looking toward the road.

Bray looked to his right and found Levi’s eyes.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“The people are preparing for the ceremony,” Levi said.

“What ceremony?” asked Bray.

“The Ceremony of the Fog.”


Chapter 77: Bray

“I should’ve expected a ceremony today,” one of the hunters said quietly to Bray’s right.

“We’ll have to wait until it’s over to load in our things,” said another.

Bray was hardly listening. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the bridge, unable to stop an uneasy feeling from taking root in his stomach. He’d seen enough gatherings in Brighton to be suspicious. He looked around at the other hunters, but none seemed alarmed, or confused.

“The Ceremony of the Fog is one of the most sacred traditions of our people,” Levi explained.

A thick mist floated up from beneath the bridge, obscuring the crowd. Every now and again, it dissipated and Bray could make out some people. Bray felt like he was always looking at some new person. All had their backs turned as they watched and listened. As they got within fifty feet of the bridge, Bray heard a voice competing with the waterfall.

“Who’s that speaking?” he asked Levi quietly, trying to temper his nerves.

“Deacon,” Levi answered.

Of course. It made sense. Several of the guards walked out toward the hunters with quick, purposeful strides as they got close to the boulders. Bray recognized the woman with the missing arm, moving to intercept them.

“Stay here,” she said with a stern face.

Levi, Hildebrand, and the other hunters set down their packs. Bray reluctantly followed suit.

He tried to get a better view of what was happening through the gap next to the boulders, but he could only see the back rows of people and the guards that were stationed in front of the stones, in between the hunters and the bridge. He heard Deacon’s gravelly tone, coming from the bridge’s center, indecipherable from so far away, but he couldn’t see him. Men, women, and children faced the same direction, watching, listening. Occasionally, they murmured a response he couldn’t make out. Parents held children’s hands. A few elderly were mixed in with crowd. Bray wondered if The Important Ones were here. He’d been told that they rarely left the second island. Perhaps they’d made an exception for the ceremony.

He looked for Kirby and William, but he didn’t see them. Were they here, too?

The words at the center of the crowd got louder, and the people in the back grew excited. A few cheered. Bray looked from the people, to the guards, to Levi, Hildebrand, and the other hunters. He recalled what Levi had said in the forest about the fog.

This must be some sort of tribute.

“The gods bring us salvation,” the crowd chanted in unison, responding to whatever Deacon said. Those in back craned their necks to see over the people ahead of them.

Bray sidestepped, trying to get a better view, as well, but all he saw were bodies and fog. One of the guards gave him a look that showed he shouldn’t move any farther. Deacon said something louder.

“The gods thank us for our duty!” the crowd cried.

Another phrase.

“The river gods have given us their blessing!” the crowd answered.

Deacon’s voice rose to a crescendo as he spoke some words that seemed like they were approaching a finale. Finally, his voice grew loud enough that Bray made out the last few sentences.

“To the gods!”

“To the gods!” the crowd mimicked.

Men, women, and children roared and cheered. With the final words spoken, the crowd swiveled in unison toward the south side of the bridge. Some of the shorter people in the crowd stood on their tiptoes. Parents raised their children up over their heads. They seemed excited for whatever came next.

The pit in Bray’s stomach grew as a woman shrieked in terror.

What was happening? Bray’s hand went to his scabbard as the crowd looked from the center of the bridge toward the edge. Even the guards seemed to have forgotten about the hunters, preoccupied with whatever was going on. The scream came again. Louder.

Bray couldn’t get a paranoid idea from his head.

Was that scream Kirby’s?

He took a step forward, but a few of the guards sensed him and turned around, standing shoulder to shoulder, making it clear that he couldn’t pass. They looked at his hand on his sword. He glanced from one to the next, considering a battle, but he knew he’d never win. There were too many. He’d be killed before he got around them and onto the bridge.

He needed to see what was happening.

Taking a risk, Bray broke from the hunters and walked briskly down the road, away from the bridge’s entrance, unable to stop his feeling of dread.

“Where are you going?” Levi called after him, as Bray moved faster.

He didn’t stop, and he didn’t turn around. He headed for a place where he could get a view of the side of the bridge overlooking the water. Thick fog swirled up from the river, obscuring most of the people on the bridge, but he saw several pointing and waving their hands.

The commotion in the middle was moving toward the edge.

Several guards were wrestling with a woman with a white robe. Deacon was next to them, directing them, partially obscured by mist. Bray’s pulse hammered as he strained to identify if the guards were holding Kirby, but the woman was moving too erratically, and he couldn’t be certain who it was through the vaporous fog.

She looked about Kirby’s size.

Panic overtook Bray as the woman screamed again, kicking and flailing, desperately trying to get free. She continued shrieking as they lifted her over the edge of the bridge wall. Frantically, Bray looked back at the bridge and the guards, debating making a run to the middle of the bridge, but it was too late. He’d never be able to stop what was happening. Feeling powerless, he could only watch as the men lifted the woman higher, avoiding her kicking legs.

The men dropped her.

The woman plummeted like a stone, sinking through the fog and toward the water as she issued a last, long, terrified scream. Several children on the bridge mimicked her in high-pitched voices, smiling. And then she was gone.

The crowd roared in appreciation as something hit the water hard.

The screaming stopped.

Bray darted back for the bridge entrance, his burgeoning fear a certainty.

He should never have left this place.

He should never have left Kirby and William alone.

What have I done?
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Preface

Welcome to Book 2 of The Ruins.

 

One thing I enjoyed about writing in the realm of THE LAST SURVIVORS—a tradition I’ve carried on in THE RUINS—is that no one is safe. Just like the real world, where anything can happen, and often does, the characters in these stories have to fight and claw to escape death, a scenario that doesn’t always work out for them.
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I hope you enjoy this second installment of The Ruins.

 

We will see who makes it out alive.
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Chapter 1: Bray

“Bray!” Levi yelled.

Bray stopped running in the middle of the road, uncertain whether returning to the bridge’s entrance would mean his death. He stared into the rising fog that rose from the river, which obscured most of the crowd standing on the bridge. Those who he could see were leaning over the waist-high wall, trying to get a glimpse of the woman who had been thrown over the edge. Smiles lit children’s faces and men and women pointed. A few people laughed. Bray scanned the islanders, looking for Kirby and William, even though he was horribly certain he’d already seen Kirby die.

The kicking, falling woman was gone, but her terrified, deathly shriek echoed in Bray’s ears. He’d never forget the brutal sound of her body hitting the water. Her twisted, lifeless body was probably floating with the current, bashing against the rocks as the turbid water carried her to some final resting place. She’d get stuck somewhere, food for scavenging fish and animals.

No one could survive a fall like that.

I couldn’t have done anything, he told himself.

But he didn’t believe it.

Bray looked frantically at the massive bridge, thinking another body would follow—William’s—but Deacon and the guards were retreating. What if William had already been thrown? The islanders disappeared from the bridge railing, presumably heading toward the long, sloping road that started in the middle of the bridge and descended down to the first island.

“Bray!” Levi yelled again.

Bray snapped to attention as two figures approached through the fog. He assumed one was Levi. He wasn’t sure about the other. More cloudy figures stood further back, in front of the massive boulders blocking the bridge’s entrance, watching, waiting. Or planning an attack. He tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword, prepared to draw it and fight a battle with many more than two men, if that’s the way this was going to go.

He wouldn’t let them take him alive.

He held his ground as Levi appeared, holding up his hands, a nervous look on his face, Hildebrand next to him.

“What are you doing?” Levi asked.

Bray kept one hand on his scabbarded sword. “Who was that?” he asked, pointing. “Who did they throw off the bridge?”

“I’m not sure,” Levi said, glancing quickly behind him.

Bray switched focus to Hildebrand and demanded, “Who did they throw?”

Hildebrand looked unsettled. “We came back at the same time as you. We don’t know.”

Bray studied the hunter’s faces for a glimpse of malice or conspiracy—something that might confirm his darkest suspicions and make him pull his sword.

“You’re making the guards nervous,” Levi said quietly. “We need to load in our game. We need to get to the butcher’s. We don’t want to cause a scene.”

Bray looked from Levi and Hildebrand to the dispersing crowd. Through the fog, it looked like a handful of people remained, lingering and waving their hands. Laughing. None looked in his direction. The ceremony—whatever it was—was clearly finished.

Hildebrand nodded over his shoulder. “The guards told us to come get you.”

Bray wasn’t moving. “Why did they throw that woman to her death?”

“She went to meet the river gods,” Levi explained.

Bray shook his head and took a step backward. “She was screaming. They took her against her will. Whatever ceremony this was, she wanted no part in it.”

Hildebrand and Levi exchanged a grave glance. “Not all of our people meet the end bravely, though they are supposed to.”

Bray thought back to the people who had been burned in Brighton—the curdling screams, the begging for mercy, the crackle of burnt skin. None of those images made him feel any better about what he’d witnessed.

“I realize you have different beliefs than us,” Hildebrand said. “We can explain more, but we should head back, before the guards get concerned and escort us.”

Bray didn’t miss the subtle warning. He looked away from Levi and Hildebrand and across the fog-covered road, certain that guards were hiding in places he couldn’t see to reinforce the suggestion. He saw nothing except the few parts of the steep, snow-covered mountains visible through the encroaching fog. It took every restraint not to dart away, weave into the forest, and take his chances in that mist. If he got enough of a head start, he might get away.

But William.

What if William was still alive? What if he was cornered, sick, and scared? What if he was next to die, if that had truly been Kirby?

“I need to make sure my friends are all right,” he said.

“If the boy is as sick as you say, he’s probably back at your house. In any case, we won’t find any answers out here.” Levi pointed up the road, where the silhouettes of the guards shifted impatiently. “Let’s go.”

“We’ll find out where your friends are,” Hildebrand assured him.

Bray’s pulse pounded as he watched the soldiers. He took his hand off his blade, but stayed alert and ready to draw it. He followed Levi and Hildebrand up the road and to the bridge’s entrance, still not certain he wasn’t walking into a battle. All he saw were the silhouettes of the guards in front of the boulders and the waiting hunters. He didn’t see Deacon, his closest soldiers, or even Bartholomew and Jonathan. It seemed most of the crowd was gone.

They could’ve killed me already, he told himself, but that was no guarantee of his safety.

The guards stood in a row in front of the boulders, watching Bray with stern faces. A few had their hands close to their flat swords. The hunters took in the scene with confusion, looking from Bray, to Levi, to Hildebrand.

“It’s okay,” Levi said, sounding almost as nervous as Bray as he held up his hands to explain to the guards. “He doesn’t know the traditions.”

Bray looked from one guard to the next. He wanted to grab someone, stick a knife to the person’s throat, and demand answers, but he knew he’d be killed before he got that far. And what would happen to William?

“You’re lucky Deacon didn’t see you,” the woman with one arm muttered. “You almost caused a scene. You could’ve interrupted the ceremony.”

The woman watched Bray with a firm glance. Or was it a dare to do something? Bray looked past her and through the gap in the boulders on the bridge, catching sight of a few stragglers leaned against the walls, talking and smiling as if they had watched a pig pull or a harvest race, instead of a woman plunging to her death. No Kirby or William.

Unable to hold back his question any longer, he asked, “Who was the person in the white robe?”

“I couldn’t hear her name from here,” the one-armed woman said, shrugging. “She was one of the chosen, sent to the river gods by Deacon. What more do you need to know?”

One of the guards spat on the ground. The others gave him stony stares.

“Where are my friends?” Bray didn’t need to clarify whom he was talking about. Everyone knew. He wanted to fight his way to William, to hack through these people until he got answers.

“We don’t know where they are,” the one-armed woman said. “Our job is to keep the bridge safe. That’s it.”

A crunching noise ripped Bray’s attention to the bridge. Several men Bray didn’t recognize wheeled wooden carts from the fog behind the boulders, coming out onto the road and stopping when they realized they had entered a tense situation. Curious looks crossed their faces as they stared from Bray to the soldiers, realizing they might witness something.

One of the male guards stepped forward, gesturing to the one-armed woman. “Like Petra said, we don’t know where your friends are. But if you don’t want your game, we have plenty of hungry mouths to feed.”

Bray bristled.

“We’ll find your friends after we get our kills inside,” Levi promised him, grabbing Bray’s arm. “Come on. Let’s load up our things.”

Bray allowed Levi to pull him toward the carts, but he didn’t stop watching the guards as he bent down and helped the hunters load their game.


Chapter 2: Bray

The hunters collected the kills they’d been dragging and laid them on the carts. A few shrugged off heavy, meat-filled bags and secured them to be wheeled away. Bray kept his bag. He looked across the bridge, hoping to see William or Kirby, but he could not see the other end through the fog. He couldn’t erase the thought that he was being fed lies and was about to be jumped. Levi and Hildebrand glanced at him a few times, concerned, or maybe judging his reaction. Bray fought the sickening feeling in his stomach that told him Kirby and William were already dead. A rash move would mean the end of him.

When the carts were full, the hunters began wheeling them through the gaps next to the boulders with the assistance of the helpers. The soldiers stayed behind.

Hoping he wasn’t making a last mistake, Bray fell in line behind the others.

The smell of dirty clothing and sweat hung in the air as they entered the bridge where a thousand people had stood packed against each other moments earlier. Fog swirled up from the river, revealing bits and pieces of Bray’s surroundings. A few people stood by the bridge’s southern edge, perhaps hoping to catch a glimpse of the tossed woman, who had likely drowned, if she hadn’t died on impact. There was no sign of Deacon or his closest soldiers, no sign of Kirby, William, Bartholomew, or Jonathan. Bray didn’t even see Flora.

A few guards stationed on either side of the bridge appeared in the mist, scrutinizing Bray as they watched the hunters and helpers pass.

Levi wheeled his cart close. “Your friends are back at the house,” he whispered. “I’m sure of it.”

“Why couldn’t the guards assure me of that?”

“You made them nervous.” Hildebrand took the other side of Bray.

“They didn’t look nervous to me,” Bray muttered.

“They’re used to keeping order. Occasionally, some of the family members don’t obey the ceremony’s rules.”

“Family members?” Bray asked.

“The relatives of the people who are sent to the river gods,” Hildebrand said. “Those who are lifted by the fog and brought to the heavens. Almost all of the islanders gather to watch.”

“The fog ceremony is supposed to be a joyous occasion,” Levi said quietly, looking at a few more soldiers, who were walking ahead and spurring along some loiterers. “Not all take it that way.”

“Like I said before, sometimes the chosen aren’t as willing as they are supposed to be, even though Deacon is sent an omen from the gods, telling him it was their time,” Hildebrand clarified. “Occasionally the family members need to be calmed down. Deacon’s Trusted and the bridge guards ensure everything runs smoothly. The will of the river gods must be heeded.”

“So who was on the bridge?”

“We’ll find out,” Levi answered.

Bray didn’t wait for Levi or Hildebrand to get an answer. As soon as the fog swallowed up the closest soldiers, he wheeled his cart toward a man and a woman that were chatting by the bridge’s edge. The couple fell silent as they saw him coming. The woman looked as if she might start in another direction, but Bray pinned her with a hard stare.

“Who was thrown from the bridge?” he demanded, in a low, insistent tone.

The woman, who had ratty hair and a face covered with freckles, watched Bray. She looked at the man beside her nervously, as if she hadn’t expected the question. Or maybe Bray had scared her. “Ava, I think,” she said.

“That wasn’t it,” the man cut in. “It was Evelyn.”

The man and woman looked as if they were concocting a story. Or maybe they were afraid of coming face-to-face with one of the strangers they’d been hearing about. Movement out of the corner of Bray’s eye distracted him. He looked behind him to see one of the bridge guards walking through the fog, waving an impatient hand.

“The ceremony’s over. Everyone needs to get back to work.”

Taking the opportunity to get out from underneath Bray’s gaze, the man and woman scooted away. Bray watched them disappear with a feeling of dread in his stomach.

They neared several more groups as they reached the middle of the bridge, taking a turn and starting on the sloping road toward the island, but the people hurried away before Bray could ask them any questions. Several soldiers walked ahead, perhaps clearing the way for the hunters, or making sure Bray didn’t ask any questions. A sick feeling stuck in Bray’s gut as he considered what he’d walked into.

Deacon and his Trusted must be waiting.

And where were Bartholomew and Jonathan? They were always stationed at the bridge—at least that’s what they’d told him.

Bray pulled his cart behind him, wishing he had his horse, so that he could ride away from these men and determine that his friends were all right.

The rush of the waterfall faded in the background and a thick, dense fog swept across the sloping road, obscuring the shepherding guards. Most of the scurrying people seemed to have vanished. The hunters and helpers continued pulling their carts until the descending road grew level with the ground and they reached the first island. The guards hung back. Bray glanced over his shoulder until the fog covered up the soldiers.

Then he and the hunters were alone, walking down the road.


Chapter 3: Bray

“Where are we going?” Bray asked Levi as they pulled their carts.

“To see Jax,” Levi said, falling into a routine that seemed as natural as the ceremony. “Then we can find your friends.”

“Who’s Jax?” Bray asked.

“He’s one of Deacon’s Trusted who works at the butcher’s shop. He’ll count our game and take what he needs for The Important Ones, and leave us the rest.”

“For the tax.” Bray remembered their discussion in the woods.

“Yes.”

One or two of the hunters muttered something under their breath, probably upset about the involuntary donation, but Bray was busy scouring the mist-covered streets, thinking he might find traces of his companions. Every now and again, he heard distant voices through the fog. It seemed as if the crowd had dispersed down the dirt paths on either side of the road and were heading wherever they went after such a gruesome ceremony.

Perhaps they were going to celebrate the death of one of the strangers that had caused the whispers and the fear. Or perhaps it was Ava, or Evelyn, and Kirby and William were fine.

Bray recalled the drooped shoulders, the forlorn faces, and the scared children hurrying away after The Cleansings. These people were much different than the people in Brighton. The islanders’ cheer gave him a paranoid suspicion he couldn’t shake.

Several soldiers’ houses appeared in the mist alongside the road. Every so often, Bray saw glowing fires through a few open windows. In several houses, he heard muffled voices, and occasional laughter. Farther down and out of sight were the tradesmen’s houses. Bray pictured the distance they’d have to travel to the butcher’s shops, and then the time they’d spend dividing up their game.

He couldn’t wait any longer.

“I’m going to find my friends,” he said, dropping the wooden handle of the cart he was pulling.

Confusion crossed Levi’s face as the handle hit the ground.

“But we need to divide our game,” Levi protested.

Hildebrand added, “Jax will need to—”

“Take my cart,” Bray said. “Between the game on here and the pieces of my boar that the others are carrying, you have more than enough for my share of tax.”

A few of the hunters exchanged sly smiles, probably grateful for what would be a boon for them. No one protested. Bray broke from the pack of hunters and headed down the road, leaving them behind, carrying only the meat he had in his bag. He looked over his shoulder several times, as if one of the hunters might chase him, but they had no interest in giving away their newfound spoils. Of course they didn’t. Gradually, the grinding of wooden wheels faded in the distance and he was alone.

Without the burden of others, Bray moved faster down the road, scanning the trees. Wings rustled overhead, startling him. A noisy bird took flight, giving a caw that might’ve been an omen, if he believed in such things. But the only thing Bray believed in was death. He’d seen enough of it over his years to know the lingering aura it left behind, and this place was ripe with it. The fog was thick enough that he could only see the outlines of the buildings on either side of the road.

He couldn’t forget the image of the woman being thrown from the bridge, or the very real fear of Kirby’s body grinding against the rocks, carried away by the current.

He veered from the road onto the dirt path, intent on getting to the hunter’s house.

The ground was hard from the chill, but every so often, he spotted horse tracks. The prints looked like they were headed in both directions. There weren’t enough tracks to determine whether they were from the ride they’d taken to the island, or another trip. Perhaps scavenging islanders had ridden off with the horses, dragging William and Kirby behind. Or perhaps he was being paranoid and they’d taken a ride.

He searched for evidence of a morbid theory and couldn’t find it. Keeping down the vacant, dirt path, he couldn’t stop envisioning a ring of soldiers waiting for him to return, swords drawn.

As he reached a familiar bend in the trail, Bray sprinted. He was getting close. The air felt quiet and dead as he inhaled the remnants of burnt fires, mixed with the odor of early breakfasts. The people had been preparing for the ceremony. They had prepared for someone to die.

The horses were gone.

Of course they were.

Bray looked around, as if he might’ve mistaken where he was, but strands of hay and several piles of dung confirmed the horses had been here. The chimney was smokeless. The windows were shuttered.

The paranoid voice inside him screamed, “Too late, too late…”

Bray drew his sword, listening for sounds of men from inside—shifting feet, clanging weapons, rustling clothing. Nothing. Sword high in one hand, he reached for the handle, pulled open the door, and stepped back.

No one.

No soldiers, no Kirby, no William.

The house was empty.


Chapter 4: Flora

Flora’s bag felt heavy on her back as she trekked through the forest toward the island’s eastern coast. The fog, usually thickest in the mornings, lingered between the trees, making each trunk look like a looming guard that might reach down and grab her. She couldn’t believe she was alive. She’d seen the look Deacon and his guards had given her as they passed by her in the crowd at the ceremony, pulling the wriggling woman down the road. That look was a warning.

She might be next.

Each patch of swirling fog reminded her of what she’d witnessed. She shuddered as she recalled the screams, the chants and smiles of the crowd, and the words she’d heard and recited too many times before. Most people thought the ceremony was a joyous occasion, but she knew better.

Each scream brought back memories of her father.

Flora would never forget when her father had been thrown off the bridge, when she was six years old.

Flora had been allowed a spot near the edge of the bridge during that ceremony, but not too close to Deacon. Guards had formed a line in front of her, their thick shoulders preventing all but a narrow view of the proceedings. The crowd had stood on their toes, as they always did, trying to get a better look, chanting their recitations back to Deacon, smiling as they spoke of the grace of the gods and the blessings they had given her people.

Her father hadn’t looked quite so blessed.

For several months before the ceremony, he’d lain in bed, talking through the pain in his face as he battled an illness that wasn’t getting better. The neighbors had taken care of him, and of her. She recalled a few times when he’d ventured outside, making vain attempts to work, but most of those had ended with him returning to the house, looking thinner and paler than before. He’d lost his use.

Eventually, Deacon’s Trusted had taken him.

He’d cried out as he was dragged to the edge of the bridge, screaming and flailing. She’d never seen his decrepit arms or legs moving so fast. It was as if he’d beaten his illness at the penultimate moment, but more than likely he was using the last of his strength to stave off death.

Her six-year-old self hadn’t understood that.

For a moment, watching her father fighting the guards, young Flora had convinced herself that they’d made a horrible mistake, and that maybe he could still work, and provide for himself, and for her.

It didn’t have to be the end.

Flora had tried shouting those things to Deacon through the row of guards—she’d even tried breaking through their muscled arms—but they’d stopped her and warned her to stay back. Tears made dirty tracks down her face as she located her father’s face among the strong hands of the soldiers. As he was raised over the edge of the bridge, their eyes met, and he had opened his mouth and projected his fear into a final, frightened scream.

“Flora!”

Flora saw enough fear in his face to know she never wanted to be on the other side of the ceremony.

Her father reached out for her, as if she might somehow save him, and then he disappeared over the edge. Flora’s screams were buried underneath her father’s as he yelled all the way to the water and hit hard. She tried running to the edge of the bridge, as if she might somehow save him, but more hands held her back—Anya’s parents, the people who would soon become her own.

The will of the gods—the will of Deacon—was always heeded.

Flora buried those memories as she reached the edge of the island, took off her bag, and sat on the riverbank. The cold clung to her as she sat in silence, listening to the rush of the water and the wind in the trees. The mist hovered over the water like some ancient, translucent monster.

One day that fog might grab her, too, but not today.

Today it had taken someone else.

Flora swallowed. Every time she fished, she wondered if she might find something from her father in the water—a scrap of his clothing, one of his tattered shoes.

A rotted, eroded skeleton staring back at her.

Flora scanned the misted water for several moments. When she was certain no ghosts were looking back at her, she pulled out her fishing supplies, tied on her favorite piece of metal, and cast her line into the water.


Chapter 5: Bray

Bray stared around the empty hunter’s house where Kirby and William had been. Several blackened, half-burnt logs sat in the fireplace. The pokers lay on the floor. Kirby and William’s bags were gone, as were the blankets that had been covering up William in his bed when Bray left. The other beds were vacant. Had it not been for the still-warm fire, casting heat from its embers, Bray might’ve thought the house unoccupied for some time.

He knew they’d been here.

Kirby and William must’ve left this morning. He searched for signs of a struggle, but saw nothing obviously broken, or anything pointing to violence. He turned slowly and stared through the open doorway, watching the mist float around the trees outside, a spectral warning sent by the gods. He couldn’t see the other houses, but he envisioned the islanders holed up inside their homes, watching. Most would be home by now. Every one of them had played a role in throwing that woman over the bridge.

Every one had—

Jaydra.

Bray exited the house, stepping over strands of hay and several piles of horse dung and following the path to Jaydra’s house. He could already see the outline of her square building through patches of fog. Smoke petered from the chimney. The windows were shuttered. He kept his sword in a tight fist and raised his hand to knock. He’d barge inside if he had to. He recalled his conversations with Jaydra. How much of what she’d told him were lies?

Filthy pig scratcher.

He pulled back an angry fist to pound on the door when it opened in front of him and Jaydra stood at the threshold, her face pale.

“You’re back,” she said nervously.

Bray demanded, “Where are Kirby and William?”

Jaydra stuck an arm out to protect her two sons, who were peering around her. “The second island,” she said, obviously shaken and surprised to see him angry. “I took them there.”

“I saw what happened at the bridge. I saw the ceremony.”

Confusion took over some of the nervousness on Jaydra’s face. “You did?”

“Yes. I had just gotten back from the hunt. I saw what you did to Kirby.”

“To…Kirby?” Jaydra seemed genuinely bewildered. “You think that…” She opened and closed her mouth as she put together the reason for his rage. Turning to her sons, she said, “Landon, Riley, stay inside. I need to talk to Bray alone.” Jaydra stepped out, closed the door, and raised her hands to explain. “That wasn’t Kirby. It was Evelyn, one of our Important Ones.”

Bray started to argue before he recalled the familiar name matched the one the islander had given him on the bridge.

Jaydra went on. “She was given to the gods. Deacon chose her.”

Bray’s anger found a new source as he thought about the crowd’s cheerful reaction, and the woman’s terrified screams. “She didn’t go willingly. I saw her fighting the soldiers.”

“An insult to the river gods.” Jaydra lowered her eyes. “But I am sure they will forgive her, once she is lifted to the heavens. The gods sent Deacon a sign several days ago. He told Evelyn and she accepted it. She was no longer able to fulfill her duties to The Arches. Her hands had stopped working from age. She had come down with an old person’s disease. She knew we couldn’t afford the extra food and bed. She was prepared, or should’ve been.”

The sight of what Bray had seen still disturbed him, but the story carried a truth in it that he wanted to believe. “Where are Kirby and William?”

“At the second island, as I said. After you left, William’s fever got worse,” Jaydra explained. “He was having delusions. Flora and I rode to speak with the bridge guards. Deacon made an exception for him to stay on the second island. We have better healers there. He should be better taken care of. I was supposed to relay the message when you got back.”

“How long ago did this happen?”

“Early this morning. Flora and I rode part of the way, and some guards met us at the road. They escorted Kirby and William to Bartholomew and Jonathan.”

That might’ve explained why he hadn’t seen Bartholomew and Jonathan at the ceremony. But Bray wouldn’t believe anything he didn’t see with his eyes. “I need to get to my friends. I need to make sure they’re all right.”

Jaydra seemed sincere as she said, “William should be in good hands there. The remedies are plentiful.”

Still not convinced, Bray turned and walked from the doorway, leaving her behind as he headed down the dirt path.


Chapter 6: Bray

A few people trickled from the adjoining trails, carrying tools and baskets, keeping a wide berth when they saw Bray.

He wanted to believe Jaydra’s story, but the suspicious side of him—the side that kept him safe, in most of his travels—wasn’t lowering his guard.

The fog seemed like it was thinning as he rounded several familiar curves in the path. Even the birds seemed to have fallen silent. Jaydra had said Kirby and William had left in the morning. Even if they’d gone willingly, anything might’ve happened since. They could’ve been killed. Tortured. Robbed of the guns. Guilt gnawed at Bray for leaving. He should’ve trusted his instincts and stayed with Kirby and William.

It was too late for that.

Soon he came upon the main road. Several people pulled empty carts; others shouldered loads of clothing, or gear that might be used for fishing or hunting. They were getting back to work. Bray saw some more carts full of the glass jars that had impressed him and William. That sight gave him a pang of nostalgia.

He was surprised—but probably shouldn’t have been—when Bartholomew and Jonathan appeared in the distance, coming down the road from the direction of the second island.

“Bray!” Jonathan called, waving a hand.

He approached cautiously.

“Where are Kirby and William?” he asked.

He waited for an answer other than what Jaydra had told him. If he received one, he’d kill his new friends and find a way off the island. Seeing Bray’s tense posture, Bartholomew and Jonathan exchanged a glance he couldn’t read.

“They’re at the second island,” Jonathan said finally. “Your friends are safe. We will bring you to them.”

Bray released a breath he didn’t know he’d held.

He looked around the road and at the nearby trees. No soldiers. No attackers. Seeing nothing to rekindle his suspicion, he finally said, “Okay. Take me to the second island.”


**




Bray kept a few steps shy of his escorts as they walked.

“My apologies for what must’ve been a confusing tradition for you,” Jonathan said as they kept down the road through the thinning fog. “Hopefully our hunters explained what was happening on the bridge.”

“They did,” Bray said, trying not to cause any more of a stir than he’d raised at the ceremony. “Did you talk to them?”

“We met them at the butcher’s shop. They told us you left in a hurry. They said you were worried about your friends.”

“How are William and Kirby?” he asked.

“Kirby is fine, but William is still very ill, as you heard,” Jonathan said. “He’s having delusions. I think our healers will have the best chance at saving him on the second island. He will need time there to recuperate. It is a good thing you ran into Flora in the forests, so she could bring you here.”

Bray nodded, still not sure he agreed.

“The wild is no place for a sick boy,” Jonathan added. “If he had been out there longer, who knows what might’ve happened?”

“And our horses?”

“We’ve been taking care of them,” Bartholomew said. “It will be good for them to get some rest.”

The air seemed to grow colder as they traveled the island, getting farther from the houses and approaching the farming fields.

“The hunters tell me the trip was blessed,” Bartholomew said.

“We had a good take,” Bray said.

“They mentioned you had an encounter with some Savages. It is good you disposed of them.”

“The only place for the demons is at the end of a sword,” Bray said reflexively.

Bartholomew looked at him. “Levi also said you saw a deer.” He watched Bray, judging his reaction.

“We did,” Bray said.

“But you didn’t kill it,” Bartholomew said. “You blocked their shot.”

“I don’t believe in killing them. It’s bad luck.”

“A misfortune, really. The deer could’ve fed many more people,” Jonathan said wistfully. “Our people believe in working together.”

The air took on an aura Bray didn’t like as he followed Bartholomew and Jonathan past the frozen farmer’s fields. They had left most of the houses behind. The road curved in the distance, winding into an area surrounded with trees. The fog had dissipated.

Five soldiers stood in the center of the road.

Bray looked from the row of waiting men and back to Bartholomew and Jonathan, who had stopped to watch him. He halted.

“They are here to escort us,” Bartholomew said simply, before Bray could ask a question.

Bray might’ve believed these men before, but he recognized a bald-faced lie when he heard one. He looked both ways. On either side of the road were farmer’s fields, full of frozen, ragged rows of dirt. Farther down the road, past the five men with murderous intent, was thick forest. He’d never make it that far. They’d catch him no matter which way he ran.

Bray had made a mistake.

He wasn’t dying without a fight.

“Throw your sword, and we’ll make it quick,” Bartholomew promised.

With an enraged cry, he drew his sword and leapt at Jonathan, who had just pulled his weapon. They clashed swords. Jonathan bellowed a war cry as he tried to overpower Bray, but Bray was in better shape. He broke free, swinging again. He missed.

“There’s nowhere to go!” Bartholomew warned as he drew his weapon.

Ignoring him, Bray kept after Jonathan, who shrieked as Bray sliced again, catching his wrist, severing it to the bone, causing the man to drop his blade and double over in agony. Jonathan backed away from the battle, clutching a hand he’d never use again. Bartholomew was already swinging from the other side. Bartholomew sliced Bray’s upper arm open.

Boots slapped stone as the other soldiers ran to join them.

Bray gritted his teeth in anger. These men had killed Kirby and William. They’d set him up. So had Levi and Hildebrand, who had obviously been watching his every move, waiting to report back to the bridge guards.

Kirby and William were probably dead.

“You pig scratchers!” he spat at Bartholomew, whose face had transformed into an expression of hardened determination.

Bray struck swords with Bartholomew, straining to keep an advantage as the blades slid off one another. He leapt back and swung again. The five running soldiers had caught up to them. Bray backpedaled, trying to keep all the soldiers on one side, but there was nowhere to provide cover, and the soldiers outnumbered him. Bartholomew stepped back, allowing his soldiers to battle. Two soldiers flanked Bray on either side, forcing him to make a defensive choice. They swung at the same time. He blocked one sword but took a slice from another. Searing pain in his left arm made him cry out.

The three other soldiers rushed around behind him.

Bray moved to the side just in time to avoid a stab from the rear, managing to jab one of the soldiers in front of him in the stomach, causing him to keel over. He withdrew his sword and ducked just in time to escape another blow, but took another slice. He wouldn’t last more than a few moments.

There were too many.

Bray turned his anger into a charge, rushing at the remaining man in front of him.

Surprise crossed the man’s face as Bray crashed into him, knocking him away, and ran. He didn’t know where he was heading. He only knew that staying was death. The world became a mess of screaming, agonizing soldiers and boot steps chasing him. Somewhere behind him, he heard Bartholomew barking orders. He kept going through the pain. He was outnumbered. Wounded. About to die. Through his pain-induced haze, he found the forest further down the road and ran for it, his ribs heaving with pain and exhaustion as he veered into a copse of trees. He was surprised that he hadn’t received a sword in the back yet. Even if he survived another few seconds, he’d be butchered in the forest. No one would help him.

Kirby and William must be dead.

He was next.

Focusing on keeping his feet moving, Bray ran into the trees, whipping past one after another, heading to where the gods only knew. The cries behind him were close, but not close enough. Were they letting him run? He heard a few jeers over his shoulder, confirming his suspicion.

In the end, he would spin and fight for his last breaths—he just needed a small reprieve from these pig scratchers, who had ganged up on him in cowardly numbers.

Adrenaline gave him a boost of speed, and Bray wove faster as he stepped over tree roots that he barely saw, somehow keeping on his feet and avoiding a fall that would be his last. Growing tired of the game, a few soldiers caught up. He heard a grunt as one of the soldiers tripped behind him—a small favor from the gods, or maybe just a brief respite from the end.

He kept going, ignoring the burn in his lungs and the flowing blood from multiple wounds. He wanted to spit these men’s cowardice in their faces. He wanted to kill all of them. If he could find a place to confront them, maybe he’d have a chance.

He thought of the time he’d slain handfuls of demons on a mountainside, keeping the incline at his back. He’d avoided being surrounded and picked them off one or two at a time. He’d told William that story. But these were men, more sly and strategic than demons.

A break in the trees drew Bray’s attention. Was that the river?

A body struck him from behind.

Bray lost his breath as he fell underneath the weight of a heaving, violent man. His sword flew from his grasp. He struggled, managing to roll sideways before taking a blow to the face. Then another. His cheeks stung with pain as the soldier pummeled him with his sword handle. Bray looked for his dropped blade, but blood dripped over his eyes, obscuring his view. The soldiers were catching up, crying out and cursing his name. Some were calling out which parts of him to cut up as they laughed.

He reached for his closest, sheathed knife, but he couldn’t quite grasp it.

Anger filled Bray again as he thought of Kirby and William, probably ambushed in the same way. Bucking against the man on top of him, he managed to throw him off and stagger to his feet, taking unsteady steps as he made for the clearing, listening to peals of laughter behind him. Where was his sword? If he was about to die, he wanted to do it with a blade in his hand. Unable to find it, he pulled the larger of his two knives. His heavy bag slowed him down.

The clearing was close. Somehow, in his final moments, he’d run far or fast enough to make it to the river. Or maybe the men had let him, knowing there was nowhere else to go.

He dragged a hand across his eyes, wiping away some of the blood.

Maybe he could make it to the water. It was a last-ditch effort to live, but it was all he had.

“The god weapons won’t help you now!” someone sneered.

“Too bad we couldn’t have thrown you from the bridge!”

He made it as far as the river’s edge before a sharp pain hit his back, his legs buckled beneath him, and he tumbled face first into the current.


Chapter 7: Bartholomew

Bartholomew watched the body ripped away by the swift current, dragged past the partially submerged rocks and sticks and downstream. He spat. His soldiers stood next to him, breathing heavy breaths, recuperating.

“Is he dead?” Bartholomew asked.

“If he doesn’t drown, the Savages will get him,” the soldier next to him said.

“Deacon will want to be sure,” Bartholomew said, annoyed.

“I’ll go down the river and get his scalp,” the soldier offered.

“Depending on where he turns up, we might not be able to reach him from this side.” Bartholomew stared down the river, watching the body spiral around a heap of rocks and tree limbs, swept by the strong water. “We’ll need to find where he lands.”

“If he hasn’t sucked in enough water to drown, he’ll bleed out on the riverbank. It won’t be worth the resources to send us to the mainland for a scalp,” a soldier said, quickly adding, “Unless you want us to, of course.”

The man was right. It wouldn’t be worth their time.

But maybe Bartholomew could send someone else.


Chapter 8: Jonas The Collector

Jonas peered through the thin fog that surrounded the second island and toward the smaller, wooden bridge, watching the silhouettes of several guards who hung by the closest end, chatting as they waited. The Important Ones should return soon. The elderly—those capable of walking—were probably still making their way back from the ceremony, trudging down the long road, their joints cracking, their backs aching. Jonas figured the only reason they volunteered to watch the ceremony was to be excused from their duties for a day.

Deacon was tolerant enough in that regard.

Jonas had no interest in going to the fog ceremony. He’d seen it plenty of times when he was a wide-eyed child, unable to rip his eyes from the expression of terror on the blessed person’s face as they were thrown from the bridge to the river gods. The ceremony was far less fascinating than the relics he studied.

When he was a younger man, he used to listen for screams from the bridge. Occasionally, when the wind was just right, or when Jonas cocked his head the proper direction, he heard the sounds over the distant roar of the waterfall, carrying over to the second island, but not today.

The ceremony was over, he guessed.

The Important Ones were likely halfway home, walking next to the farmer’s fields, rounding the bend near the biggest cluster of apple trees. Deacon’s Trusted would lead them. The soldiers would herd them across the bridge and back to their beds, where they would rest after what would be the longest trip they’d take in a while. Jonas was good at guessing. His hand went to his pocket as he gripped the ticking timepiece he’d taken from the Treasure Room.

He had already lost too much time doing his chores. He needed a moment to fulfill his other curiosities.

He gave a last glance at the guards and then crept around the side of the building. Only a handful of elderly—the frailest and the most infirm—were on the island. That would make it easier to look around, without being bothered.

Jonas’s breath misted the air as he hugged the wall of the second building, his hands stuffed in his pockets. He wished it were warmer. In the warm seasons, he slipped onto the other island, or even more rarely, the forests on the mainland, when Deacon’s Trusted found something of interest and Deacon gave him permission.

Last spring, he’d been on an expedition with several soldiers who had reported an interesting find to Deacon. They’d spent several nights camping in the forest under a sky filled with the screams of Savages and animals, huddled in blankets that were never warm enough, sleeping fitfully, before reaching a sprawling valley that housed a decrepit god building, surrounded by overgrown grass. Trees snaked through holes in the roof. The building was battered by time, the roof partially collapsed. When they went inside, Jonas saw an object half the size of his room, preserved better than most things he’d found. Rusted tubes protruded from a large, metal box, which was surrounded by four metal, rusted wheels. A row of pointed metal spikes lined the back wheels. Many of the strange spikes were cracked or shattered. The object had clearly lost its use, and was certainly too heavy to carry back.

But it was fascinating.

The nature of that god object had intrigued Jonas for days. If they had a moving, rolling device like that, they might be able to do any number of things in the farming fields. Perhaps they could dig up the soil, or break something apart—both guesses, of course. He knew that object was past repair for his blacksmiths.

The memory of that finding spurred his footsteps as he walked the length of the second building.

Something much more interesting was right on this island.

Something much more useful than old, rusted relics.

Jonas reached the edge and peered around, admiring the three majestic animals that were tied there, adjusting their hooves and snorting as they ate the hay he’d brought them. He walked up to them carefully, trying not to spook them. The horses weren’t used to him.

But of course they weren’t. They would be soon.

Jonas spoke gently to keep them calm. He recalled the team of beautiful horses that they’d once groomed and taken care of. It was a sad day when the horses had become infected with the disease that spread from one to the next, causing them to get lethargic, filling their skin with pock marks that seemed to spread in too quick a time. Jonas had assisted in burning the bodies.

The rest had been killed for their meat.

Jonas stroked the side of the largest horse, running his fingers over its coat and feeling its smooth hair.


Chapter 9: Bray

Bray gasped for breath as water filled his mouth and throat. He kicked and screamed, but all that came out was a gurgle. It took him a moment to realize he was submerged. He flailed with his arms, trying to grab hold of something—anything—as his body bashed against sticks and rocks. All around him, water slipped through his fingers. The current was dragging him, and nothing could save him. His body ached with the pain of more wounds than he could count. He would drown, just like he’d feared when he was a boy, floating down the current in the River of Brighton when he’d waded too far.

His father had saved him.

But no one would pull him out now.

The water felt like a living, breathing entity, fighting against Bray as he struggled and pinwheeled. All around him was a murky blackness that he couldn’t make out. His lungs screamed for air. The river jostled him around, spinning him out of control, forcing him into objects with a painful thud. He’d envisioned the end many times, but always in the mouths of demons; never like this.

He had a fleeting thought of the woman thrown from the bridge. Had she died from the fall, or was her fate similar to this? I’m sorry, Kirby. I’m sorry, William.

Bray broke the surface. He spit out some of the water in his throat and sucked in a gagging breath, catching a glimpse of a murky sky before he was dunked under. That glimpse kept him kicking and flailing for air. If he could find purchase somewhere, a way to stop moving, maybe he could stop from sliding further into the river and—

Bray’s shirt snagged. His body stopped short, and he swayed with the current. Water churned past his face and mouth. Fighting the rushing water, Bray twisted, reached up, and grabbed hold of whatever had stopped him. A tree branch. Using the branch for leverage, he pulled his head above water and gasped for breath, his shoulder screaming with the pain of fresh slice marks. He ignored it and pulled harder, coughing and spitting. The branch was attached to a tree trunk that had fallen in the river diagonally, half in and half out of the riverbank. He held onto that branch, praying it didn’t break as he heaved several more deep breaths.

He might be alive, but not for long.

The soldiers would come.

They’d find him and finish him off, sending him to whatever foul spirits to which they prayed.

Hit by that new fear, Bray blinked the water out of his eyes and caught a glimpse of the riverbank, trying to determine where he was. Looking upriver, he saw no soldiers. He was in the river’s middle. It looked like he was closest to the mainland, farthest from the island.

Pulling himself higher, grunting against the pain in his weak arms, he pulled himself from the limb to the fat trunk of the fallen tree, hugging its massive bulk and trying not to fall. His ribs ached as he established his position. One or more was bruised or broken. But his main concern was getting out of the water and to the shore. He needed to shimmy sideways, or climb onto the tree to get there.

He slipped. Bray cried out as he fell, surprised when his boot touched bottom. The river was shallower than he’d anticipated. Or maybe it was the fallen tree, creating a blockage in the river’s flow. Whatever it was, he needed to move. Sticking his other boot down, he tested the depth, touched bottom, and then clutched the tree and used it as a guide as he slogged his way through the water, heading toward the riverbank.

Water dripped from his soaked hair into his eyes. His legs felt weak from fighting the current. He was barely able to make it to the riverbank. When he finally reached land, he let go of the tree and collapsed.


Chapter 10: Deacon

Deacon stood near the entrance of the first building, watching the procession of The Important Ones march across the wooden bridge, over the thick, sloping rocks of the banks and onto the dirt trail. Heads bobbed as the elderly focused on their feet, too tired and cold to speak, or even to look at one another. The march back was always quiet. Though the mood of the ceremony was cheerful, seeing someone cast over the bridge and to the gods was a sordid reminder of mortality for everyone.

The bridge guards shepherded the people up the pathway, taking over for some other guards who were heading back to the main bridge. Island security was an unbroken priority. Everyone knew his or her roles.

Movement from the other building caught his attention. Deacon turned to find Jonas walking across the yard.

“Jonas,” he greeted.

“How was the ceremony?” Jonas asked.

Deacon watched him before answering, “The river gods are pleased.”

“We follow the gods’ claims. We don’t dispute their word,” Jonas recited.

Seemingly uncomfortable under Deacon’s stare, Jonas wiped some nervous sweat from his brow and stuck his hand in his pocket. Deacon watched him curiously. Every day seemed to add some new habit to a growing list of eccentricities. But he knew Jonas was loyal.

“I’ve been watching over the horses,” Jonas said, seemingly to fill the air.

“They are beautiful animals,” Deacon said. “We want to make sure they are taken care of.”

“I agree.”

“Did you get a look at the god weapons?”

“Only briefly,” Jonas said, some of his fear seeming to melt as the conversation turned to the fascinating devices. “The guns are beautiful in a way few treasures are. I’ve never seen metal devices so intact, that our people haven’t made. I would love to study them further.”

“You will get a chance now,” Deacon said with a firm nod.

They watched The Important Ones trudge to the door of the other building. A thin woman tripped, but not before one of the soldiers caught her arm, preventing a fall that would have put her next in line at the ceremony.

“Have you heard back from Bartholomew and Jonathan?”

“They should have talked to the hunters by now,” Deacon said. “I have given them authority to make a determination on Bray, depending on what they learned. If he cannot be used, they will bring me his scalp.”

Jonas looked away. He asked, “What about the others?”

“Hopefully we can use them, like we talked about. We will enact the plan for Kirby and William, when we are ready.”


Chapter 11: Kirby

“It’s all right, William,” Kirby said, rubbing the boy’s back as she looked around the barren room on the second island, mostly empty except for a solitary table containing a few herbs left by the healer, and a lone, shuttered window high up on the wall in the room in which they were housed. A fireplace in the corner blazed with a heat that warmed the room every minute, but that didn’t seem to be helping William, who was lying in a bed slightly bigger than the one back at the hunter’s house, burning up with a fever that seemed to have gotten worse since he’d woken up this morning.

William’s condition was a concern she’d never expected to have, just as she’d never anticipated traveling with a sick, infected boy, or Bray, for whom she was still waiting to get back from the hunt. Kirby shirked her jacket and laid it on the floor next to her rifle, keeping her weapons close. No one had made any attempts to confiscate her weapons, but she’d seen the guards eyeing them all the way to the second island. She’d even seen a strange man watching her from across the dirt yard as they entered the building. She didn’t like the look he’d given her. She’d been hiding her grenades ever since her trip to the market.

She didn’t trust any of the islanders.

She was worried about too many things.

She looked back at William. Every so often, he murmured an unintelligible phrase, or rolled his sweaty head back and forth on the pillow. Shortly after arriving, they’d met with a healer named Berta, who had given William some herbs Kirby had never seen, and then promised to return.

Kirby hadn’t seen her since.

The ride to the second island had been tumultuous. Several times, while riding next to Flora and Jaydra, and then the other soldiers who had escorted them, Kirby had slowed her horse to adjust William, who seemed always in danger of falling off, too weak to hold the reins, swaying with each jolt, murmuring and blinking. He didn’t know what was happening to him, or where he was going.

She doubted he knew where he was, even now.

Thankfully, the soldiers had escorted them safely to Jonathan and Bartholomew, who had set them up in a room among The Important Ones before heading back to the bridge. Kirby wasn’t sure how long Deacon’s good grace would last—and she wasn’t quite sure she trusted him—but she took the help.

Earlier, she’d heard the shuffle of feet as large groups of people moved through the building’s hallway. It sounded like The Important Ones had gone outside. She wasn’t sure why they’d choose a frigid day over a warm indoors, but many things about this island were new to her. She heard muffled conversation in the hallway, and the sound of doors opening and closing. It sounded like they were coming back.

She needed to limit William’s interaction with people.

She adjusted her shirt, ensuring that her lumps were covered. Both of them had things to hide. With William quiet, for the moment, Kirby stood from the bed.

Where was Berta?

William rolled his head back and forth, breaking the quiet as he murmured, “The Ancients made it….”

“It’s all right, William,” she told him, for what felt like the hundredth time since Berta had left.

“The demons will find the tower…”

“They won’t.”

For a while, she’d tried bringing him back to reality, but now she was simply consoling him.

Kirby needed to find the healer. William needed more herbs.

Retrieving her rifle from the floor, she slung it over her shoulder and made her way for the door.


**




Kirby barely recognized the hallway as she stepped out into it. In the flurry of commotion surrounding William’s arrival, Kirby hadn’t had a chance to take in the building. Her boots clapped against the stone floor as she gently closed the door. Barren walls lined either side, broken by ten evenly spaced doorways, all on the same side. The doors were closed. She didn’t see any of the people she’d heard walking through here a few minutes ago. Neither did she see any sign of the bridge guards who had accompanied them into the building. Bartholomew, Jonathan, Deacon, and even Berta, all gone. Where was everyone?

At the end of the hallway in both directions, corridors connected to what she assumed were other hallways.

Stepping carefully, Kirby fought an uneasiness she didn’t like as she kept her hand close to the pistol at her side and the rifle slung on her back.

She paused next to a few closed doors, listening for noise, but heard nothing. Reaching the end of the hallway, she glanced behind her, torn between leaving William and finding help. She didn’t like the idea of being out of sight of him in a strange place.

But he clearly needed help.

Muffled conversation from a room in the connecting hallway drew her attention. Creeping over, she paused to listen . Two people were talking on the other side of the door, but she couldn’t make out any words. She raised her hand to knock.

Footsteps.

Kirby startled and turned. The skinny, dirty man she’d seen outside in the yard rounded the corner, watching her. He seemed surprised at her presence. For a moment, she thought he was going to retreat, but he stayed in place and called out to her.

“Can I help you?”

Realizing that what she was doing might look suspicious, Kirby stepped away from the door and explained, “I’m looking for Berta. She was supposed to come back and help William, the sick boy who was brought here.”

“You won’t find her in there,” the man answered. “Horace and Genevieve live there.”

“Do you know where Berta is?”

A smile flickered across the man’s face as he approached. Kirby tensed. She didn’t like the idea of being in close quarters with this odd man. If he tried something she didn’t like, she’d draw her gun.

The man crossed the rest of the hallway, stopping a few feet from her and motioning to the door by which she was stationed. “Horace and Genevieve chat while they work. I would think it would be distracting, but it keeps their hands moving. That’s who you hear talking in there.” The man shrugged. “They seem to like each other’s company. They hardly leave.”

Kirby nodded, annoyed at the conversation she hadn’t asked for.

The man continued, “Both of them are afflicted with a similar disease. They can’t move their legs well anymore. Their joints are frozen up from age. Horace uses a small contraption I made for him to walk. I fashioned it out of wood a few years ago, but he doesn’t use it much. Genevieve caught a severe illness last time she went outside. She’s convinced it’s from the cold.”

Kirby nodded. “The cold doesn’t always help illnesses, but I don’t believe it causes them.”

The man looked like he was impressed, or mulling something over. “An observant thought.” His eyes wandered to her guns. After a moment, he got tentatively closer and said, “I’m Jonas.”

“Kirby.”

“I know who you are,” Jonas said, looking away from her. “You’ve caused quite a stir around here.”

Hoping to redirect this man, who seemed more interested in talking than finding help, she asked, “Can you help me find Berta?”

“She’s probably just getting back from the ceremony.”

“Ceremony?”

“The ceremony of the fog. A final gathering for one of our Important Ones, Evelyn,” Jonas explained. His expression turned solemn. “She passed away this morning.”

Kirby said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“It is sorrowful, but joyous in other ways,” Jonas said, looking sideways at her. “Only the gods can live forever.”

Kirby nodded. She knew many people believed that. “I heard everyone leaving shortly after we arrived,” she said. “Is that where they went?”

“Yes. The Important Ones walked across the island to attend the ceremony,” Jonas said. “Only Horace, Genevieve, and a handful of others remained, because they are too weak to travel. And a few healers and guards, of course.”

Kirby nodded. She wondered if those words were a warning. She’d seen the guards outside the building, and by the bridge, seemingly keeping too close an eye on things. She sized up Jonas. He didn’t seem like a fighting man. He bore no scars that she could see, and he had the demeanor of one who followed authority, rather than asserted it. “Do you live here?”

Jonas thought on that for a moment. “Yes. I help Deacon take care of things. I live in the other building.”

“What types of things?”

Glancing at her guns, he answered, “I study many of the relics our gods left behind, that our soldiers bring back. As you can imagine, we have pulled numerous things from the rubble. Things almost as interesting as what you carry, but not quite as useful.”

Kirby nodded as he kept looking at her weapons. She didn’t have time for the interest in her guns, which had gotten old the moment she’d stepped across the bridge. “I would appreciate it if you could find the healer,” she said, refocusing the conversation. “I’m going to head back and check on William, make sure he’s all right.”

“I’ll walk with you. Berta is likely to be this way,” Jonas said, taking up next to her.

Keeping an arm’s length away from him, Kirby veered from the center of the hallway to William’s room. “The herbs don’t seem to be working. We’ll need something more.”

“What type of illness does he have?” Jonas asked.

“The Winter Flu,” Kirby said quickly, watching Jonas’s expression. If William’s condition hadn’t been so urgent, she might’ve second-guessed bringing him here, where someone might see his lumps. Reaching the door, Kirby said, “Thanks again for your help.”

Jonas looked as if he wanted to say something else. Before he could invite himself in, Kirby slipped through the crack and shut the door behind her, stopping abruptly.

She gasped.

William stood next to the bed, his blankets in heaps around him on the floor. He was red-faced and beaded with sweat. He reached around the room wildly, clenching and grabbing as if he was in the midst of some hallucination, or warding something off.

“Get away!” he hissed.

“William? What’s happening?”

“Demons…” he told her, his eyes half open as he clawed the air.

“There are no demons here. You need to get back to bed,” Kirby said, hoping she wouldn’t have to fend off a sick, confused boy.

William looked past her, but he didn’t seem as if he was going to rush her. Taking the opportunity, she hurried across the room and took his arm.

“We have to hide,” William said urgently, pulling away as she tried to settle him. “The demons are here.”

“There are no demons, just me. Just Kirby.”

A glimpse of recognition crossed his face. Or was it something else? She couldn’t tell. Whatever feverish thoughts were afflicting him, she needed to get him back to bed.

“Quiet down,” she warned. “You’re going to be all right, William. The healer will be back soon.” William settled down enough to obey, but he was still spouting nonsense. Kirby calmed him down and tucked him under the sheets, blotting the sweat from his forehead.

Then she waited for the healer.


Chapter 12: Jonas The Collector

Jonas listened by the door. It seemed William’s condition was getting worse. He made off down the hallway to find the healer. A dead boy wouldn’t do anyone favors.

His thoughts wandered to the fascinating, metallic guns. He’d tried not to stare too long at them. He wanted to touch them. He wanted to inspect the long tubes and the metal grips, ideally figuring out how they worked. He wanted to take them from Kirby.

Patience.

It was getting near time to put their plan in place. He turned a corner, moving into a more populated section of the building. The hallway smelled like ancient relics that had been exhumed from the dirt. The Important Ones rarely bathed—many were too frail to take off their clothes without assistance. They spent the days in their rooms, mostly working, except for the occasional walk behind the buildings. Jonas hated this building. It reminded him of ceremonies and death. But Deacon had instructed him to keep an eye on the horses, and on Kirby and William, until they were ready. He needed to make sure William was alive.

He rounded the bend of another corridor, searching. A familiar voice called his attention to a nearby room. The door was partly open, allowing Berta’s voice to escape into the hallway.

“It’ll heal soon, Ernie. It’s just a rash,” she said to the man in the room.

The man groaned.

“Berta?” Jonas called, gently pushing open the door.

Berta met him at the threshold, a cloth in her hand, looking surprised to see him in a building he normally kept away from.

“Kirby and William need your assistance,” he said, prompting a look of worry. “I found Kirby looking in the hallways. William’s fever is getting worse.”

“I was afraid of that,” Berta said as she started down the hall in the direction of William’s room.

Jonas watched her for a moment, thinking about following, but instead he walked the last few feet to the end of the hall, opened the door that led outside, and stepped out.

Patience.


Chapter 13: Bray

Bray cracked his eyes and saw nothing. The only hint he was alive was the rushing water behind him, smacking against the soles of his boots. Pain coursed through his body as his wounds caught up to his consciousness. Groaning, he sucked in a ragged breath, inhaling dirt. He was on the ground, he thought. But he couldn’t move.

Was he paralyzed, or was he dead?

Perhaps he was trapped in some hellish nightmare of the gods. Maybe he was doomed to hear the rushing water in the background for the rest of time. He struggled to turn his head, blinking, hoping his eyes would reveal a clue that he wasn’t in some torturous dream. He moved his neck enough to see upward with one half-closed eye. Tree limbs jutted out above him like outstretched arms, waiting to protect or grab him. The sky was an uncertain gray.

The only thing he knew for certain was pain.

He’d made it far enough on the riverbank to avoid drowning, but not much farther. He was lying on a bed of hard, exposed roots that extended over most of the riverbank, sloping upward and into a forest he could hardly see. He moved an arm, wincing at some agony in both his shoulders and his back. He felt the sting of the river water on his drenched shirt, seeping through to his skin, invading his open wounds. He was probably bleeding out. If his injuries didn’t kill him, the winter’s chill would, and he’d freeze.

Bray lifted his head farther. Thick, scraggly brush and trees occupied the area past the slope, which was covered in a layer of snow. Most of the foliage was leafless, but the tree trunks were thick enough to block his view of anything coming.

And something would. It always did.

Footsteps.

Too soon.

Bray gritted his teeth as something crashed through the forest on quick feet, breaking through the bramble, coming toward him. He looked around. His sword was lost, probably hanging in the scabbard of one of the soldiers coming to kill him by now. He’d lost the knife he’d managed to unsheathe before he fell. And his bag was gone. Bray slid an arm through the muddy riverbank, reaching for the one knife he had left. Was it a soldier coming for him, or a group? Had they gotten to him already?

Whoever it was had him outmatched.

They’d be on top of him before he reacted. He turned his head back to the forest as a snarl emanated from the tree line.

It wasn’t a soldier.

A demon.

A wart-covered head poked through the tree line, scanning the water. The fetid stench of unwashed skin drifted down to where he was lying. Bray held his breath and went stock-still, clutching his knife. The creature hissed as it scoured the banks, looking from the water, to the island in the middle, back to the river’s shores. Its eyes stopped on Bray. A look flashed through its eyes that needed no interpretation.

It was hungry.

Bray pushed to get up, but the creature was already smashing through the last bit of underbrush and lunging. He had barely enough strength to roll over before it landed on top of him, biting the air, vying for a taste of his skin. It raked at his wet clothes with dirty hands. Bray stuck out a weak arm, managing to grab the creature’s neck with his free hand, keeping its teeth at bay as it snapped, its sour breath filling the space between them. He couldn’t stop its prying hands. He felt his skin tear underneath the demon’s raking fingers.

Not like this.

The creature stank of rancid meat—whatever it had killed and consumed before. Bray clasped his knife as the creature descended, pushing to get out of his grip and chew his flesh.

He swung the knife in a sideways arc, impaling the demon in the neck. Blood gushed from the puncture wound as the demon bit the air several more times and then stopped, its eyes glossing over. Bray pushed it over and off him. He gasped for breath as he forced himself to his knees, then to his feet.

He looked over at the dead demon. Blood spat and puddled around it. Its mouth hung agape in a death grimace. The ache of his wounds threatened to bowl him over, but Bray forced himself to stay upright.

He needed to leave while he was alive.


Chapter 14: Flora

Flora’s backpack was heavy with the weight of several large fish as she lugged it through the forest, done with her fishing. The catch had been better than usual. But it always was after a ceremony. The gods, appeased by the islander’s sacrifice, were rewarding them. There was no way they could survive the deadest months without obeying the gods’ will. At least, that’s what Deacon said.

The path she’d walked earlier in the morning seemed much different now than when she traveled it to the coast. The heavy mist that had permeated the island earlier had retreated, as if it had come to claim Evelyn with wispy fingers, and then drifted back to the heavens. It could just as easily been Flora on that bridge if the gods had whispered a different name in Deacon’s ear.

She still wasn’t sure what would happen to her.

She had failed the offering. What did that mean for her? She hadn’t heard a whisper from the second island since she had escorted Kirby and William to the guards. Watching the strangers had given her a purpose. What was her purpose now?

Would she be the next in some ceremony, or would her fate be even more gruesome?

Flora recalled a time several years ago when she’d been hiking through the forest, heading for one of her usual fishing spots, when she’d stumbled across a trampled path through the weeds. It looked like it belonged to an animal much larger than any she’d seen on the islands. Thinking she might find a spectacular catch, she’d pursued the trail through the woods, carefully stepping through crushed briar and thorny bushes.

The trail had led through a cluster of trees and to a rubble-strewn section of the river. Scraps of jagged, unusable stone from the gods had fallen into that water, or perhaps been thrown there in some distant age. The place was no good for fishing. Everyone knew that. A line was more likely to get snagged than catch a fish.

When she’d reached the end of the strange game trail, she’d found splattered, wet blood on a rock overlooking the river, smeared with human handprints. Several scraps of clothing dispelled any lingering theory that it was an animal.

Men had been here.

She’d turned to leave when one of Deacon’s Trusted had blocked her path, surprising her. His bloodstained shirt had told her the story of what happened—or as much as she needed to know. Looking through the forest, she’d caught a glimpse of several other soldiers pulling a man’s body through the woods.

“Don’t speak a word of it to anyone,” the soldier had warned her.

Flora had started through the forest, hurrying to the farthest fishing hole she could find, watching over her shoulder as she cast her line and fished. She hadn’t told anyone. Later, she’d discovered one of the hunters was missing. The rumor was that he’d skipped Jax’s butcher shop and avoided his tax.

They’d never found him.

Unable to get the memory from her head, she continued down the path, her bag heavy on her back. Would that man be her? She had the sudden urge to get back to Becca and Bailey’s, to share a nice meal with them.

Who knew how many more she’d have?

She was almost at the head of the trail when a figure surprised her. Bartholomew walked toward her, his shoulders arched in the position of superiority Deacon’s Trusted always carried. Flora tensed as she looked for more soldiers, ready to drag her away.

But Bartholomew was alone.

Stopping ten feet from her, he said, “I have a task for you.”


Chapter 15: Kirby

Kirby watched William as she waited for the healer. His hair, long from so many days in the wild, stuck out at odd angles. Most of it was damp from being pressed against the blankets. She wondered how long it had been since he cut it. In some ways, it felt like she’d known him for a long while, but things like that made her recall how little she knew of him.

It was hard to believe William had lived in a township many times the size of Kirby’s settlement. If she hadn’t seen Brighton, or at least the outside of it, she’d think he was a ward of the wild, living out his life in the forests. She’d grown fond of him in their time together.

A knock at the door drew her attention. It was probably Berta, back again to check on William. Or maybe it was the strange man named Jonas. Uncertainty caused the hairs on the back of her neck to rise as she turned and said, “Come in.”

She was relieved to see Berta.

“My apologies for not getting here sooner,” the large woman said, shaking her head as she entered. Her cheeks were flush, as if she’d rushed to the room. She carried a sack in her hand that Kirby hoped contained more healing herbs, or medicines, that might help William.

“He’s asleep,” Kirby said quietly, motioning to William, who had finally succumbed to his exhaustion.

“He must be licked of strength,” Berta said. “I haven’t seen an illness as bad as his in some time.” Berta’s brow creased with worry as she crossed the room and stood next to Kirby. “Do you mind if I check on him?”

“Go ahead.” Kirby moved out of the way, but not far enough that she couldn’t watch what was going on.

Berta bent next to William and felt his forehead. “He’s sweating more than before. That’s normally the case with yarrow, one of the herbs in the tea I gave him earlier. He needs to sweat through the sickness. Hopefully he’ll be through the worst of it soon. Is he still coughing?”

Kirby nodded. “He’s had several fits since we came here. Occasionally, they rip him from sleep,” she said.

“I remember how bad they were when he came in,” Berta said gravely. “He needs his rest.”

Pulling a chair from the corner of the room, Berta took a seat and opened her pouch, poked inside, and rifled through several dried herbs Kirby didn’t recognize. She took out a few and laid them on her lap. “These are a few herbs that grow locally on the island. You won’t find them in many other places.”

“What are they?”

“Candleroot and Popsbill. We use them for our sickest elderly. You can brew a tea with them, when William wakes up.” She passed them to Kirby.

“Thank you,” Kirby said, grateful for the help.

Berta sighed as she followed Kirby’s gaze. “He is a brave boy, to be out in the wild,” Berta said. “I’m hoping his strength will allow him to pull through his illness.”

“My hope, as well,” Kirby said.

“How long were you traveling in the forest?”

“A few days,” Kirby said vaguely.

“Looking for someplace better, I assume,” Berta said with a knowing nod. To Kirby’s surprised reaction, she said, “That’s normally why people travel, if they aren’t out hunting.”

“Have you been outside the islands much?”

Berta looked behind her, as if someone might be listening. After a moment, she answered, “Not in a long time. But I remember what it’s like to be out there, searching for a place to settle at night, starting a fire with Savages yowling in the distance. I spent many nights huddled under blankets as a girl, wondering if the cold would take us when the fire burned low, or whether the wild men would chew our toes.”

“You mean you didn’t come from The Arches?” Kirby asked.

“I arrived here many, many years ago.” Berta’s eyes looked far away as she recalled something. “The last time I was in the wild was as a girl. I spent almost a year out in the wild before I arrived here.”

“So your people are from elsewhere?”

“I am the last of my people. It’s been so long, I barely remember my old home,” Berta said.

“What happened to your people?”

“They died in an attack by the Savages,” she answered sadly. “A few of us survived and took to the forests. Only a few of us lived to make it here. I am the only one left. The rest died of age, sickness, or battle.”

“Are other islanders from outside The Arches?”

“We used to take people in, but not in a while. Between the Halifax men and the violent tribes elsewhere in the forest, we are very cautious about outsiders. Not many get close enough to talk to us anymore, unless we are fighting. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen a visitor here.”

Kirby’s eyes flicked to her guns. She had a pretty good guess why they’d been let in. “Your people have suffered as many attacks as mine. They aren’t quick to trust,” she said.

“Sadly true,” Berta said. She picked up her bag of herbs from her lap, stood, and returned the chair to the room’s corner. “Well, I’m going to check on some others who need my help. If you need me and can’t find me, let one of the guards know. They are outside, watching over the building.”

“Have you heard anything about Bray?”

“The man who was with you?” Berta asked, shaking her head. “I haven’t. You said he left yesterday morning, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Usually the hunters come back in a day or so, unless the hunt was difficult.”

Bray’s absence gave Kirby a nervousness she didn’t like. “Were you at the ceremony this morning?”

“No,” Berta said, pursing her lips as if she was recalling something unpleasant. “I stayed behind.”

“I heard about Evelyn.”

A look of sadness crossed Berta’s face. “I’m going to miss her. We used to take walks out on the island together. She told me about the way the islands looked before I arrived.”

“What happened to her?”

“She was in chronic pain that seemed to get worse as the days passed,” Berta said sadly. “For a while, I was able to give her some medicines, but her pain didn’t ease. She got so bad that she could barely put her hands to her mouth to eat, or dress herself. And she certainly couldn’t work. The gods called her to the heavens. If I wasn’t needed on the islands, I would’ve attended the ceremony to say a final goodbye.”

“We’ve all seen too many deaths,” Kirby agreed, thinking of the people who had been killed at New Hope. She instinctively looked at William, hoping he wouldn’t be the next added to her mental toll.

“I have to get around to a few more people. I’m sure we will get some complaints from the cold. Hopefully, more people won’t fall ill.” Berta started for the door.

Kirby moved some blankets around William’s head, tending to him. She was surprised to find Berta still standing by the door, watching her.

“If you need anything,” Berta said with sincerity, “anything at all, let me know.”


Chapter 16: Bray

Bray stumbled up the riverbank, clutching his bloody blade. The rush of the encounter had given him the strength he needed to move. Pain seared into his body with each step. He didn’t have time to assess why he was alive. He needed to get away from the river, away from the men who were probably already tracking him, and away from any demons that might have heard the commotion. He glanced over his shoulder at the rushing river, as if he might see a cavalry of men wading across it, or a horde of demons, but the area was quiet and still.

The water between the mainland and the islands was deep enough to prevent that.

Or at least, he’d thought that before he stood up in it.

He slipped on the muddy shore, slapping a hand down to catch himself. After catching his balance, he crested the small slope and gained the protective cover of the trees, leaving the river behind. A sharp pain in his back grew worse. The bitter chill wormed its way into his clothes, leaving him shivering, chattering his teeth. As he wove through the snow-blanketed forest, he cursed his lost bag—all of his belongings: his meat, his blankets, a few spare knives, and his father’s map. All were gone, except for the knife in his hand. He had the fleeting thought to go back for them, to scan the river and try to find them, but that was a fool’s errand.

Anger seeped through his pain as he recalled the sneering, cowardly faces of the men who had attacked him, carrying out a task that had probably been solidified the second Bray, Kirby, and William had arrived. Each glance, each stare, and every shallow, meaningless word had been a plan to kill them.

Bastards.

We never stood a chance.

He kept his body low to the ground, trying to avoid crashing sounds that would alert men and demons. He needed to get far enough away that he had a chance at surviving, if his wounds didn’t kill him. He needed to find a hole that he could crawl into and lick his wounds, pray to the gods, and harbor thoughts of revenge, even though he’d more likely die than get it. If he saw the men a second time, they’d finish him off.

All Bray had was his knife and his hands.

He’d seen plenty of men hunted down in the Brighton townships by soldiers, begging at the end of a blade, or praying for the gods’ forgiveness as some soldier prepared a final slice. A few of them were brave—or foolhardy—enough to stick their chins in the air, glaring or spitting at their attackers as they faced the end.

Bray knew which of those men he’d be.

He trekked through a forest that climbed steadily upward. He’d ended up on the opposite side of the mainland from where he’d entered The Arches, a mountainous region that helped protect the island with its natural barriers, but made it harder for him to get away. He looked upward, where he couldn’t see the end of the snow-covered mountain he was climbing. He glanced over his shoulder and looked down at the island across the river. All he saw were layers of trees and bramble that hid anyone who might be looking at him. He needed to go downriver and away from the islands. He needed to get as far away from the bridge as possible, where soldiers might cross and look for him. Taking a southeastern, diagonal course, he moved faster and upslope, gasping.

There was no way to avoid making tracks with a layer of snow on the ground.

Someone looking for him would surely find evidence of his travels. But he couldn’t worry about that now. He needed to get farther away.

The pain of his injuries was making it hard to think straight. His legs felt as if they were collapsing beneath him, or maybe it was the weight of the river water drenching his clothes, luring him toward a final resting place. He’d be food for a few lucky, foraging winter animals.

No, Bray thought.

He wouldn’t stop unless he fell.


**




Bray trekked until his vision swam and he could no longer keep one foot in front of the other. He needed to stop. Anyplace would be better than falling on the ground, where he’d be discovered and killed. Eventually he found what might be a lucky miracle—a small hole, the size of a man, tucked in the side of a small hill and surrounded by trees. An animal’s burrow.

Or maybe a demon’s.

Blinking away the pain, he held his knife in front of him as he crouched and moved toward it, hoping he wouldn’t have to fend something off. He didn’t even know if he had the strength to do anything other than collapse. He bent and moved closer, making more noise than he wanted to, hoping he might send something scurrying. Nothing ran out at him.

Bray crouched lower and entered the empty den, surrounded by the smell of damp earth and crushed leaves. He turned and faced the opening, ensuring he wasn’t in immediate danger before he fell on his butt. Gasping for breath, he looked up and down his body. His clothes were soaking, torn, drenched with blood. Some of the red stains were so large that he could hardly tell how severe the wounds were. He’d been slashed several times on his arms. A few times on his shoulders. His clothing had protected him to some degree from the swords, but not all.

He was most concerned about his back.

That final, piercing jab was the last thing he remembered before falling into the river. For all he knew, Bray might have spilled his guts behind him on the mountain as he walked. He winced as he bent in a position that allowed him to reach the wound, feeling around carefully, certain that he would find a piece of his insides hanging loose. His vision blurred as the wounds on his arm cracked open and bled again. He cried out, unable to help himself. His back was wet, but he felt only a small, piercing hole.

By the will of the gods, the soldier’s sword hadn’t punctured him deeply.

His meat-filled bag must’ve deflected some of the injury. But he’d lost that in the river.

And he’d lost a lot of blood. Any fool could see that.

Wiping his bloodied hands on the ground, Bray didn’t feel any better as the world spiraled around him, his head spun, and the pain became too unbearable to stay awake.

He fell to the side and his world went black.


Chapter 17: Flora

Flora crossed the great bridge over The Arches, heading southeast and in a direction she’d never been. She trekked down the great, snow-covered embankment next to the bridge, leading to the river. High above her, behind the waist-high wall of the bridge, several guards watched with interest, most likely placing on bets on whether she’d return.

She wouldn’t fail.

She’d been given a second chance to prove her worth; she wouldn’t get a third.

After talking with Bartholomew, she’d checked the island’s eastern riverbanks for some time. Seeing nothing, she’d decided to cross to the mainland. The body must’ve washed up there. She hoped. She patted her side, as if her flat sword might’ve disappeared, even though she’d done the same inspection several times since Bartholomew had found her.

The river seemed murkier as she reached level ground and headed over to the bank, staring at the racing water that flowed out from beneath the bridge, underneath the single, descending road, and around the first island. Flora had never seen her home from this angle. Stalks from dead weeds stuck out from all directions on the ground on the riverbank. In several places, she saw animal tracks, or men’s boot prints. Oftentimes the soldiers killed Savages here, or battled back tribes lurking too close to the islands.

She looked back at the large, cavernous space beneath the bridge, where soldiers carved memorials for her people. If she hadn’t been in a hurry, she might’ve taken time to find Anya’s. But she had a mission to complete. If she didn’t get the scalp, her memorial would be next.

Flora followed the riverbank, looking across the water at the sloping road that curved over the river’s center, far from reach. Soon she was walking across from the large island. Thick trees bordered either side of the river. She recognized several places on the opposite riverbank where she fished—a large outcropping of rocks on which she occasionally ate lunch, and a pile of branches built by a beaver and abandoned.

Flora kept vigilant. She knew Savages lurking in the wild were waiting to chew on islanders that had left the protection of the bridge. She thought back to what Bartholomew told her. She was more likely to find a body than a battered man. It would be easy to take a man’s scalp—she just needed to find the corpse, do the deed, and get back to the islands.

She scanned the river as she walked, fearing that she might find the body floating in the middle, snagged on some unlucky stick or rock. That would make her task more difficult. She’d waded into the river before, but never far enough that the current could take her.

She knew the water was deep.

She’d seen Savages running in the muck, occasionally racing into the water and drowning as they tried to reach the islands. A few made it, but not many.

She kept walking, looking across the river and at a few familiar houses partially hidden in the trees on the island, which looked different from this angle. Soon she neared the section of river where the body had disappeared. She looked up the banks. Then down.

Nothing.

No body.

No Bray.

No scalp.

She knew she was unlikely to find what she was looking for so close to where it had been dumped, but some part of her had wished it were that easy. She sighed and shook her head. If she didn’t get the scalp, she’d be better throwing herself off the bridge than going back.

That sense of dread filled Flora as she walked farther, scouring the banks and praying to the gods for a miracle. She climbed over rocks and broken sticks, the occasional uprooted tree, and weeds hearty enough to grow so close to the water. One of her boots slid on the slimy, washed up carcass of a fish, its eyes missing, its scales cracked and flesh split open. Something had gnawed it halfway. A noise made her stop. She looked from the river to the rising mountain, thinking she had unwittingly alerted a Savage, but it was a squirrel, scurrying through the underbrush and away from her. She blew a relieved breath.

She traveled for what felt like a long distance beyond the area Bartholomew had showed her, and still nothing. The river extended well past the second island. She’d never seen its end. She was starting to think she might live in the wild for years before she found the body, if she found it at all.

Something in the distance drew Flora’s attention. Focusing on it, she moved faster, navigating over the rocky riverbank and locking her eyes on it, afraid she’d lose it. A large tree had fallen into the river about fifty feet from where she was walking. Sharp branches stuck out from both sides of it, swaying as the current found its way around the obstacles and kept moving.

Something was stuck on the end of one of those branches.

A piece of clothing?

Flora’s breath quickened as she broke into a jog, reached the fallen tree, and stared across the water at the object. A piece of fabric was wrapped around a branch. Looking around, she drew her sword, as if that scrap of evidence might translate into a man. She walked farther up the riverbank. Her breath caught in her throat when she found something other than what she was looking for.

A freshly-killed Savage.

Flora crept over to it, brandishing her sword as if she might have to finish it off, but the creature wasn’t moving. It was stabbed in the neck. Dead. She looked around the sloping bank above the shore, finding more blood and a trail of displaced rocks. Farther up, she saw a boot print heading in the direction of the forest, and a man’s palm print in the mud and snow. A realization hit Flora.

She wasn’t searching for a body. She was searching for a man.

Bray’s alive.


Chapter 18: Flora

Flora followed Bray’s boot prints up the riverbank and into the forest, her sword clutched tightly in her hand. Every so often, she saw a splotch of dripped blood, or a handprint where he had stumbled in the snow. He was wounded. Probably close to death. That would make things easier. At the same time, she knew better than to lower her guard. She’d seen plenty of men in the clutches of the gods, fighting through their final breaths as they battled Savages or warring tribes. Occasionally, those dying men took their enemies with them to the grave.

She wouldn’t let Bray surprise her.

She looked around, thinking she might spot him in the distance, splayed out, or keeled over against a tree. Nothing. He’d gotten a decent lead on her, but it wouldn’t be hard to catch up to a stumbling, wounded man. Persistence.

She followed him for what felt like a while, upslope and toward the top of the mountain. He was progressing away from the islands—a smart move, given his situation. She’d do the same. But that would only buy him time. Soon she’d crested the mountain and come to a flatter, snowier portion of land. Bray’s tracks were closer together. It wouldn’t be long until she found a body, or a man staggering on his last strength. Descending a small hill, she came to the bottom, where the tracks led toward a small hole in the ground.

That’s it.

Flora stopped. She looked cautiously around. The man was nowhere else. He had to be in the hole. But what if he was waiting to attack her? Perhaps he’d seen her coming, and had prepared. She studied the trees around her, but didn’t see a place where a man could hide.

The tracks led straight to the burrow.

Her heart hammered as she steeled herself for a fight. Years of sparring, killing Savages in the wild, and hunting animals had led to this moment. She’d kill the stranger, take his scalp, and claim her place on the islands. She’d prove her worth to her people.

Becca and Bailey would welcome her home with tears of joy. They wouldn’t have to lose another daughter. And Anya, the gods rest her spirit, would smile down on Flora from the heavens.

Tightening her grip on the sword handle, she took a wide berth so the man inside wouldn’t spot her, walking on quiet feet through the snow, advancing sideways toward the small, dark burrow, prepared to stab him before he knew she was there. She’d make quick work of him and get home. She was almost at the entrance. She could feel her palm sweating on the sword handle as she prepared for what she hoped was a quick encounter.

With a cry of war, Flora crouched and stabbed her sword into the hole.

And struck nothing.

She bent down, peering into the burrow, finding only a pile of disturbed leaves and an empty spot where a man had been. Above the burrow were more tracks leading away.

Flora cursed as she stood and stepped back, finding more tracks leading farther from the hole.

Maybe Bray had gotten a bigger lead than she thought.


Chapter 19: Halifax Soldier

Fifteen soldiers stood in a row on the stone platform in the center of the Halifax village, turning the new, strange weapons in their hands. Daylight was fading, and rows of men and women with the sacred god markings stood around the sides and back of the platform, watching expectantly. Children hovered behind parents, enrapt. Even the sick and the elderly had hobbled out of their small, stone houses in the long buildings to watch the spectacle, gazes locked on the fifteen men as they awaited what would likely be the biggest spectacle of their lifetime.

The Halifax soldier found his children in that crowd and raised his chin in bravery. He looked down at the long, tube-shaped weapon he was holding, which was longer than his arms. He carefully avoided the end. He had learned that quickly. He looked down the row at the first man in line, who was putting a separate piece of metal into the bottom of his weapon.

An older man with long, tangled hair emerged from the crowd and walked to the center of the platform, watching the soldiers—their leader, The Bravest One. He waved his hands as he started a speech that would likely be remembered for years to come. Whoops and cheers punctuated his words.

“We will overcome our enemies!” the man roared in their native tongue, inspiring loud responses from the audience. “We will demonstrate our power!”

More cheers.

The Halifax soldier looked down at the weapon in his hand. A while ago, he and several other soldiers had heard the lightning noises in the sky while they were on a hunt, and had followed the sound to the foreign-looking settlement by the water. From the safety of the trees, they’d overlooked the bowl-shaped valley by the bay, studying the strange, tall buildings and the littered bodies of the dead that seemed to go on endlessly.

After a little while of observing, determining the settlement was empty, the Halifax soldiers had crept down into the valley and explored, walking around old, scattered skeletons, fresh bodies of the Diseased Men, and the burnt corpses of people with pale, unmarked skin. The people were almost as fascinating as the houses.

The Halifax man had found strange metal tools in some of the houses. They’d also found some jackets. But the most important findings had been on one of the massive, strange objects hanging half in and half out of the water. The soldier and several of his comrades had worked their way through those murky, wet corridors, locating a room that seemed to be more well-protected than others. They’d pried the door open.

That’s when they’d made the most important discovery.

The objects that spit lightning. The ones that would lead to the death of their enemies.

Elation surged through the soldier as he turned his attention back to the speaking man. The Bravest One had finished his speech and the crowd fell into an expectant silence, clutching their jackets, keeping warm as they waited for what was about to happen.

The soldier looked down the row at the first man, who was pointing the weapon at a pile of stacked logs that they’d placed on the far end of the platform. The soldier attempted a look of bravery, but he seemed nervous. He looked at the object in his hands, uncertain, putting his hand on a few parts of it before committing to an action. Raising the object level with him, as they’d done in their tests, he located a small, rounded piece of the object that was perfect for a finger. He squeezed it.

A loud crack echoed across the platform.

Some in the crowd gasped. Others cheered as a gaping hole appeared in the bark of one of the logs in the pile at which he was aiming. A few children let out cries of glee as the man smiled and raised the weapon in triumph, yelling some words that mimicked what The Bravest One had said.

The crowd cheered as the other men took turns pointing the weapons at the stacked logs, unleashing fire and ripping holes into the thick bark.

When it was the soldier’s time, he looked over and found his family, gave them a brave look, and stuck the weapon in the direction of the log piles.

He squeezed the metal button.


Chapter 20: Bray

Bray stooped next to the fire, drying his bloodied clothes and nursing deep, aching wounds as he looked at the night sky. After gaining consciousness in the burrow, he’d traveled as far as his legs could carry him, walking up and down a few more slopes, getting farther away from the islands and the men who had sliced and stabbed him. Eventually, he’d crossed a stream, carefully placing his feet to obscure some of his tracks, and then followed the water as it curved around another steep hill. Now he was resting in a place that he hoped was safe, at least for the moment. He was dry and warm enough that he could feel his fingers and toes, and he’d gotten a drink. Soon, he would douse the fire and attempt to sleep through the night’s darkest hours.

Every so often, he heard the yowl of a distant demon, or a night animal scurrying its way through the forest. He hadn’t heard any sign of soldiers. But that didn’t mean they weren’t after him. The only question Bray had was how long they’d chase him. He’d seen his worth, and that was at the end of their blades. They’d cleaved his flesh, jeering, waiting for him to die. He was worth as much as the scum on their shoes. He only had to outrun them far enough that they’d give up on finding him.

What then?

Bray wasn’t sure. He still wasn’t certain he’d survive. He’d seen too many men die in the wilderness without access to poultices or herbs—especially in the winter, when those things were nearly impossible to find. He grimaced as he tore a scrap of his shirt and fashioned a makeshift tourniquet for one of the stubborn cuts on his arm. The stab wound on his back was particularly painful. He’d woken up in a puddle of blood in the burrow. For a moment, he’d thought he was back in the river, choking on a mouthful of water, but it was only blood dripping from a head wound and over his nose and lips.

He winced and rid himself of the memory. Settling into a position by the fire, he clutched his blade and looked around the trees, wishing the men responsible were close enough that he could stab them all. They deserved slow, painful deaths, much like they wanted for him.

Much like Kirby and William must’ve received.

Bray felt renewed anger. How long had the islanders waited to kill them? Had they done it shortly before Bray had been ambushed? After? Maybe everyone had been lying to him, and it was Kirby on that bridge after all.

Maybe she was dead before I set foot back on the islands.

Thinking of Bartholomew and Jonathan, Bray couldn’t muster enough hatred. They’d spouted their lies too easily. He might’ve cut Jonathan’s hand, but Bartholomew was alive and unharmed, probably laughing at Bray’s name over a cup of ale with his soldiers. And Deacon might as well have been one of the swords stabbing Bray.

Still, a nagging feeling had eaten at Bray ever since he’d woken up in that burrow. What if William and Kirby were still alive?

He lay down on his side, staring at the flames and wondering if his friends might be back at the islands, suffering a worse fate than he was. As much as he’d convinced himself they were dead, he couldn’t be sure. He recalled the sincerity on Jaydra’s face when he’d talked to her.

They were taken to the second island so William could heal.

Deacon made an exception for them.

Was she lying? Or telling the truth?

Could he leave, without knowing for sure?


Chapter 21: Flora

Flora stared at the dark, unforgiving sky as she crouched next to her small fire. Pursuing Bray had been easy in the beginning, when his boots were caked with river mud and the snow was speckled with his blood. His tracks had gotten harder to follow as daylight waned. Eventually, she’d forced herself to stop for the night. Staring at the ground while traveling with a torch was an easy way to get killed.

She looked from the sky to the fire’s flickering flames, trying to steel herself for the battle she’d invited, and yet, she was nervous. She’d expected to find Bray facedown in the snow, but he’d outlasted the daylight. He hadn’t stumbled, or fallen. She might have a tougher battle than she’d thought.

She tried to muster some hatred that would get her through the fight, but her thoughts circled back to Anya, and the final trip they’d taken together. They’d discussed many things while they’d stared at fires like these. Mostly, they’d talked about the offering, or the things they’d do afterwards: the men they’d marry, the children they’d bear. The happy lives they’d live. But there was an undercurrent of dread beneath those discussions.

It was so easy to pretend that taking a man’s scalp was a necessary thing, when they were back at home, under the safety of The Arches, just as it had been easy to offer Bray’s scalp to Deacon. Being in the wild had brought a new layer of reality.

Taking a man’s skin was a fearful, unreal thing, filled with risk.

She recalled the look of fear in Anya’s eyes when they’d first seen some of the Halifax men, as they’d gripped their swords with shaky hands. They’d both killed animals, and even demons, but this was a different sort of hunt. As they’d tracked those men through the forest, she’d traded a look with Anya that might be the last.

A few days later, Anya was dead.

Those same feelings of dread haunted Flora now.

Thick, endless shadows hung in the area on the other side of the firelight. Flora stared past the flames of the fire, watching them. She recalled a similar moment of uncertainty, when she was a girl, staring into the fire in a strange home after her father was thrown to the river gods. She’d been to Becca and Bailey’s home plenty of times with Anya, sharing meals and conversation, but it was somehow different after her father was dead, because she’d never see him again. She’d never share a story, or a meal, or a walk. Faster than an eye’s blink, she’d been an orphan.

The ceremony—Deacon—had taken away her last relative.

If only things didn’t have to be this way.

Flora bit back feelings of anger that she’d talked herself out of too many times as a child. But they were always there, brewing beneath the surface. Deacon had killed her father, and he would kill her, too, if she didn’t bring back what he wanted.

She had no choice but to follow her duty to The Arches.


Chapter 22: Kirby

Kirby cracked her eyes as morning light filtered through the cracks in the shutters, making up for the burnt-out fire. The night felt like a long, interrupted dream. She had taken a spot on the floor next to William’s bed, waking in the night when the pain in her spine got too bad, or when William moaned. A few times, she gave him tea in the late-night hours, but each time, she coaxed him to sleep. She hoped this wouldn’t be his last night alive. That thought prompted a fear that spurred her fully awake. She opened her eyes wider and rolled over to face William, surprised to see his eyes open.

“Kirby?” he asked, looking at her.

“I’m here,” she said, smiling.

William looked around, confused, taking in the dead fire, the window, and the pile of herbs on the table that Kirby had used for his tea. Making the most lucid observation he’d had in a day, he said, “This doesn’t look like the hunter’s house.”

Kirby laughed as she sat up. “It’s not. We’re on the second island. Do you remember coming here?”

“I remember the bridge,” William said, nodding as he stifled a dry cough. “I remember they told me I could see the goats.”

Kirby’s smile widened.

“I remember dreaming about demons. And the Ancient City.” William furrowed his brow as he tried putting things together.

“You were talking a lot, through your sickness,” Kirby explained. “I think the fever gave you delusions. The healer said your fever might get worse before it gets better. Perhaps you are on the other side of it.”

She checked on him with cautious relief, happy to see that his face had regained some color. Dabbing his forehead with her palm, she almost couldn’t believe it when she announced, “Your fever has broken. And your cough seems to have subsided. But you will need to rest more.”

“I’m thirsty,” William admitted, looking around the room.

“I’ll get you a drink.” Kirby recovered his water flask from the floor. She handed it to him and helped him sit upright so he could take long sips. William insisted on holding it.

Watching him drink, a thought struck Kirby.

She never thought she’d have a conversation with him again.

In those moments during the nights, when he was murmuring, making less and less sense, or when he was climbing out of bed, throwing his blankets and fighting the air like a demon, she’d thought he’d succumbed to his sickness. The sight of him sitting up, drinking on his own, seemed like a miracle.

William lowered the flask to his blankets as a smile crossed his face. “I thought this sickness would be the last one I’d have.”

“You’re a fighter, like me,” Kirby said. “But don’t get too overeager. You’ll still need time to recuperate.”

Voices in the hallway made Kirby pause. Was Bray back? She hadn’t expected him last night, when the darkness had set in, but he might be back now. Perhaps they’d leave sooner than she thought, depending on William’s recovery time.

Someone knocked softly on the door. She crossed the room and answered, slightly disappointed to find Berta, supplies in her hands.

“How did William sleep?” she asked.

“His fever broke,” Kirby said, unable to hide some cautious relief.

“I’m better,” William called confidently from across the room, prompting Berta to smile and step inside. Coughing dryly into his hand, he sheepishly added, “At least, a little bit.”

“Do you remember me?” Berta crossed the room to his bedside.

“You took care of me,” William recalled, separating his dreams from reality. “You gave me some tea that tasted sweet, and then bitter.”

Berta chuckled. “Yarrow. Not all of our herbs taste as good as they sound. But they work well for illnesses. You are a brave boy, to fight through such a sickness.”

William beamed, though he still seemed sluggish.

Kirby stretched her stiff arms and legs. Several nights of sleeping even less than normal had taken a toll she hadn’t realized. She wiped her tired eyes.

Berta turned to Kirby, concern crossing her face. “I don’t think you’ve left the room since you got here. Have you?”

“Not since yesterday,” Kirby said. It was true, other than her brief trip down the hallway. Berta had been bringing most of their supplies, and emptying their chamber pot.

“You must feel cooped up,” Berta said.

“I’m fine,” Kirby said. As much as she ached for some sunshine on her face, William needed her, and she didn’t trust leaving him alone for long.

“The horses seem to be doing all right,” Berta said. “I checked on them.”

In the midst of caring for William, Kirby had left the care of the steeds to the islanders. “Have they been fed?”

“I saw some hay and water near them,” Berta said. “They seem to have enough, though admittedly, I’ve never owned one.” Seeing the look on Kirby’s face, she offered, “I can watch over William while you go outside to check on them, if you’d like.”

“I’ll stay here.”

“I understand you want to stay near William,” Berta said, “But I know how taxing taking care of someone can be. You deserve a moment’s rest.” Berta shrugged. “Perhaps you’ll even see your friend on the way back from the hunt. I imagine he’ll be back soon.”

Berta gave Kirby a sympathetic look. She lingered for a moment, making it clear she would watch William, if that’s what Kirby wanted, or she would leave. Kirby glanced at William. He was awake, and clearly doing better than he had been. And he knew better than to reveal his lumps.

“I’ll step outside quickly and check on the horses.”

“No rush,” Berta said.

“How do I get out of the building?”

“Two hallways over, you will see a door,” Berta said. “You can take it outside.”
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Quiet conversations bled from behind the doors as Kirby stepped out into the hallway, following Berta’s instructions. At the end of the second corridor, she found the exit, stepping out to a cold, clear day. The mist—thick enough that she could barely see when she arrived—was gone. Emerging into the space between the two buildings, she had a view of the wooden bridge, far off to her left. A group of guards were stationed near to it, talking. None noticed her. She didn’t see any sign of Bray.

She headed right, walking the remainder of the length between buildings and toward the yard where she’d seen The Important Ones on that first day with Deacon.

That’s where they’d left the steeds.

The horses were the only things moving in the dead, dirt-covered field behind the building she’d exited. She walked over uneven, trampled ground full of boot prints and frozen mud as she went toward them. A few stalks of half-chewed hay were on the ground. Several pails of water had been placed near enough for the horses to reach.

Kirby was relieved.

The horses snorted as she approached. Kirby imagined the new scenery was as unsettling to them as it was to her. Stroking one of the horses, the one she’d ridden, she checked it for injuries. The horse appeared to be in the same shape as before. None had been mistreated.

“We’ll be going soon, Blackthorn,” she said quietly. She knew the name was a lie, but she’d gotten so used to it that she couldn’t call the horse anything else. That nickname reminded her of Bray, and she smiled slightly, admitting to herself that she missed his humor. Leaning down, she moved a few strands of hay closer to the horses.

“I fed them shortly after you arrived,” a voice called from behind her, startling her. “They ate quite a lot.”

Kirby spun to find Jonas. She hadn’t even heard him approaching.

“Sorry to startle you,” he said, holding up his hands. “I’ve been keeping an eye on them for you. I was waiting to see you again, so I could let you know.”

She nodded, keeping within reach of her guns, in case this man tried anything she didn’t like.

Jonas kept a polite distance as he observed the animals and Kirby. “Did Berta find you all right yesterday?”

“She did,” Kirby said. “She gave William some more herbs. He is feeling a bit better now.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Jonas said.

“I think he is on the other side of his sickness,” Kirby said, cautiously adding, “Although he will still need rest.”

“Of course.” Jonas paused. “You wouldn’t want to leave before he is ready. I would like to meet him, whenever he is up to it.”

Kirby didn’t agree or disagree.

As soon as William was well enough to travel, they’d leave. She had no intention of introducing him to this man. She looked toward the gap in the buildings, where she had exited. She was about to excuse herself when Jonas pointed at the horse by which she was standing. “I noticed the brown one you were standing by needs a new shoe. What’s his name?”

“Blackthorn.” Kirby followed his gaze to the horse’s foot, upon which she could see the outline of a worn-down piece of metal. She nodded, trying to disguise her lack of knowledge about the animals. She knew how to ride them and what they ate. That was all Bray had taught her.

“It must have been a hard journey in the wild,” Jonas said.

“I noticed the worn-down shoe as we were riding,” she lied. “We’ll need to get another.”

“Another four, I would think,” Jonas said with a firm nod.

“Perhaps.”

“When was the last time you changed them?”

“Longer ago than I’d like,” Kirby said vaguely, suspecting the strange man was probably right. Even an idiot could see that the piece of metal was worn down.

“I have some extras in the first building,” Jonas said, pointing behind him. “As you know, we haven’t had horses in years, and most have been melted down. But I saved some with the rare hope that we might tame some horses from the wild. I can give them to you, and you can stop at one of our blacksmiths on the way out so he can size them, if you’d like. He was our farrier, when we had horses.”

Kirby watched the man. It was easy to figure out what a farrier was, though she’d never heard the word. He was right. The horses would need new horseshoes, and she doubted that would be an easy find in the wild.

“I’d appreciate that,” Kirby said, thinking she’d talk to Bray about it when he returned.

Jonas paused. “I’ll need to find the shoes, of course.” He left the statement in the air, as if he was expecting something. “That might take me a while.”

Recalling the way she had traded at the market, Kirby figured out what the man was hinting at. “Perhaps we can trade for them, though I’m not sure what we have that you will value.”

“I doubt you will let me see the god weapons you carry,” Jonas said with a knowing smile. “But perhaps some knowledge would be a worthy trade.”

“Knowledge?” Kirby frowned, growing tired of the man and his games. She wanted to get back to William.

“As I mentioned when we met, our soldiers have picked up various relics in the forest. Some have served a great use to our people. Our blacksmiths have been able to turn them into things of value, under my direction. Others have merely captured the eye. Having come from a place with weapons such as the one you carry, perhaps you can come with me and identify some of these relics, so we can figure out what purpose they might serve.”

“Maybe later.”

“A few moments of your time is all I ask,” Jonas said. “As you might’ve heard, we don’t get many visitors here. A chance at knowledge like that would be priceless to me. It would be well worth the horseshoes, so your steeds can travel easier.”

Kirby glanced back at the door. Berta had told her not to rush. Looking back at the worn, uneven piece of metal on the horse’s foot, which might be more serious than she thought, she reluctantly agreed. “A few moments, and then I need to get back to William.”


Chapter 23: Kirby

Kirby followed Jonas away from the horses toward the rear of the second building, which sat parallel to the first. She’d never been there. Jonas was unable to hide some excitement as he made conversation.

“It has been a while since I’ve been in the forest,” Jonas admitted. “Did you see many Savages in the area?”

“A few,” Kirby answered, recalling the altercation by the stream, when they’d been with Flora. That memory made her think of the girl that had been their traveling companion, whom she hadn’t seen since yesterday. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Surely, they are nothing for you to dispose of,” Jonas agreed. “The wild men are a nuisance, but once in a while, our men and women find a relic. If the relics are manageable enough, they bring them back here so I can study them. Occasionally, they find something too large to carry, and I accompany them into the wild. Most of the objects are beyond use. Once in a while, I am surprised.”

Kirby nodded.

Pointing to the second building, Jonas said, “This is where we keep most of those relics I am still studying, and where Deacon and I live. Studying relics is one of my tasks here. A man named Parnell used to be the caretaker. When I was a young man, he passed away, and I volunteered to come to the islands. Many of the items in the second building have been here since before I was born.”

“Does your family live on this island?” Kirby asked.

“I have no family left.” Jonas lowered his head. “My parents died a long while ago. I was the only child.”

“I am sorry to hear.”

“It is the will of the gods.” Jonas shrugged. “Come this way, and I’ll show you the relics I am asking about.”

Jonas held open the door, waving Kirby inside. She looked into a hallway lit with torches, reconsidering her decision to walk into a building she’d never seen, with a man she didn’t fully trust. “Can you bring them outside?” she asked.

“They are hung on the walls. That wouldn’t be easy.” Jonas smiled as he pointed.

Peering through the threshold, she saw that he wasn’t lying. Several metal objects hung silhouetted in the hallway, illuminated by the wavering torches on the walls. Even Kirby was unable to mask her curiosity as she tried to get a better glimpse.

Jonas took the lead, stepping inside. “Follow me, and I’ll show you.”

Kirby hesitantly followed. The hallway was long and filled with doors, with what looked like another exit at the opposite end. They walked a third of the way down the hallway, to the first relic. Jonas pointed at the twisted, metal item affixed to the wall, taking up a spot next to it.

He couldn’t help his enthusiasm as he said, “Some of our soldiers found this piece buried in the rubble of a building’s foundation, a few day’s walk from here.”

Kirby looked up at the object, which was bent outside of its usual shape, corroded, and obviously unusable. A frame of tube-like metal bars connected to smaller bars that jutted out from certain ends.

“They had encountered a group of returning Savages that seemed to be getting too comfortable on the banks near the island, and they followed them into the woods,” Jonas continued. “Along the way, a larger group of Savages attacked our people. A few soldiers died. Some were wounded. After defeating the Savages, the surviving soldiers took a circuitous route back to the islands, discovering this object in a decrepit, old building. They hoped we could find a use for it.”

“It is a unique find,” Kirby said.

Jonas couldn’t hold back his question any longer. “Do you know what it is?”

“I think so,” she said, “although I haven’t seen one myself.”

“What?” Jonas asked, as if he might pull the answer from her mouth, such was his anticipation.

“A bicycle.”

“A…bicycle?” Jonas repeated the foreign word, looking from the object, to Kirby, and back again. “What does it do?”

“This one does nothing,” Kirby said with a smile. “It is rusted and too ancient to function, and missing many pieces. My parents drew pictures for me when I was younger. I remember what they looked like.”

“Do your people have them?”

“No one where I lived, though I’d heard some people made them out of wood,” Kirby reflected. “Our people never had the time, or the materials, to try.”

“What would you do with one that worked?”

“The bicycle is a way to get from one place to another in a faster way. The first ones were built in ancient times, if the stories are true.”

“By the gods, you mean,” Jonas clarified.

Hoping to avoid a more difficult conversation, Kirby said, “Yes.”

Jonas stared at Kirby in disbelief. “How does one work?”

“The owners of these objects sit on them. They use wheels the way you might operate a pushcart. This one has no wheels, of course. There is no way to ride it. It would probably be better off in the forge. Perhaps you could turn it into something else of use.”

Jonas looked as if he’d been told the gods hadn’t existed. “Surely, we can repair it,” he protested.

“I have no idea how,” Kirby said plainly. “To spend time on such things would mean we aren’t eating, or defending ourselves. Our people used our resources for other things.”

“But a find like this could mean…” Jonas looked like he was trying to wrap his head around an idea. “I’m not sure what exactly, but if we could ride these things, perhaps we could…”

“You are welcome to try whatever you want with it,” Kirby said with a shrug. “After all, it is your object.”
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Jonas shook his head as he pointed to a piece of rusted metal on the wall that Kirby had helped him identify as a piece of some ancient vehicle. “Cars. Ships. It is hard to imagine all of these things existed. I knew of some of them, of course, and I had guesses on others. But I never knew the names.”

“It seems our people kept more of the old terms,” Kirby said. “And a few of the devices.”

“To travel faster than a horse seems like an impossibility to me,” Jonas admitted. “But then, it is probably not as impossible to you, having traveled across the ocean in a ship.”

“It was even fascinating to me, when I first went aboard. But then I learned the mechanics behind it.”

“Mechanics? I don’t know what that means.”

“The way it worked,” Kirby said. “That is the simplest way to explain it.”

“Could you build one of those…ships?”

Kirby shook her head. “I learned how to operate them. That is all. Most of that knowledge is left in my homeland. But I won’t ever reach that land again. And I wouldn’t want to.” Kirby fell silent.

Jonas saw something in her face that told him not to ask more about it. “I won’t keep you much longer.”

Kirby helped him identify several other objects, all of which were decrepit and of no use, after which Jonas made good on his promise, entering a room and emerging with a sack full of round, metal objects, similar to the one on the bottom of the horse’s feet. Now, she was walking down the hallway with a heavier bag than when she went in. Jonas seemed grateful for her knowledge as he escorted her toward the door.

“As I said, you’ll need to get the horseshoes sized to fit your horses’ feet,” Jonas said, reaching the exit. “Our horses died before we used them. But I think they will be of use to you.”

“I appreciate it,” Kirby said. She adjusted the rifle and the heavy bag on her back.

Jonas was a strange man, indeed. Strange, but harmless. Jonas opened the door, ushering her out into a day with more sunlight than she remembered. She shielded her eyes from the glare.

She was surprised to see several silhouettes in the distance. They were standing next to two of her horses.

“What’s going on?” she asked, turning around to find Jonas finishing locking the door.

“Deacon would like to speak with you,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Kirby halted and stepped away from Jonas, confused.

“I wouldn’t think about reaching for your guns,” Jonas said, giving her a look of warning. “Not if you ever want to see William alive again.”


Chapter 24: Bray

Bray opened his eyes to a piercing ray of sunlight. He was lying on a bed of rocks near the stream, using his hands as a pillow. His fire had gone out. He felt as if a horse had trampled him. His joints were even sorer than the day before. His clothes were tacky with dried blood. He’d only meant to sleep for a few hours, long enough to regain some strength, before waking early in the morning and deciding on a direction.

He was lucky to be alive.

The soldiers could’ve come for him while he was sleeping.

Forcing himself to his feet, he grunted and looked around. The forest was as lifeless as when he’d trudged through it the night before, getting as far as he could before darkness hit. He’d built a hidden fire next to a ravine of uprooted trees along a rocky hill, sloping upwards sharply enough that a demon, or a man, would trip on the way down. Turning, he saw nothing lurking there.

He snatched his knife from the rocks where he’d lain. His mouth was dry; his lips were cracked and cold. Except for his knife, he’d lost everything; even his flask. Scooting over to the stream on the other side of the fire, he stooped and drank with his hands. The water felt good on a throat that had been filled with mucky, dirt-filled river water the day before. His stomach was empty, with a hollow, sick feeling to it. He thought back to the last meal he’d eaten, a quick few bites of leftover game from the meal he’d shared with the hunters. Bastards. They’d known what was going to happen.

He needed to get some food in his body. He needed to keep moving.

A noise made him tense.

He stopped drinking and looked around, certain that he’d awoken to an ambush, or that soldiers had betrayed themselves and were going to attack. He saw nothing but leafless trees, rocks, and fallen limbs poking out of the white, snow-covered ground. An eerie calm had settled over the landscape that he didn’t like. It felt as if eyes were watching him.

Had an animal heard him and stopped foraging?

Was it a soldier’s footstep?

He waited a long time, listening as a cold breeze kicked up and rustled the last of the oak leaves clinging to the trees. After a while, seeing and hearing nothing, he quietly kicked out the fire, then made his way through the forest. Food could wait. He needed to gain more distance from the islands. It was possible that the soldiers had already given up their pursuit and gone back to The Arches, if they’d come after him at all. But there was a chance they’d camped elsewhere, and had picked up his trail. He needed to make progress.

Bray walked through the forest next to the stream, keeping away from thick patches of snow to avoid more tracks. His breath steamed the air. He walked for what felt like a long while, unable to stop his mind from roaming to the attack, and the moments preceding it.

In the flurry of the altercation and the tense hours afterward, he hadn’t had time to reflect on the details. Now he was putting some things together. He remembered the conversation he’d had with Bartholomew and Jonathan. They’d talked with Levi and Hildebrand before coming to get him.

They’d mentioned the deer.

He recalled the expression on Jonathan’s face, some of the last words he’d spoken before the soldiers appeared.

The deer could’ve fed more people.

Our people believe in working together.

By the sounds of it, the hunt had been a test. Perhaps the islanders had made a choice to kill Bray. Perhaps that same choice hadn’t been made for Kirby and William.

Perhaps they were still alive.

Were they trapped on the islands? Were they injured and bleeding, subject to Bartholomew and Deacon’s whims? Maybe death was a better hope.

Bray’s survival instincts told him to get far away from the scheming, lying men who had deceived them. He could head in any direction he wanted, get far from the islands, and carve out a new life in the wild. Perhaps he’d even find a town that wasn’t filled with as many greedy, bloodthirsty men. Maybe he’d even find a group of lascivious women to keep him warm, if he survived that long.

But he knew that was a lie.

He couldn’t make that choice.

Looking at the ground, spotting a few squirrel prints in the snow, he couldn’t help but think of William, and the first days he’d met the boy, teaching him to track in the wild. He thought of the words he’d spoken to William, the last time he’d seen him.

You’re going to get better, and I’ll be here when you do.

And the day after that.

We’ll have plenty of time to talk later.

Death was the way of things.

But what if William wasn’t dead?

Bray stopped as he made the only choice he could, looking over his shoulder.

Returning to the islands would be a foolish mistake. He knew that, and so did the soldiers. Guards were keeping watch at the bridge, of course, and probably along the island’s riverbank where he’d fallen. But if he were to head farther south, along the mountains overlooking the river, perhaps he could get a view of the second island. Maybe he could even get close enough to see something.

He doubted he’d find Kirby and William, but there was a chance.

Worst case, he’d satisfy the voice in his head, whispering that they were alive, and that he could do something.

Making his decision, he cut south and back west again, using the sun as a guide, making his way through the forest for half a day, until the sun crept higher in the sky, splashing warmth against his face and ridding some of the winter chill. A few times, he saw a squirrel leaping from a tree, chattering as it moved. Occasionally, a bird squawked and took flight. He traveled over hills and snow that was shallower, when fewer trees covered the ground, and then deeper again.

He walked until he had made his way to the edge of the mountain slope. As he got closer, he saw another range of mountains far off in the distance, assumedly over the river—the ones that he, Kirby, and William had ridden down days earlier, on their way to the islands.

Reaching a break in the trees, he crouched as he looked down over a steep, snowy slope. Deep in the distance, past several more steep slopes that leveled off and then descended again, a solid mass of murky blackness cut through the landscape. The river. In the middle of the river was one of the islands. He searched for buildings, or people.

He was too far away.

He would need to get closer. That would mean cutting down at least one or more of the slopes, carrying the risk of being seen to anyone on the islands who might get a better view of him as he descended. His plan was foolish. He would never get close enough without risking death. But he couldn’t live without knowing if William and Kirby were dead. What to do? Bray shook his head as he realized neither decision was right.

Something crunched the snow behind him.

A sharp metal blade kissed the side of his neck.

“Don’t move,” someone said.


Chapter 25: Kirby

Kirby looked between Jonas and the four silhouettes in the distance. One of them looked like Deacon. The others were holding two of the horses’ reigns, watching her. A horse was missing.

“Come on,” said Jonas. “Let’s go. Slowly.”

If she were alone, Kirby would’ve drawn her guns and shot her way off the islands. She would’ve killed these men before they could get close, or tried anything. But they had William, from what Jonas said. She followed Jonas slowly across the yard, looking around her for anyone who might be trying to rush her, but she saw no one else. They had her in a position. They knew it.

Bastards.

She advanced within ten feet of the men and stopped, anger creeping in as she realized she’d been tricked. Deacon’s face held a hint of triumph as he appraised her and Jonas.

“I hope you had a nice tour of our relics,” Deacon said.

“What do you want?”

“Jonas told you about William, of course,” Deacon reiterated.

“I heard what he said.” Kirby stared at him, resentment in her eyes.

Deacon’s face held no fear as he looked at her weapons. “I won’t be coy. I have several soldiers watching us right now. One of them has your third horse, and William. They’ve taken him away. If something happens to us, my soldier will kill William before you get past this island. And you wouldn’t get far, anyway.”

“I could kill every one of you,” Kirby said through gritted teeth. “And I could do it before you blink.”

“You might kill some of us,” Deacon admitted. “But not all. What was that word you used when we spoke before? Ammunition, I believe you called it?”

Kirby cursed the information they’d given him.

“You told me you had limited resources. I might not know much about your guns, but I believe what you said was true. There are a thousand people on this island. You can tell me you would kill all of us, but we both know that’s a lie. You and William will die long before that happens.” Deacon smiled as he spoke words he’d obviously been thinking about, probably since they first spoke.

Kirby looked around, as if she might find William and the missing steed, even though she knew they were out of reach. She nodded through an anger she had learned to control. She’d been through enough negotiations to know how this went. “You want my guns.”

“Not exactly true,” Deacon said, watching her.

Kirby didn’t respond. She might be trapped in this man’s game, but she wouldn’t kowtow.

“I want more than two,” Deacon said, with a look of determination. “I need enough for my soldiers.”

“I’ve already told you the rest are gone,” Kirby said, annoyed. “Stolen. I have no more. You won’t get them back without an army.”

Jonas cleared his throat, stepping away from Kirby and walking to join Deacon. “I heard what you said in the building. You have knowledge beyond what our people have. You’re smart. You have more hidden, or you can find a way to make them.”

“You can show us how,” Deacon finished. He glanced sideways at his soldiers, who seemed just as curious for the answer.

“If I had that knowledge, wouldn’t I have armed my friends?” Kirby asked with obvious irritation. “I’m a soldier, not a weapon maker. My people were the same as yours. We all had different skills.”

“Perhaps you lack the resources,” Jonas said with an emphatic nod. “But we have them here. Surely you can figure it out, with your knowledge.”

“There are components to these weapons that you can’t see, without looking at them. I would never be able to construct them without the materials or the knowledge to put them together. Unfortunately, most of that knowledge died with my people in the fires, or dissolved in the mutant’s stomachs.”

“A shame,” Deacon said, disappointment crossing his face. “I was hoping for a different answer.”

Watching his face, Kirby wished she could retract the statement. She might as well be handing over her life, and William’s. She’d never fight her way out, once she started shooting. She might take down these men, and plenty more, but she’d never get past all the guards with her limited ammunition. Deacon was right. He might not know much about her weapons, but he knew enough.

Kirby was smart enough to know she couldn’t hand over her guns. She glanced down at her jacket, ensuring her grenades were covered, as she’d been doing since she went to the market. They were a last resort.

But she was in a trap she saw no way out of.

Jonas and Deacon shared a glance that showed they were on the verge of a decision. Kirby pictured William with a knife or a sword to his neck. He’d be killed, if she didn’t think of something. She’d never get to Deacon and these men, or force them to tell her anything, without risking William’s life. She pictured the people of New Hope—the gnawed bodies littered around the settlement, the people trapped in the towers, fire licking their skin as they drew their last breaths.

The towers.

“Wait,” she said, buying time to speak. “There are more guns.”

“A lie will get William killed,” Deacon warned.

“I’m not lying,” Kirby said, and she wasn’t. “The stash of guns I had is gone. That is true. But there are other guns, trapped in some of the towers with the bodies. Most have probably burned beyond functioning. But your blacksmiths might be able to fix some of them.”

Deacon and Jonas stared at her silently, trying to determine a truth from a lie.

“I doubt the Halifax men got to all of them. I think I can make them work.”

“What of the ammunition you spoke about?” Deacon asked.

“There are brass casings in my settlement, remnants of the guns’ ammunition. They litter the ground there. They can be reused. They had no use to me, at the time, but between my knowledge and your people’s, I’m sure we can make them work again.”

Kirby kept her face hard. It was a stretch that could turn into a truth, if she needed it to. Or at least buy her enough time to come up with another plan. William’s life counted on it. Kirby tensed, waiting for a verdict that might mean a battle she wouldn’t win.

Deacon looked to Jonas. Jonas looked back.

“If I have the components here, and the example of her working weapons, we might be able to figure it out,” Jonas said with a shrug. More quietly, he added, “I don’t see as we have a choice. The Halifax men will be coming.”

Deacon stared at the pistol on her hip. “How many guns might be at the settlement?”

“Dozens, I would guess,” Kirby said. “Perhaps more. My people had lots of guns, and many were buried in the towers with them. It will depend on how many we can pull out, and what condition they are in.”

Deacon seemed pleased. He beckoned to two of the three soldiers. “Ruben and Heinrich will accompany you. So will Jonas. You will ride out to the settlement and bring back as many guns as you can find, along with these casings.”

“Should we bring more men to carry them?” Jonas asked.

Deacon shook his head. “I have a group already at the settlement, or perhaps on the way back. I sent them with Flora’s directions. Ruben and Heinrich know the course they took. You will meet with them, and direct them to the guns. If you come across the soldiers and they are empty-handed, let them know my wish is for them to accompany you. Kirby can show them where to look for the guns, and the objects called casings.”

“Will do, sir,” Jonas said.

Deacon looked at Kirby. With a stone face, he said, “If you are not back in three nights, William will breathe his last breaths on the island.”

“Three nights?” Kirby asked, pressing for more time.

“Flora told me the settlement is a night away.”

“It is a night and part of a day to get there, that is true,” Kirby said. “But we will need time to dig the guns from the rubble.”

Jonas and Deacon exchanged an unreadable glance. “Four nights, or he dies,” Deacon said finally.

“Plenty of time,” Jonas said with a definitive nod to Deacon. “We can meet the men, and bring back whatever we find.”

With the edict spoken, the soldiers named Ruben and Heinrich started preparing the horses. Kirby felt a swell of anger at seeing how quickly they had taken over the animals. The third soldier kept a quiet vigil next to Deacon.

“Shall I go, too?” he asked.

“No. You will pick up after the horses,” Deacon said, motioning to the straw the animals didn’t eat.

The soldier frowned, but he obeyed.

Kirby clenched and unclenched her hands, still not certain she could refrain from pulling her guns and killing these men where they stood.

“What about her guns?” Jonas asked Deacon, pointing at Kirby’s weapons, looking as if he might walk over and take them himself. Kirby tensed at the request she’d been expecting. She couldn’t comply. And she wouldn’t let them take her grenades.

Deacon looked between Kirby and the weapons. “Keep them, for now.”

Jonas paused in mid-stride. “Keep them?”

Kirby furrowed her brow.

“I would like the demonstration you denied me,” Deacon said.

Confused, Kirby looked for the nearest trees, which were farther toward the island’s coasts.

“Not there.” Deacon shook of his head. “Here,” he said, jabbing a finger at the soldier kneeling next to the hay. The yard fell silent as Heinrich and Ruben stopped tending the horses. Even Jonas looked shaken. Picking up on the quiet, the kneeling soldier looked up, dread crossing his face.

“Sir?” The man looked as if he might get to his feet, or start in another direction.

“One of our brothers died in a battle with the Savages last week because of you,” Deacon said.

Fear and confusion lit the soldier’s face as he understood what was coming. “I have lived my life in service to The Arches. I have always obeyed the gods. I fight bravely.”

“Your sword is among the slowest,” Deacon said.

The soldier looked from Deacon, to Jonas, to his comrades, as if someone might step in on his behalf. No one did. “My wife and child will have no one, if I am gone,” he protested.

“We will make sure they are taken care of,” Deacon said. “As always.”

The soldier’s face twisted as a fear turned into a plea. “Please reconsider.”

He stood and took a step toward Deacon, imploring him, but Deacon held up a raised palm. The soldier continued groveling at a distance, but he might as well have been speaking in a foreign tongue. No one was listening. No one would help. The attention in the yard switched from the soldier to Kirby as they waited for the enactment of the order. She felt a pit of dread deeper than before. The soldier turned, directing his pleas toward her.

“Please,” he said to her, staring at the foreign weapons on her back and in her holster. “You can’t do this. I am not ready for the gods.”

“Use one of your guns on him,” Deacon said simply. “I don’t care which.”

It was an order, not a request.

Kirby shook her head as she looked at the begging man. All at once, she was back in the arena, staring at one of the infected men or women across from her, trying to turn her fear into a rage that would keep her alive. She’d killed too many.

“I won’t shoot him,” she said resolutely. “You will have to kill me first.”

“Then William will know it was your choice that he died,” Deacon said. “I will make sure those are the last words he hears, before the knife cuts his throat. Or maybe I will make it slow, so he can scream your name.”

Kirby pulled her pistol, her hand shaking with anger, as she looked from Deacon, to the soldier, who was holding up his hands to block whatever was coming. Nausea spread in her stomach. She’d raided, she’d pillaged; she’d even fought men who tried to kill her with bare hands. But shooting a man without a weapon in his hand was something else.

He was a soldier, complicit in taking William, and who knew what else.

She tried convincing herself he deserved death, but she couldn’t know that for sure. She was trying to rationalize an unjustifiable action. Staring into the soldier’s pleading face, Kirby knew she couldn’t shoot him.

“He is unarmed,” she said, reaching for an argument. “It is an affront to the gods to kill him in this manner.”

“Then have him pull his sword,” Deacon said, waving an impatient hand. To the soldier, he said, “Do it!”

“But, sir—”

“Do it!” Deacon barked again.

The soldier’s hands trembled as he reached for the flat blade at his side. He looked at Deacon, refusing to meet Kirby’s eyes. Kirby saw a fear in his face that was unlike anything she’d seen these men wear. It was the fear of an unknown death, perhaps even more terrifying in its strangeness.

“Run at her!” Deacon told the man.

The soldier looked as if he might vomit, but he charged. Kirby barely had time to react before the man was running, forcing a grimace of anger as he raised his sword. Her finger froze.

I can’t do this.

She fired.

The man dropped to the ground, shrieking in pain as his sword hit the dirt. He lay on his side, clutching his ankle. A rage took over her unlike any she’d known.

“Are you finished?” she screamed, her hand shaking on the gun as she appraised Deacon. “Or would you have me shoot another?”

Deacon didn’t answer. He looked from the gun to the wounded, screaming soldier, to her. He smiled.

“You didn’t tell me to kill him,” she spat, before he could say something else. “You told me to use my gun. A demonstration.”

Deacon shook his head. “Incredible,” he said.

Jonas, Heinrich, and Ruben watched in awe.

“The guns are every bit as powerful as I’d hoped.” Deacon’s smile was plastered to his face.

Absent an order, Kirby lowered her gun. Jonas crept toward the downed soldier. He knelt next to the man, prying his hands from the wound as he inspected the acorn-sized, bloodied hole.

“My ankle!” the soldier managed between screams.

Kirby fought a pit of nausea in her stomach as she watched Jonas’s curious face. They would have to pin her down, hold her finger on the trigger, and force her to fire again. She wouldn’t do it.

“Unbelievable,” Jonas said. “It appears the piece of metal might still be in there. Does that always happen?” He looked at Kirby.

She stared at him with a seething hatred, but wouldn’t answer. She looked back at Deacon.

His smile had faded into a determination. She looked into his placid, emotionless eyes. He was the monster screaming for her opponent’s blood in the audience of the arena, taking joy from every rip, every tear of skin. He was worse than the mutants that roamed the forests. He was a monster wrapped in a human’s untainted skin. She should’ve known him for what he was. She’d made a mistake in coming to the second island.

“Get him a healer,” Deacon said to Jonas, the smile fading. “When that’s done, leave for the settlement.”

Jonas looked from the wounded soldier to Deacon. “What about her guns?”

Deacon stared at Kirby. “She will give me the guns and show me how to use them.”

“I will not,” Kirby said defiantly.

“You will do it, or William will die,” he said plainly.

Kirby looked from the screaming, wounded soldier to Deacon. She knew he wasn’t lying.

“At least leave me one of them,” she tried. “I will need it to help protect your men. That will ensure our safe travels while we bring back the other guns.”

Deacon stared at her with an expression she couldn’t read. She held the pistol in her hand, unsure what she would do if he said no.

Making a decision, he said, “If any one of these men dies while you are in the wild, expect the same result for William. I will make sure his screams are many times louder than this man’s.”

Kirby tossed the pistol in the dirt near him.

“I want the larger one,” Deacon said with a smile. “You keep the other.”

Kirby retrieved the pistol and handed over the long gun, disgustedly.

“Should we search her for more?”

“These are all I have,” Kirby said, smoothing down her jacket.

“What about in your bag?” Jonas asked.

“I will give you the ammunition for the long gun, which is in my bag. But if you come near me, please know I will kill you.” She stared at Deacon with a stone face.

Deacon watched her, but he didn’t press the issue further. He’d won.

Jonas smirked. “You can show me how the small gun works in the wild,” he said, his expression sickening her. “We’ll have plenty of time, while we share a horse.”


Chapter 26: Bray

Bray froze at the touch of the cold blade on his neck. He shifted his eyes as he tried to glimpse whomever had caught up to him. The voice was familiar. It was a woman’s. Crouching in the snow, his blade in his hand, he considered one of many risky options. He needed to act in a way that might save him from getting killed.

But he’d try talking first.

“You’ve caught—”

“Quiet!” the woman demanded in a shaky voice. “Throw the knife!”

Flora.

The blade wobbled on his neck. Bray shifted, trying to catch a glimpse of whom he thought he had identified, but he couldn’t see past the sword at his throat. He looked down the steep, snow-covered bank, filled with brush and trees. Whether this woman was Flora or not, she was going to kill him. He could sense it. He’d been in enough similar situations to know by her tone.

In a slow, exaggerated movement, he turned his wrist, as if he might throw his blade.

Something crunched the snow nearby. It sounded like a small animal, but he couldn’t tell.

The blade retreated from his neck, not far, but just enough as the woman looked behind her. He didn’t care what else was coming.

Bray threw himself down the hill.

He pitched sideways down the steep, snow-covered slope.

The woman chased him, screaming his name. He stuck his arms over his head as he simultaneously tried to keep his knife and avoid stabbing himself. His body screamed from the pain of new and old wounds. His ribs flared from the impact of hidden, snow-covered rocks as he tried unsuccessfully to stop. He’d escaped the sword. But he might break his neck as he fell. The steep, snowy mountain had overridden his plan. He feared a branch protruding from the snow might impale him. Eventually, he struck a tree with a thud.

He stopped.

A last burst of pain jolted through him. His eyes were trying to close, but he couldn’t let them.

He forced himself to keep conscious as he looked for his assailant.

The woman kept sliding, stopping herself a few feet past the tree. Bray forced himself upright just as she rounded the tree trunk, screaming, her sword swinging. Bray ducked in time to miss her blade. Metal clashed against bark. It was definitely Flora.

Bray had no time to connect the thought. He lunged at her knees, tackling her to the snow. Flora cried out as she writhed underneath him, kicking and fighting. Her blade slipped from her grasp and slid down the slippery slope and away. Bray tried pinning her, but she got up a knee, catching him in the groin. Robbed of wind, he let go of his knife. He latched onto her wrists. She struggled to get out of his grip, managing to get one hand free.

She threw something in his eyes.

Bray clutched his face, his eyes stinging with dirty snow as angry fists battered his body. Unable to see, he lashed out blindly, connecting with something. Flora cried out and stopped hitting him. His vision returned as Bray struggled to his feet, finding Flora a few feet away on her side. Blood stained the snow around her. He took a staggering step. He’d killed women before, but only when they’d forced his hand.

Flora turned to look at him, rage in her eyes, blood dripping from her already-broken nose. She leapt. Bray tried avoiding her, but she snagged onto his leg and took him to the ground. The snow gave way beneath them. All at once they were falling again, twisting and turning, fighting for a control that neither of them had as they slid further down the slope. Flora screamed in anger and clutched onto Bray. Bray tried prying her off. Hot blood splashed his face. He could no longer tell whose.

They crashed through a patch of thorny thicket and kept rolling, skidding down a slope that seemed to get icier the farther they went. A burst of pain hit Bray as his shoulder clipped a tree. Flora shrieked and tugged on his hair. They landed on a flat part of the slope. Bray grunted as he lost his wind and they rolled, disentangling.

The world fell silent, save some cascading snow that rolled behind them.

Sun streamed down on Bray’s face, burning his eyes. He blinked, tried to get up, and failed. Pain shot through his body as he turned his head and caught a glimpse of Flora, who was lying on her back ten feet away, unmoving.

Snapped her neck, maybe.

Or maybe she was unconscious.

Bray closed his eyes, taking a moment to register if he’d broken anything. He’d taken spills down slippery slopes before. His body might take a while to show pain. A broken leg would be the equivalent of a death sentence in the wild. Even an arm would put him in a worse situation than he was in. Crunching snow drew his attention.

He opened his eyes to find Flora on her feet and standing over him, a look in her eyes that showed she hadn’t forgotten him. Her pants were torn. Blood stained her clothing and gushed from her nose. She held a knife in her hand.

His knife.

Dammit.

Bray rolled, avoiding a stab, and pushed off the snow, thanking the gods that his limbs worked. He managed to get onto his feet in time to avoid another slice. Bray dodged, grabbing the wrist of Flora’s hand that held the knife, subduing her, prompting an enraged cry. Bloody spit sprayed from her lips. She fought against his grip, lashing out with her feet and kicking him repeatedly in the shins, trying to get her knife arm free, but Bray kept his hold.

Giving up on her knife hand, she swung with her other fist, catching him in the side of the head.

Bray absorbed the blow, reaching for her other wrist, failing. She landed a few more blows before Bray threw her backward, sending her on her butt. Bray closed in, but she hadn’t been through as much as he had. She was quicker. She leapt to her feet, slashing the knife through the air and forcing him to keep his distance.

Bray gritted his teeth.

“We saved you,” he told her as he caught his breath. “Did you forget that, you ungrateful wretch?”

Flora slashed the air.

“We should’ve left you for dead,” Bray spat.

Another slash.

“I came for your scalp,” she said, the first words she’d spoken since putting the sword to his neck. “You should’ve died in that river.”

Flora’s eyes blazed as she stared at him, but he thought he saw hesitation. Was she forcing an emotion? Before he could read into it, she swiped the air again. She feinted for him, causing him to step back. Bray hit an icy patch.

He slipped.

All the sudden he was on the ground, and she was on top of him. He grabbed for her hands, but she spit in his face. Bray held up his hands to protect himself, but the knife was already hovering above him, aimed at his forehead. Flora screamed, the cry of a huntress finishing off prey.

A voice barked something he didn’t understand.

The blade remained in the air.

Flora stared past Bray at something else in the forest.

He turned his head, unable to hide his shock. Six men with markings on their heads held guns on him and Flora, shouting.


Chapter 27: Kirby

Thoughts of revenge consumed Kirby as she rode on the back of the horse with Jonas, a horse he’d insisted on steering, even though he hadn’t ridden in a while. He seemed to pick it up with ease.

The wounded soldier’s screams echoed in her mind. She wanted to pull her pistol, aim it at the back of Jonas’s greasy head, and squeeze the trigger. She wanted to fire rounds into each of the other filthy pigs, Heinrich and Ruben, who had watched their comrade fall without a care. After they toppled from the horse, she’d trample them with Blackthorn’s hooves.

Then she’d go back for Deacon.

She’d been forced to hurt a man without reason. She’d done a thing she’d promised she’d never do, once she set foot in New Hope. Her old land was an ocean away, and she’d left her old masters behind, and yet it felt as if she were someone’s slave again, killing and wounding in the name of a deceptive, pleasant-faced monster, a man who would just as soon kill her as look at her, and probably would, whenever he decided he was through with her and William.

Heinrich and Ruben rode in front, leading the way as they crossed the wooden bridge onto the first island. Jonas steered with arrogant confidence, and she sat on back, a prisoner shackled by the blood of an innocent boy. William would be killed, if she didn’t obey and keep these men alive.

“Bray’s dead, isn’t he,” she spat at Jonas. It was a statement as much as a question.

Jonas turned, a half-smirk on his face. “Would the answer affect your decision to help us?”

He chuckled. That was all the answer she needed. Bray had been dead the moment he went out with those hunters. She knew it. She felt a sadness she couldn’t quite process seeping through her anger as she pictured the last moments they’d spent together.

He’d told her to look out for William.

She’d failed.

She recalled the chance encounter that had brought them together in the wild, all those days ago. They’d been combative at first, and she’d tried to steal his horses. But things had changed after that. He’d taught her to ride, and they’d relentlessly pursued William together. Even when the odds were against them, they’d found William and kept him safe for as long as they could.

Bray was a brave fighter.

No one deserved a death in the woods, underneath the disrespectful spit of enemies, if he’d even made it that far. These sons of bitches had killed him without mercy.

She wanted to avenge him, and take these men’s lives. But she knew that was a fool’s hope. She’d be lucky to get William off the island alive.

“We’ll follow the path of the horses, once we leave The Arches,” Jonas called over his shoulder. “But if you have ideas as to a quicker way to get there, it is in your best interest to tell us.”

“Four nights,” Kirby said. “I heard what Deacon said.”


**




After crossing the bridge leading out of The Arches and riding the road for a while, Kirby found the long, curving trail that cut a path between some mountains, where they’d ridden the horses with Flora several days earlier. She pointed out the tracks to the anxious riders, who followed them up the gentle slope. They seemed eager to get to the settlement, to pillage the rest of her peoples’ things.

She noticed Heinrich and Ruben’s horse strode unevenly, wagging its head every so often. It looked as if it was adjusting to the new riders, or perhaps it was nervous. She wondered if the horses could sense that Bray was gone. She didn’t know enough about the intelligent animals to make a guess.

They crested the hill, following the tracks as the sun rose higher in the sky, glancing off the snow. Kirby looked over her shoulder, viewing the road and the river, cutting through the landscape and leading to the place where William must be detained and scared, wondering whether she’d return. He’d started recovering from his illness in time to face a new kind of hell. These people had made no promises about his condition.

She couldn’t rid herself of a plaguing thought.

What if he were already dead?

What if this was a ploy to get what they wanted?

The terrain curved higher as they reached the top of the mountain and turned north. Once in a while, they lost sight of the horse tracks where Kirby, Bray, William and Flora had ridden on the way in, where some of the snow had melted or a new layer had fallen, but they were able to pick them up. Eventually, they came upon a flatter spot in the mountain, where the ground leveled out. On their left, a wall of rocks, each about the size of a boot, climbed to higher elevations. On the right, thick trees obscured the once-visible river in the distance, far down the slope. Kirby recognized the landmarks from her initial journey.

The horse in front of her snorted.

“Calm down,” Heinrich said, spurring the horse with his feet. “What’s your problem?”

“Maybe he’s telling you that you’ve eaten too much pig this winter,” Ruben said with a laugh from behind him.

“Not so much that I can’t jump off and throw a boot up your ass,” Heinrich retorted.

Jonas steered his horse behind the first one, glancing quietly at the rocks. The steed seemed as if it was pulling in the other direction. Kirby looked up the wall of rocks. She blinked. She was tired, but it seemed as if the rocks were moving. It took her a second to realize she wasn’t imagining things. Some rocks were sliding down the steep mountain.

“What’s going on?” Jonas asked, shifting in the saddle as the horse veered away.

“Savages!” cried Heinrich, pulling his blade from its scabbard.

Movement from farther up grabbed Kirby’s attention. She looked upward to find a group of mutants scurrying from a hidden crevice halfway up the rock wall, kicking rocks loose as they slid down the hill, hissing and scrambling down the slope toward the riders.

“Keep going!” Jonas said.

Heinrich ordered his horse onward, probably grateful to be on an animal that might put him out of danger, for once. The mutants tripped over one another as they ran for the horses and the riders, sending more rocks tumbling down the ravine, creating a mini-avalanche. Rocks banged against one another. Mutants screeched. They had a good chance at outrunning them.

But the commotion was too much for the horses. Or maybe they weren’t used to the new riders. Heinrich’s horse reared up.

He attempted to control it, but the horse bucked and threw him off.

Heinrich shouted as he toppled.

Ruben managed to stay on the saddle, grabbing hold of the pommel as the horse’s hooves hit the ground hard. He struggled to keep his balance. Jonas and Kirby’s horse whinnied as it galloped around the other horse and kept going. Kirby looked behind her. Heinrich struggled to his feet, raising his sword as he faced the oncoming mutants while Ruben remained precariously on the horse.

Heinrich drew his blade as the first mutant reached him. The creature swung a wart-covered arm. He blocked the blow, pushed it backward, and slashed the thing’s stomach. More mutants swarmed him. Kirby watched as the skirmish faded into the distance and she and Jonas got farther away.

“Dammit!” Jonas cried as he tried turning his agitated horse around. “Go back! Go back!”

Kirby felt a second of vindication as she envisioned Heinrich crawling with mutants, his guts unraveling, until she remembered what Deacon had told her. If anything happens to these men, expect the same fate for William.

“Coax him!” Kirby told Jonas, her pistol in hand. “He’s a fighting horse! Redirect him!”

Jonas looked behind him at Kirby, giving her a cautious look before following her instructions. They turned Blackthorn around and started in the direction of the battle. Heinrich had slain the surrounding mutants, but five more bounded down the rocky slope, drawn from hiding. Ruben fought off a mutant from his saddle, jabbing it with his sword.

Seeing another horse coming, one of the mutants diverted to Kirby and Jonas. Their horse charged into the demon, knocking it down, trampling it with apparent ease. Kirby heard the sound of ground guts beneath its hooves. She aimed her pistol, stopping when she realized the horse might pitch her off once the gunfire started. It had heard gunshots before. But she didn’t trust it.

“Stop the horse!” she told Jonas.

He complied and the horse came to a halt.

Leaping from the saddle, she joined the fray. A mutant ran toward her, jaws clacking, oversized head lolling to the side. She raised her pistol and shot it in the head, sending it sprawling. Another came running, but she fired twice more, hitting that mutant in the chest, and in the torso. It fell down, dead.

Heinrich had managed to battle off most of the remaining mutants, but a few remained, attacking from several sides. Ruben was preoccupied with another demon that had run at him on his horse.

Heinrich swung and struck one of the mutants down, but the other two were closing in. Kirby yelled to get the creatures’ attention, redirecting one, luring it away from Heinrich and blasting it to the ground, dead. Heinrich speared the last mutant, finishing it off with a jab to the neck.

A few last, tumbling rocks rolled down the hill. A mutant gave a last, dying gasp.

Kirby looked around. She looked up.

No more mutants.

Jonas’s mouth hung agape as he processed he might’ve died. Ruben steadied himself on his horse, while Heinrich relaxed his sword.

With a look of disgust, Kirby said, “I wish they had gnawed your bones clean. All of you.”


Chapter 28: Bray

Bray stared between Flora and the strange, marked men who trained their guns on them. Their tangled, knotted hair and markings matched the men they had killed in Kirby’s settlement.

Halifax men.

Six of them.

Flora kept her knife poised over Bray, as if she still might follow through and stab him. One of the men stepped forward and barked an order Bray didn’t understand, sounding far different than anyone Bray had heard in Brighton. Flora didn’t respond. The man barked again. He shook his gun offensively, taking a stance. The marks on his head were fatter and longer, covering more of his forehead than the others.

A leader.

Flora dropped her knife. Bray made a move to get out from underneath her, but the lead man shouted, freezing him. The man waved at one of the others, who scooted forward and retrieved Flora’s knife, stuffing it into a jacket pocket. That man grabbed Flora’s shoulder and ripped her to her feet.

“Get off me, you filthy Savage!” Flora cried.

Unmistakable fear lit her eyes as the man pulled her farther from Bray.

Bray remained on the ground as the man with thick, fat marks walked over and stood above him, appraising him. He took in Bray’s blood-soaked clothes, his visible injuries, and his ripped clothing. It looked like he was trying to figure something out. Flora, relieved to have the attention off her for a moment, remained silent. Grunting, the fat-marked man said something to another man. The man replied in the same, strange tongue.

Taking a chance, Bray said, “Thank you for stopping her.”

The fat-marked man’s face betrayed nothing, but he didn’t silence Bray.

Using the opportunity, Bray kept going. “She and her people ambushed me. They tried to kill me, and they probably killed my friends. They are cowards.”

Something registered in the fat-marked man’s eyes as he looked at Flora. His men held grave faces as they shook their heads. They were bitter enemies.

But was Bray?

He doubted the man could understand him, but if he could convey that he wasn’t from the islands, perhaps that put him in a better position.

“I’m not from The Arches,” he said, nodding far down the slope, hoping the man could understand.

The fat-marked man stared at him for a moment. Then he followed his gesture, looking down the hill.

“You aren’t the first they have attacked,” he answered, shocking Bray with a thick, accented tone that he couldn’t believe he understood. “They have killed many of us.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth in surprise. Even Flora seemed startled to hear the Halifax man speak. Hoping to explain further, Bray put his elbows on the ground to get up, but the man waved his gun, keeping him down. A few more men stepped forward, aiming their weapons at Bray.

Bray slowly raised his hand, trying to imbue sincerity. He pointed southwest. “I’m from another township.”

The man nodded, but no one lowered the guns.

Before Bray could speak further, another man took Flora’s other arm and the two dragged her farther away.

“Leave me alone, you filthy wild men!” Flora spat and swore.

The men ignored her, speaking in rapid tongues. It sounded like they were deciding something, or maybe they were reveling in what was obviously a lucky find.

“Stay down,” the fat-marked man told Bray.

Bray kept a strong face through his fear as the fat-marked man walked over where Flora was being held by two men, leaving Bray in the captivity of the other three. The man waved his rifle in Flora’s face, taunting her. He lowered it, looked directly in her eyes, and smiled, revealing a line of dirty, stained teeth. A few were chipped or missing.

Flora spit in his face.

Anger crossed the man’s face as he wiped his mouth, as if he’d expected a different reaction. Or maybe he was looking for an excuse to do something. He beckoned to the two men holding Flora, who held her arms tightly while he stuck the end of the gun at her mouth, grinding it against her lips. Flora clamped her mouth shut, flailing against the men that held her as she screamed in her throat. Bray looked at the three men who were pointing guns at him. Their severe expressions showed they wouldn’t give him a second warning. Maybe they didn’t want him to interrupt what was about to happen.

The ache of numerous wounds caught up to Bray as he breathed through broken ribs—wounds that Flora and her people had caused. Watching her struggle in the arms of these strange, savage men, he felt no sympathy for her.

But something deeper than revenge was on Bray’s mind. The fat-marked man forced the gun past her lips, smiling as the end of the weapon hit her teeth.

“Stop!” Bray said.

The fat-marked man halted. He looked up, keeping the gun at Flora’s mouth. The other men shouted something and waved their guns at Bray.

Raising his palms first to show he meant no harm, he slowly pointed at Flora.

“She’s a leader. She has information you can use.”

The fat-marked man looked confused. Bray pointed at the marks on the man’s head.

Flora tried screaming something through her clenched teeth, but the men squeezed her arms tighter. A few of the men looked at Bray in bewilderment. The fat-marked man stared for a long time—too long. For a moment, Bray was certain he’d made a fatal mistake in speaking out. Finally, the man nodded slowly and pulled his gun away.

“We’ll bring her,” the man said simply.

“Liar!” Flora screamed at Bray. “Filthy coward!”

“She can tell you about the islands,” Bray reinforced.

“I will give you nothing!” Flora shouted. Despite her attempts at bravery, a deep fear flickered in her eyes. She let loose a string of curses as she realized that Bray had signed her up for a slow, painful death.

The truth was that Bray needed Flora alive.

He needed information. Perhaps he could find out what he needed to know, and then go his separate way. The fat-marked man dispelled that plan. Pointing at Bray, he said, “You are coming with us, too.”


Chapter 29: William

William pounded the smooth, dark walls of the windowless building. He kicked at the door with the last of his feeble strength. He wasn’t getting out. The thick metal entrance was impenetrable for a boy who had been tossed in without so much as a blanket, or a jacket. He had no knives. No sword. He’d heard the soldiers laughing after they threw him in, cold and possession-less, still recovering from sickness.

He had no idea where Bray or Kirby were.

The only light was from a thin crack under the doorway. The air smelled of sweat and blood, the remnants of whoever had last been in here, probably trying the same things he had been trying for hours, ever since the soldiers had tossed him here like week-old meat. Anger bled through his fear as he thought of how Berta had welcomed them in, directed them to his bed, and watched them drag him away. A look of sympathy had crossed her face, but she’d done nothing as one of the soldiers clamped a dirty hand over his mouth, silenced him, and hissed threats of death.

He’d been taken away on horseback, a knife to his back as they rode through the woods and to this dark, lightless building. If he’d been told he was in some prison in the townships, he might’ve believed it. But even those prisons had warmth and food.

Where had Kirby gone? Had they taken her to a similar room, or was she dead?

William cursed as anger turned back to defeat. He pounded the door for another, countless time, screaming all the names of anyone he could think of—anything to get someone to open up and let him out, or give him a blanket, or a jacket. But no one answered.

Finally, he sank to the floor, wondering if he’d die before he got out.


Chapter 30: Bray

The Halifax men pointed their guns at Bray, making it clear he couldn’t leave, though their treatment of him was much different than Flora. He walked in the middle of the group. He wasn’t mistreated. They gave him a few bandages for his wounds, and a flask to drink. Flora was dragged behind forcefully, silenced whenever she tried to call out, struck occasionally when she took too long to take a step. Bray watched the forest, wondering if other islanders were waiting in the trees to rescue her. Perhaps he’d found himself in a new group, only to be ambushed.

But these men had guns. They had power.

They could take on more than a handful of islanders, he figured.

He couldn’t stop looking at their miraculous weapons. He hadn’t seen so many in one place, at one time. He was fortunate these men had arrived, even if they had stolen Kirby’s guns. But he didn’t trust them. They might be keeping him alive for a reason he couldn’t see.

And they clearly weren’t letting him leave.

Looking over at the fat-marked man, the leader, he asked, “What is your name?”

The man looked at him for a long moment before answering. “Samron.”

“Where are we going?”

“Halifax.”

“How far is Halifax?” Bray asked, hoping more information might help, even though he had a vague idea from what Flora had told him, days ago.

Samron took a second to answer. It looked as if he was reaching for the words. “We will be there tomorrow.”

Samron gave him a look that told him he should stop asking questions. Bray nodded as he kept following, pushing through the pain. He wanted to turn and interrogate Flora, to demand answers about William and Kirby, but something told him he shouldn’t push these men’s boundaries. He wasn’t in a position to demand anything.

They’d reached the top of the incline and were heading northwest into territory that was unfamiliar. The men fell into a tense walk, scanning the trees as if they expected a trap, or more islanders.

Bray saw nothing except forest.

He thought back to his first trip to the islands. They’d skirted to the east of Halifax, according to Flora’s directions. Halifax was a full day’s travel from the islands, on horseback. These men were on foot. He didn’t see how they could reach it by the following day. Perhaps Flora had gotten her information wrong. Or maybe she had lied, like she had lied about everything else.

He’d barely had a chance to process Flora’s attack. She’d probably been planning to betray them since that first, chance encounter. The filthy, dirty islander. Bray wanted to believe he could have overpowered her and survived, but the truth was, he wasn’t certain.

If these men hadn’t arrived, he might’ve died on that hill.

He thought back to what Jaydra had told him. She’d said Flora had helped her take William and Kirby to the second island. Surely, she must have information. Surely, she must know if they were alive.

They navigated around several steep hills, or walked over them when there was no clear, easy path. The Halifax men kept brisk strides as they chose a path through thick clusters of trees, avoiding game trails and sticking to a path that was clearly untraveled. Bray saw no other boot prints in the snow. He figured they had been watching the islands.

They must have heard the commotion of his and Flora’s altercation.

A rustle in the distant trees alerted them. The Halifax men halted, staring through a thick patch of forest. Something was moving in another direction, crashing through the bramble in a bold, brazen manner. Bray recognized the hunched, swaying posture of a demon as it headed away. They watched it continue through the trees, getting farther from sight, seemingly alone.

When it was at a safe distance, Samron said, “Let’s go.”


**




They continued at a rapid pace. A few times they heard crashes in the underbrush, but they saw no more demons close enough to identify, or signs of any islanders. The soreness in Bray’s body screamed at him to slow down, but he kept pace with the men, fearing that reducing speed would force them to make another decision. They might kill him rather than let him go. He had talked his way to Halifax, but his position was precarious. Whatever happened after was a guess.

After marching a while, one of the cuts on his arm cracked open. Bray clamped a hand over the wound. Samron noticed. With an upturned hand, he motioned for the others to halt.

“We’ll rest now,” he said.

The soldiers obeyed his order, holding Flora, who seemed just as exhausted. She had ceased her struggling, or maybe the soldier’s infrequent beatings had worn down her resolve. Her eyes were glossy. She stared at Bray with a look he couldn’t interpret. Gone was the spark of hatred he’d seen on the hill, when she’d held his knife above his skull. Perhaps she was regretting her decision to attack him.

Samron opened his bag, rifled through it, and pulled out a piece of cloth. He handed it to Bray, making it clear he should wrap his wound. Bray used the cloth to stop the bleeding, avoiding what might make him weaker, or even kill him.

“You will need strength,” Samron said. “We will walk through the night.”


Chapter 31: Kirby

After a long day of riding on the back of Jonas’s horse—her horse—as Kirby reminded herself angrily, she could hardly see the horse prints they were following. The sun, warm enough to take away some of the chill during the day, set in an orange blaze. Heinrich, Ruben, and Jonas were less talkative after the mutant attack. Kirby figured they were tired from the skirmish, or they were resolved in their mission to get to the settlement.

She hated that she’d saved them.

Hopefully she’d make up for that mistake one day.

Kirby figured they were more than halfway to New Hope. They’d already passed the spot where the tracks veered off toward the stream where she’d stayed with Flora, William, and Bray on the night after leaving the settlement. She’d directed her unwanted companions around the detour, knowing she couldn’t afford to lose more time. When the sky was growing too dark to see, Heinrich halted.

“We’ll have to camp soon,” he called over his shoulder. “We’re losing too much light.”

“Any suggestions?” Jonas asked as he pulled the second horse up behind them.

“I know where we are. The Tunnel is close,” Heinrich suggested. “It’ll give us shelter, as long as no one else has claimed it for the night.”

Jonas nodded. It seemed as if everyone knew what the term meant, except Kirby.

“What is The Tunnel?” she asked.

“It’s a place leftover from the gods,” Jonas explained. “Occasionally you’ll get a Savage or two, but the local tribes take great pains to go around it. They have superstitions.”

“How about the men from Halifax?” Kirby asked. “Do they camp there?”

“We’ve never run into them.” Heinrich shrugged. “Hopefully our luck will hold.”

“How far away is your settlement?” Jonas asked Kirby over his shoulder.

Hating every time she had to give information, Kirby said, “We should make it before mid-day tomorrow, provided we don’t run into any trouble.”

“Will that be enough to meet Deacon’s deadline?” Jonas smirked. Kirby wanted to wipe that smile from his mouth with a bullet from her gun, but she refrained with effort.

“Yes. We’ll make it back, as long as we can pull the guns out of the towers without issue. It might take some maneuvering to get them from the burnt buildings, as I said.”

“It’s possible our men found some already,” Heinrich said. “We might never have to make the trip.”

“We’ll need to make sure to get the ammunition,” Jonas reminded him, as he spurred the horse behind Heinrich’s and they kept riding. “And I’d like to see the settlement, anyway.”

They veered away from the trail, heading into a thick area of forest. Heinrich looked like he was following landmarks, riding past a large, uprooted tree, and past the remains of several crumbled, ancient buildings. Soon they were galloping over uneven ground. Kirby looked down to find two bumps on either side of a flatter portion of land. Many of the trees seemed to have been cleared in a straight path. Of the trees that grew, many were shorter, and less aged than the others.

Noticing her looking, Jonas called over his shoulder, “Two, long pieces of smooth metal are buried underground here, running parallel to one another. No one is quite sure why, but the local barbarian tribes think they lead to the graves of the gods.”

“It keeps them away,” Heinrich called happily over his shoulder.

Kirby studied the ground, having a pretty good guess as to what they were, but she had no desire to share her knowledge.

She watched the trees as they rode down the bumpy trail, mostly keeping to the middle, getting presumably closer to The Tunnel. In the distance, a structure appeared, sheltered within tall trees. Dead, wilted vines crawled over the top of what looked like a half circle, many times taller than most of the stone houses she’d seen on the islands, and a few times as long. The sun was gone, but an amber glow shone through the back end of the building, illuminating holes in the ceiling where enormous glass windows might have been.

They approached with caution, careful for signs that someone else had made the place their home. The place seemed deserted. Other than a few birds that scared up and took flight, the building looked as if it had been abandoned many, many generations ago.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Jonas said from the front of the horse as they rode closer.

“The Tunnel,” she said, repeating the term they’d used.

“That is what we call it. It is clearly made by the gods,” Jonas said with authority. “Though I have some guesses as to what it is. I’m curious to hear what you think.”

Kirby kept quiet.

They rode until the bumps in the trail became more pronounced and they could see partway into the structure. The Tunnel was a hundred feet long. Inside, she saw long pieces of metal poking through the earth, forming the same twin lines between which they were clearly riding. On either side of those pieces of metal, the ground rose higher, forming a steep drop-off where weeds and moss had taken over. People had perched there once, if her guess was correct. Although she couldn’t see all the way into The Tunnel, she saw some fading light at the opposite end, in between a thick cluster of trees that had grown, providing a makeshift barrier from the elements.

“I haven’t been here in a while,” Jonas admitted. “Usually my trips are to discover new things. We’ve already scouted this place for things of value. We didn’t find much.”

They slowed the horses as they got close to the structure’s entrance, squinting through a glare that was getting worse.

“I don’t see any Savages,” Heinrich grunted. “A fire will scare any lingering critters away, if they haven’t run already.”

They dismounted the horses, walking underneath the structure’s opening and leading the steeds. The ceiling was many times taller than their heads, causing Kirby to look up and inspect the curved, vine-covered beams that served as a roof. Dead plants created a brown covering that filled in many of the gaps. She frowned as she noticed small holes in the rusted metal on the sides of the building that looked familiar.

“What do you think?” Jonas asked Kirby again, unable to wait for an answer. A smile she’d grown to hate crossed his face.

Hoping to knock some of the confidence from his expression, she said, “It’s a train station.”

Jonas seemed more fascinated than deflated. He nodded. “A path to get from one place to another.”

“Not just a path,” Kirby said. “The people you think are gods rode in objects that carried them over the pieces of metal in the ground—objects called trains. Those objects took them from place to place, in faster speeds than you can imagine today.”

“Faster than a horse?”

“Much faster, if my people’s stories are to be believed,” Kirby answered.

Enamored, Jonas looked from Kirby to the long, wide tunnel that she had informed him was a train station. Heinrich and Ruben walked ahead.

“You didn’t tell me about trains, when we talked earlier about ships and cars.”

“You didn’t ask.”

Jonas gave her an annoyed look. “Have you seen many places like this?”

“There are several places like this in my homeland, though none of them function. Some are even built underground. The underground ones look different. They have different names.”

“In one of these objects, trains, you could explore new pieces of land in the time it takes to dream about them, if they go as fast as you say,” Jonas suggested.

“Perhaps,” Kirby said, “though I doubt we will ever have that answer.”

“You say we won’t,” Jonas said. “But my hope is to find some of this hidden knowledge, and get some of these things working again.”

“A bold ambition, for a man who spends his days playing with junk,” Kirby said with a smile, making no effort to hide the barb.

Jonas creased his brow, looking as if he might retaliate, when Heinrich called out from in front of them. Ruben drew his sword.

“What is it?” Jonas called ahead.

They walked in with weapons drawn, as if mutants might spring out at any moment. Kirby inhaled the air for the fetid odor of what these men called Savages, but it wasn’t mutants Heinrich spotted.

Men’s bodies were scattered everywhere between the train tracks, lying facedown in puddles of blood that she could smell, now that she was closer. Most of the men were dressed similarly to the islanders. People with guns had clearly slaughtered them. Bullet wounds lined their bodies, and empty, scattered bags lay around them. Some of the dead men had been piled on top of one another. Heinrich bent down with his flat sword. Rolling one man over to verify he was dead, dread grew over his face as he said, “Our soldiers.”

Jonas confirmed it as he rolled another man over. “This is Jericho, one of the men Deacon sent out ahead of us. By the looks of it, the entire group is slaughtered.”

Kirby studied the circular bullet wounds in the man closest to her, which matched some of the holes she’d seen in the walls and the ceiling.

“Filthy Halifax animals,” Heinrich spat.

Ruben gritted his teeth as he walked from one man to the next, verifying each one was dead. “Dirty, savage sons of bitches. They will die for what they’ve done.”

Kirby looked around. Some of the blood was dried, but the bodies were fresh enough to not have been scavenged by animals. She didn’t see or hear anything, but someone might be close. She bristled as she looked on either end of the long, wide tunnel.

Jonas wandered between the bodies. “We can’t stay here,” he said, clearly rattled. “We need to leave.”


Chapter 32: Kirby

They rode until they’d made some distance from The Tunnel and the sky was nearly dark, spurring the horses faster and making suitable ground away from the gory scene upon which they’d stumbled. Eventually, they found the crumbled remains of a small, square building with two walls overgrown with weeds. Using their swords, they hacked away at some stubborn vines and wilted weeds and created a spot big enough to lie down, then tied the horses to some nearby trees. After some debate, they started a fire that was small enough to warm them, but hopefully not large enough to give them away. The moon was nearly full above them, casting an illuminating glow over the men and the fire.

Heinrich and Ruben conversed angrily about what they’d seen in the building, spelling out plans of revenge and reports they’d make to Deacon as they swigged from flasks reeking of the strongest alcohol Kirby had smelled in the new land. She sensed a fear eating through their hard demeanors. The guns were new to them. They wanted the power, but they were afraid of it.

“We will have their scalps,” Heinrich said, taking a large swig. “We will butcher them and feed their bodies to our pigs.”

“Even the swine are more worthy,” Ruben spat.

“The families of our soldiers will know they fought bravely.” Heinrich set down his flask and nodded definitively. “We will make sure those soldiers are honored, even if we can’t bury them.”

“Was that all of them?” Ruben asked Jonas.

“I think so,” Jonas said.

“How are we going to bring back the guns?” Ruben asked, looking at Jonas.

“We’ll carry what we can,” Jonas said. “Deacon will be angry if we come back with nothing. We need to continue, without the other group.”

Jonas sat quietly by the fire, warming his hands and reflecting. His eyes grew distant as he watched the flames, sipping from a similar flask as the others. “They’ve discovered how to use the weapons. It is exactly as we feared. We need to get those weapons from the settlement, or our people will be as dead as those men.”

Kirby didn’t respond. The bloodied, bullet-riddled bodies reinforced a belief she had known since she was a young girl in her homeland—violence begat violence. There would be no end to it, until every last one of the islanders was killed, and probably all the men from Halifax.

She had no stake in their war. She didn’t care who lived or died.

Hopefully she and William would be gone by then.

They watched the fire and the forest for a while, eating dried meat and sipping from flasks. Eventually, the false bravado of the soldiers segued into a quiet silence. After a while, Jonas broke the quiet of the crackling fire again, his eyes glossy from too much drink.

“If we had working devices like the objects that used to ride through The Tunnel, we could bring those men’s bodies back to The Arches,” he said softly. “We could bury them.”

“Those objects died with the gods,” Heinrich grumbled, making it clear what he thought of Jonas’s ideas.

“Are we certain, though?” Jonas looked from the men to the forests. He raised a slow hand. “I’ve heard some of our eldest Important Ones tell stories about things we can’t imagine, stories that they have passed down.”

“So have I.” Heinrich laughed through some of his anger. “Half of them don’t make sense, and the other half are about as interesting as watching wet clothes dry.”

Ruben chuckled bitterly.

“Sometimes, when they think we aren’t paying attention, they say things that sound as if they have a grain of truth. Usually, I dismiss them, as well,” Jonas admitted. “But I remember a story one of our eldest told. He was sick with an illness that would lead to his death. But right before that, he had a period of lucidity. He started speaking loudly—so loudly that a group of the others gathered to listen. He repeated things as if they were truths.”

“What did he say?” Heinrich asked, clearly humoring Jonas.

Kirby, who was staring at the trees, looked back at the three men, her curiosity piqued.

“He told of a city to the south, a great city where the objects of the gods still worked. He said that most of the gods’ things were destroyed, but this one city had stood through time. A group of peaceful people lived there, enjoying the gifts of the gods, residing away from the threat of Savages and barbarian tribes such as the men from Halifax.” Jonas seemed reflective. “They were clearly tales of a man in his dying days, and Deacon dismissed them. But still, we wondered. Imagine living in a place like that?”

“If this man knew so much, he could’ve floated on one of those metal tracks in The Tunnel to his magic city,” Heinrich scoffed.

Jonas laughed. “It is a nice dream, nonetheless.”

Kirby thought on that story as the fire burned and the men planned out shifts for the night. Her dream of a golden palace in the clouds seemed as far away, and as foolish, as ever.

Heinrich took first watch while Ruben agreed to the second. No one trusted Kirby enough to keep watch, but that was fine with her. She doubted she’d sleep, but she’d get some rest. Laying in such a way that she had a clear view of the men, Kirby closed her eyes.


Chapter 33: Deacon

“Deacon!” A winded soldier rushed up the pathway between the buildings, to where Deacon stood under the moonlight.

“What is it?” Deacon appraised the man, and the silhouettes of the soldiers in the distance by the wooden bridge, all of who were watching. Another man was bent over next to the bridge, hands resting on his knees, catching his breath.

“We came from the main bridge. We have news.”

“What is it?”

“A group of our hunters came across a wounded man, one of ours. He was stumbling through the forest in the direction of the islands. His body had several holes in it, made with the god weapons.”

Deacon’s mind flew to the acorn-sized hole in the soldier’s ankle that Kirby had made with her gun. Before concluding anything, he asked, “Where is this soldier?” He looked around, as if the man would appear, or the man in front of him would direct his attention.

“He died on the bridge, sir,” the soldier said, catching enough wind to stand up straight. “Bartholomew tried to help him. He sent me here while he tried to get more information from the hunters.”

“What was the soldier’s name?”

“Leonard, sir,” the soldier said. “He was from a party you sent to the new settlement, New Hope. A group of Halifax men ambushed him and all the others while they stayed in The Tunnel a few nights ago. They used the god weapons. He was the only survivor.”

Deacon’s body tightened as he processed the impact of what the soldier was saying. “What happened to the group I sent out afterwards? The one with the stranger, Kirby?”

“We’re not sure, and neither was Leonard.” The soldier looked at the ground, as if he might find the answer there. “He didn’t see anyone else. Leonard had been traveling awhile. The hunters checked the area where they found him, hoping they might have more information for you, but they did not see anything. The Tunnel was a long distance away.”

Deacon looked at the gun over his shoulder, and back at the bridge. “Send me Bartholomew.”


Chapter 34: Deacon

Cold bled from Bartholomew’s jacket as he stood at the threshold of Deacon’s study, a grave expression on his face.

“Every one of the settlement party, slaughtered,” Deacon repeated, watching Bartholomew.

“It is true.”

“Did you obtain any more information from the soldier, the man named Leonard?”

“No, sir. But I have other news.” Bartholomew shook his head. “Another group of our hunters, one that arrived shortly after the first, heard the god weapons being used in the forest, in a different area. I do not think the party at The Tunnel was the only group of Halifax men. I believe others are out there.”

Wondering if the second group might have heard Kirby, Deacon asked, “Did it sound like one god weapon?”

Bartholomew’s face betrayed the answer. “No. It was many.”

“They are slaughtering our people.” Deacon’s face grew hard as he fought back some anger. He had known this was coming. He had expected it. “Our time has run out. They will be coming here soon.”

“I suspect the same.” Bartholomew’s face was grave.

“Send some scouts to Halifax,” Deacon said. “Tell them to get me more news as soon as possible.”


Chapter 35: Bray

Bray kept in line behind the Halifax men as they hiked through the forest at night, their torches illuminating their shadows and the silhouettes of their guns. The moon was nearly full, but a canopy of thick, jutting branches above dimmed some of the light. A few bats flew overhead, flapping their wings, causing a few false startles. Bray walked next to Samron, behind two other soldiers who took the lead, crunching through the snow, carrying their guns. Flora walked in the rear with a soldier on either side. A single man brought up the rear.

Bray’s legs were past the point of exhaustion. His head was cloudy from lost blood. He was used to hard travel, and he had no complaints about it, but he hadn’t counted on marching through the night after a grueling day. That was the reason they’d make the settlement by morning. It made sense now.

He wobbled.

“Keep going,” Samron said, helping him upright in a gesture of kindness Bray hoped was predictive. “Halifax is close.”

Bray could only hope these people would help, and not kill him. He had no way to outrun their Tech Magic. He was as much a prisoner as Flora, even though he wasn’t being dragged, or beaten. He was at their mercy. Rustling in the forest made him tense. Several fallen trees cloaked what might be restless animals, or something else. The Halifax soldiers swung their guns in the direction of the downed trees, emboldened by their new weapons. He knew how quick a horde of demons could descend on an army, guns or not.

The men spoke in strange, excited tongues as they peered into the forest, walking faster. The torches wavered and the wind blew, carrying a familiar scent to Bray’s nostrils. Demons. More rustling echoed around them.

One of the men drew a sword.

Bray clenched his fists. He was defenseless. The man with the sword swiveled to confront some noise coming from the trees.

A demon yowled.

A twisted man tore from the shadows, flailing its arms as it tried grabbing the man with the sword, but he sliced its neck with his blade, and it collapsed. He held onto his gun, obviously smart enough to avoid gunfire. These men knew the wild as well as anyone else.

God weapons or not, he hoped they’d be quiet.

More hisses came from all around them. A few more soldiers drew their blades, fighting back demons who sprang from the shadows, hacking at them as soon as they got close, killing them and leaving their bodies. But each demon shriek might as well be a mating call to the others. More rustling emanated from the forest. More were coming.

Too many.

Bray bristled as the stench of the twisted men grew worse.

Three demons broke from the forest, barreling at a man who had gotten ahead of the march. They were too quick and too plentiful for one man’s blade. The soldier took a stance, aiming his gun. He fired. The resultant crack echoed off the trees, eliciting a final cry from the first demon as it collapsed into the snow and went still. It took several shots to fell the second demon. The initial shot of the weapon nicked its shoulder, causing it to slow, while the second hit its chest. The men weren’t as experienced as Kirby. The man got a lucky shot with the third demon, which he managed to fell with a wound to the face. The demon collapsed, emitting a final, dying hiss.

More cracks spat from guns as the rest of the Halifax soldiers pointed and shot their weapons, felling demons in other directions. Twisted men stumbled among the trees, screeching and wounded. The men had given up on their blades. They needed to put an end to the fight.

But they were making too much noise.

A wounded demon dragged its way out of the dark forest and into the torchlight, lunging for Bray’s leg. He booted it in the face, knocking it backward, and stomped its oversized head. Blood leaked from its crushed mouth. Samron cried out and raised his torch higher, illuminating more of the shadows and more twisted men scrambling from the forest, drawn by the noise, ready to make a play for what was assuredly larger game than scrappy winter animals.

The men used their god weapons, blasting them back and sending them to the forest floor. More gunfire. More demons toppling. Bray knocked down another demon that got too close, trampling it into the snow. Demons swung their arms and made last plays for the men, but they were cut down before they reached them.

The forest went silent as the noise of the guns finished off the last of the demons.

Silence hung over the group, as if it were a living being, waiting to pounce and choke them.

Bray’s body surged from the alertness of battle. Samron leaned over, checking on him.

“I’m all right,” Bray said quietly.

He looked behind him, assessing the other five Halifax men to see if they’d been injured, but they appeared intact, except for some cuts and scrapes on their faces. A few men cleaned their blades off in the snow.

Flora broke from the men.

She heaved thick, gasping breaths as she jumped over some fallen demons and ran into the forest. Samron shouted an order, and three men chased with bobbing torches, aiming their guns, shouting. The remaining soldiers pointed at the trees, as if her escape might signal the start of some new, fresh attack. Bray listened to Flora crash through the trees, crying out as she struck objects she couldn’t see.

The three soldiers chasing her were little more than shadows underneath the torches.

Bray heard a grunt and a cry.

One of the torches fell to the ground. The smoldering light dampened in the snow, but kept burning as the shadows of Flora and one of the soldiers struggled. The other two soldiers caught up. Flora writhed and screamed beneath a soldier’s weight. Her screams ceased as someone clamped a hand over her mouth. The other soldiers wrangled her to her feet, threatening her with indecipherable words, waving their guns as they picked up the fallen torch.

And then they were dragging her back to the line with a look of defeat on her face.

Bray looked at Samron, who nodded, and then they resumed.


Chapter 36: Kirby

Kirby awoke to gunshots. Heinrich and Ruben bolted upright, standing with their backs to the sputtering, dying fire. They drew their swords. Jonas looked from tree to tree with wild eyes. Kirby sprung up beside them. Past the fire’s glow, all she saw were fuzzy shadows, and the larger shapes of the horses, adjusting nervously.

“What was that?” Jonas asked, though his face showed he knew the answer.

Kirby pulled her pistol, waiting for something to reveal itself, or for more bullets to fly. The noises of night animals had ceased. The firelight exposed the tense faces of the others. They might as well be standing in the open, targets for whoever wanted to pick them off. These men didn’t know enough about guns, but she did. Crouching down, making her way to the other side of the wall, she beckoned to her unwanted companions.

The men followed her lead, abandoning the fire and creeping with her, gaining cover from whatever was out there.

“Where are the noises coming from?” she hissed at Jonas, looking between the dark shadows.

Jonas whispered, “East.”

Kirby watched the wavering flames of the fire and the blankets they’d left behind. She wanted to kick out the fire, but she knew better than to place herself in the way of a bullet. If whomever was out there had seen them, it was too late.

A series of gunshots rang again. A screech echoed through the distant trees that was unmistakably a mutant’s. The gunshots were farther away than she thought. Still, she was hardly relieved.

“They might see the light. We should stamp out the fire,” Kirby warned.

Heinrich and Ruben ran over, kicking over the logs and sending up a puff of smoke. Anything was better than a blazing fire, inviting anyone—and everything—around to find and kill them.

With the fire out, they hovered next to the wall and waited. Kirby’s hope was that they hadn’t been detected, or that whomever was traveling nearby would keep going.

She kept a tight grip on her gun until a few more gunshots sounded and died. A while after the gunshots, they heard a woman’s screams.

When the last shriek had gone quiet, Heinrich risked another whisper. “We should keep the fire out.”

“Probably a good idea,” Jonas returned. “We’ll head out at first light.”


**




Kirby slept no more as they waited through the final hours of night. Occasionally, they heard an owl hooting through the rustling wind, or small animals scrambling through the underbrush. Once, they thought they heard the loud, reoccurring shriek of the woman, but it turned out be a fox sending a high-pitched mating call. The gunshots were gone. Soon, the first fingers of light shone through the trees, reaching over the embers and half-burnt logs from their fire. It was time to head out.

“We can eat breakfast later,” Heinrich said quietly.

“Probably a good idea,” Ruben returned.

The men gave a last, concerned look east before preparing their belongings. Even without the noise, the gunshots continued to haunt Kirby, like a ghostly presence she couldn’t shake. She couldn’t stop thinking of the group of slaughtered, island soldiers, scattered around The Tunnel. It could just as easily have been they who were killed.

“Do you think they saw our tracks?” Jonas asked, as he gave some drink to his horse.

“It’s possible they missed them,” Heinrich said. “It was dark.”

“Still, I don’t like how close they were. We should get away fast,” Jonas said. “Just in case they find the tracks and try to follow.”

“We might be able to outrun them on horses, but they have guns,” Heinrich muttered. “How far away can they use them?”

The group quieted as everyone turned in Kirby’s direction.

“If it is truly the men from Halifax, they might not be as proficient as someone who has been shooting a while, but they are still a danger,” Kirby said. “Some of those guns can shoot great distances. Horses and the trees around us will help, but we should keep wary in case.”

“The forest might be filled with their men,” Jonas said, worry on his face.

“What do you propose?” Heinrich asked.

Jonas said, “We were going to pass east of the Halifax camp to get to the settlement. By following the same path, we are placing ourselves in danger. Perhaps we should head west instead.”

The men looked to Kirby.

“I don’t know the area well, of course,” she said. “But if we travel about the same distance as I did on my original trip, we should pass by the Halifax camp. If we can get to the coast, I can get us to the settlement. It will just take a bit longer.”

She looked around at the men, watching them nod their heads. She didn’t trust them, and she liked them even less, but things had changed. They were facing a danger that might kill them all.

They untied the horses, preparing to ride.

“I wonder if they’re the same men who killed our group,” Heinrich muttered as he mounted his steed, and Ruben got behind him on the saddle.

“Most likely,” Jonas said.

“I wish we could find a few of them,” Ruben said. “I would tie them behind the horses and drag them back to Deacon. He could do what he wanted with them, if there was anything left.”

“We will get our chance for revenge, if we get those guns,” Jonas said. “If we can get them working, we can even the odds. We might not have the same number of guns, but we will have more men.”

Heinrich nodded, and they rode off.


Chapter 37: William

In the time William had been in the room, the light of one day had died, and another had appeared, visible in the crack underneath the door. He was cold, and he was hungry. He could barely feel his fingers and toes. Every so often, he tried the door and pounded the walls, but it was a fruitless effort.

He was never getting out.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been lying on the ground when he saw a shadow in the crack of light under the doorway. He scrambled onto his haunches, his heart galloping. He watched the entrance, wondering what new horror lay on the other side. All he wanted was something to eat. He steeled himself for a fight he couldn’t win. He stood no chance against strong, fighting men with knives and swords. He was just a whelp in dirty clothing, to be beaten and killed. All he had was his hands to protect him.

The shadow moved.

William scrambled back against the far wall of the entrance, thinking he might buy himself some more time. At least he would see what he was up against before they overpowered him. A key stuck in a lock. A doorknob turned. William clenched his fists.

A blinding light robbed him of any plan he might’ve had.

Straining his eyes through the glare, William stuck a hand above his forehead as if he could will away the sunlight. A person much bigger than the guard who had taken him here was standing in the doorway, holding something.

“William?”

Berta.

William remained in place, watching as Berta’s backlit outline solidified into the person whose voice he recognized. Berta stood in the doorway, holding a tray of food and water. William looked past her, certain that this was a trap like the one into which she’d tricked him before. But he didn’t see anyone else. Behind her, the forest was little more than a blurry mess of shapes.

“It’s okay, William,” Berta said. “No one is going to hurt you.”

He didn’t believe a word of it, but the fear of punishment made him whisper, “Okay.”

He could barely talk. He’d screamed himself hoarse a long while ago.

She stepped inside, saying something to a guard that was waiting out of view.

William swallowed as she brought the tray inside and closed the door behind her to a crack. Part of him wondered if he’d missed one of two chances to escape. But he knew the vigilant guard or guards, whomever was outside, would strike him down before he got that far.

Berta padded toward him with the tray. William recoiled as if she were a snake, come to bite him.

“You’re frightened, William,” she said, setting the tray in front of him. “I understand.”

William said nothing. Of course he was fearful. But he wouldn’t admit that to the woman who had trapped him, allowed him to be taken, and said nothing, robbing him of a warm room and Kirby.

“I brought you some food, and some more tea.”

William looked down at the food, wondering if it was some poison to send him back into whatever sickness he was recovering from. Or maybe it would kill him.

“It’ll to keep your strength up,” she clarified. “I convinced the guards to let me bring it.”

“Where are Kirby and Bray?” he asked in a rasp, cutting through what were probably lies.

He studied her face as she spoke, ready for whatever fabrication she would tell him. A lie would be even worse than the truth, because it would give him pointless hope.

“Kirby is off on an expedition,” she said.

“I don’t believe you,” he said, fighting back tears that made him ashamed. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried. “I heard a gunshot. And I heard screams.”

“That was a soldier, William,” Berta assured him. “Not Kirby.”

“Why should I believe you?” William spat. “You tricked us.”

“I regret having to lie like that,” Berta said, looking behind her at the door, talking in a tone he didn’t believe. “I do what I have to do, the same as anyone else on this island. I do Deacon’s bidding to stay alive. That’s what I came to talk to you about.”

“And what about Bray?”

“I don’t know where he is.”

“Don’t know, or don’t want to tell me?”

“Don’t know,” Berta repeated, a look of what might be sincerity in her eyes.

“He was dead the moment he left,” William guessed, unable to stop anger from bleeding through his fear.

William looked down at the tray, as if he might find some answers there, instead of the lies Berta was obviously feeding him. He couldn’t look at her lying, traitorous face anymore. Why should he believe her? He was trapped in a lightless room, separated from Bray and Kirby. He might as well be a soldier who had disobeyed a leader’s will, abandoned and held for a punishment he couldn’t guess. Soon his suffering would end. Or maybe it wouldn’t, and they’d keep him alive and cold forever.

“I know you don’t believe me,” Berta said. “Like you, I was once a stranger here. I didn’t trust anyone. It took me a while to learn whom to listen to, and what to do. I am here to help you, William. Believe me.”

William searched her face in the torchlight. He wanted to tell her to leave and never come back. He wanted to tell her he’d never believe another lie she told. But that thought made him remember being alone in the dark room, praying for a voice to talk to, or a light with which to see. He suddenly didn’t want her to leave. If she did, someone worse might come in.

“You were a stranger?” he asked, trying to keep her talking.

“I wasn’t originally from The Arches,” Berta said. “My home was somewhere else. I told Kirby part of my story, while you were sleeping, but not all of it.”

William tried his best to sound interested, hating the pleading sound in his voice. “Where was your home?”

“A village much farther South, much smaller than the population of the islands,” Berta said. “A village called Colby’s Run. Savages overran us. Most of my family was killed in the battle, except a few of my brothers, with whom I fled, along with a group of thirty others. Savages gnawed most of the people in Colby’s Run. We didn’t have enough hands to fend them off. To stay was to die. So we left our dead, and we took to the forests.”

“And came here?” William surmised.

“No.” Berta shook her head to emphasize the point. “We had no idea this place existed. We were wandering, homeless. We traveled for almost a year through the wild, sleeping in broken-down buildings, eating plants, roots, and whatever animals the Savages hadn’t killed, with barely enough blankets to keep us warm in the winter, or enough water in our flasks to last from one stream to the next. We didn’t start a fire at night for about a week or so, thinking the wild men would find us. We had too many encounters with Savages. We lost people. Every place we thought was safety turned into a place we had to escape.”

“How did you find The Arches?”

“The Arches found us,” Berta said.

“I don’t understand.”

“Some of the islanders discovered us.”

“And so you were saved,” William said. Saying the words, he couldn’t help resenting this woman, who had found her way to safety, while she allowed the soldiers to take him away, letting him rot in this room.

“If you can call it that.” Berta’s eyes grew dark and she looked behind her, as if whoever was outside might be listening. “A group of island soldiers found us in the forests. They were on an expedition to exterminate Savages, and they found us huddled in a crumbled building that was barely wide enough to fit us all. We were hiding from a large group of wild men that we’d never be able to fight. When we heard people speaking a language we understood, battling them off, we had hope again. Almost everyone we had encountered spoke in strange noises we couldn’t understand. But not these men and women. They were like us.”

“I’ve heard that people speak in other languages,” William said, recalling the first day they’d come to the bridge.

“It is true,” Berta said. “We watched the islanders from the cracks of that building as they cleared out the Savages, using swords and bows with a skill that not many of us had. Men and women fought as equals. Many of them were on horseback. I still remember the whispers of my people as we hid in that building, deciding whether we should come out.”

“What happened?” William, momentarily forgetting he was a prisoner.

“Eventually, we snuck from the building and revealed ourselves to the soldiers. We spoke to the leader of the group, a man named Helmsley. He told us about The Arches. He said that it was a place safe from the Savages, a well-defended place, and that his people never went hungry. He said he could help us.”

“I thought Deacon was the ruler,” William said, wondering if he had missed something.

“You forget, I am old,” Berta said, smiling through the wrinkles on her face. “Deacon didn’t come into power until later. This was when I was a young girl, as strong and able as you are, or will be, once you are fully rid of your sickness. Helmsley was Deacon’s uncle.”

“I see.”

“The Arches sounded like a miracle, especially to people that had been living in the wild so long, watching each other die, waiting for the day when none of us would be left. Helmsley said we would be safe in The Arches.” Berta paused. “But not all of us.”

“Not all of you?” William furrowed his brow. “What do you mean? Surely a place as big as this had the resources for thirty people.”

“That is not the way it works, here.” Berta shook her head as some new terror found her eyes, a terror William had never seen on her face before. “Helmsley said he had saved us, and therefore we were his prisoners. He could do with us what he pleased.”

“I don’t understand. He took you here, didn’t he?”

Berta shook her head. It looked as if she were trembling. William was robbed of breath as he waited for what was surely a horrific tale.

“He had his men bring over a horse. He pointed to the horse’s saddle, and told us something that has haunted my nights for the last of my sixty years, and will probably haunt the rest of them.” Berta drew a breath as she prepared to speak some awful words, as if it would take every bit of her strength to recount what happened next. “All of the women, including me, would return with Helmsley and his soldiers to the islands. Any boys or men taller than his horse’s saddle would be beheaded.”

“By the gods,” William whispered.

“I was the youngest sibling. My brothers were all much older than me. Every one of them died that day…” Berta almost couldn’t get the words out. “I still remember them walking up to that horse, trying to shrink down in their boots, even though it wasn’t any good. Georgie was just a hair taller than that saddle. He was my youngest brother.”

“I-I don’t know what to say.” William shook his head.

Berta looked as if she might choke on something in her throat. “Helmsley told the truth. I have lived safely at the islands for all the years since. I haven’t been harmed. Ever since that day, I have been taken care of.” Berta exhaled. “I have thought about leaving, but for what? All my family is dead.” Berta shook her head as guilt took over her face.

“They killed your family,” William said, the words brewing a fear inside him worse than being trapped in this room.

“Yes. And the rest of my people are gone now. Those that survived that day have since died of age, sickness, or battle.”

“What about the others who live here on the islands?”

“There are some others like me, whose families were killed before they were taken here. Others are native to the islands. We all play a role in our peoples’ survival, until we can no longer work, or we die naturally,” Berta said. “If we live long enough, we come here to the second island.”

“Among The Important Ones.”

Berta nodded. “Yes. Some of us make it as far. But not all of us. Deacon is worse than Helmsley. He has added some ceremonies from the gods. He makes sure everyone on the islands can function and work, even the oldest of us.” Berta spoke even more quietly. “We keep working to stave off death, trying to prove our importance. Fear keeps us alive.”

William swallowed as he looked around him, suddenly certain that Deacon was hiding in every corner, every crevice.

“Whatever you do, William, do as he tells you. If you go along with him, you will have a chance at a safe life, much as I have enjoyed for all these years.”

“But I don’t understand—”

“I have to go now, William,” Berta said, getting to her feet, leaving the food but taking the tray with her. “Remember what I said. Listen to Deacon.”

Before William could say anything more, she slipped outside. William ran to the door, raising his fists and pounding, but it was of no use. The door was already locked.

Berta was gone.


Chapter 38: Bray

Dawn broke before Bray saw something other than trees, brush, and hills in the distance. The sight reinvigorated him. His feet were sore and blistered; his eyes were dry and stung from a cold wind that had picked up from the west. The Halifax men walked faster, heading toward the clearing, beyond which was a long, ancient building that covered most of the horizon, standing about twenty feet tall.

If not for a few windows on its side, which appeared to be covered, Bray might’ve thought it was a wall. A field of ancient, pockmarked stone led up to the building, longer and wider than any he’d seen outside of the Ancient City. Some parts of the stone were smooth, but other parts were cracked, allowing wilted, dying weeds to break through to the surface. Most of the stone was exposed, but a few bits of snow remained that the sun hadn’t melted.

Men stationed on top of the building watched them approach. Their features were indiscernible from a distance.

“Halifax,” Samron announced.

The men crunched over the snow, stepping over the remains of demons on the stone field, picked away by birds, or reduced to skeletons, making their way toward what was obviously home.

Looking at the dead demons and the distant building, Bray felt some dread. He was walking into another place of which he knew nothing. He looked over at a few of the men, who glanced at him occasionally, clutching their guns.

As they got closer, Bray got a better look at some of the windows, which were blocked with thick pieces of metal, effectively keeping out men or demons. The Halifax soldiers led him toward a break in the wall that he hadn’t seen from a distance. A heavy, rusted metal door barricaded a gap. The door slid to the side with a metallic groan as someone opened it from the other side.

More men faced Bray, staring.

Their features were similar to the men with whom he had traveled—their hair was long and tangled, their faces lined with markings. One of them wore a coat from Kirby’s settlement. A few others wore necklaces made of metal or clay, and strange types of clothing he’d never seen.

Bray was reminded of Kirby’s words when they’d first discovered these men at her settlement. Once people find a place to pillage, they’ll keep coming until everything is gone.

Scavengers.

He looked over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of Flora, who looked as if she might run before they brought her through that door. Once she went inside, she wouldn’t leave. Everyone knew it. The question on Bray’s mind was, would he? The first of the soldiers headed through the door. Flora screamed as they pulled her, trying to break free of their tight grasps. Noticing Bray’s trepidation, perhaps hoping to reassure him, Samron said, “You will be safe.”

Bray had heard those same words before, when he’d entered The Arches. That mistake had cost him his friends, almost his life. But he wouldn’t last long in the woods in his condition, wounded and weaponless.

“We will help you,” Samron said, with an expression of sincerity that Bray believed.

He accompanied the man through the rusted entrance, listening to Flora’s screams as they hauled her inside behind him.


**




Men and women stared as Bray entered an enormous, square area the size of a farmer’s field. What he hadn’t noticed from the outside was that the building in front wasn’t the only one.

Similar Ancient stone buildings surrounded the settlement on all sides, enclosing Halifax in a protective square. Each of the buildings—which served as walls—contained what looked like small houses or rooms, evenly spaced and built into the ancient stone, with their own doors. Some houses were relatively intact; others were crumbled and reinforced with sticks, rocks, or sheets of metal.

The area in the middle of the square was so open and large that it might’ve been one giant building, if there had been a roof. In the middle of the Halifax square was a raised stone platform, smoother and in better condition than the field of ancient stone he had crossed outside, about the size of a few small houses. Toward the back of the settlement, beyond the platform, was a large, rectangular divot in the earth, wider and larger than the platform. Mounds of frozen dirt sat in the center. It looked like it might hold crops, when the weather was warmer.

People were everywhere.

Women cradled babies to their chests as they scurried away, keeping a safe distance. A few older women, wearing furs and hats, froze as they watched the newcomers. Some of the people’s hair was twisted into larger strands, or braided like pieces of string. A few people had hair that was clumped together. All wore the same markings as the men who had led Bray and Flora here, and those Bray had encountered that first day at Kirby’s settlement.

A hush filled the air. Flora appraised the settlement, panic written on her face. Metal groaned as the men behind them slid the entrance closed.

Bray watched as a few of the soldiers left the group, walking around the platform and toward a house in the back, on the left-hand side of the settlement.

They knocked on the door.

A tall, elderly man emerged. He kept a steady gait as he returned with the soldiers toward where Bray and the others were standing, past clusters of staring people. Like the others, his hair was long and unkempt, but his face had the authoritative expression of someone who made decisions.

He stopped ten feet from Bray and the others, speaking indecipherable words in a deep, firm voice to Samron. Samron answered. They spoke for several minutes before the older man turned to Bray.

“Where are you from?” he asked, with the same accent as Samron, but in a clearer voice.

“I am from a township called Brighton.”

The man stared at him for a moment before looking at Flora. “And you are an islander. “

Flora opened and closed her mouth, saying nothing.

“You made a mistake in coming here alive.”

Flora’s eyes sparked with new fear.

Motioning to Flora, he said, “Take her to the room. I will talk to the other one.”

The Halifax soldiers didn’t hesitate. They pulled a kicking, screaming Flora toward the back of the settlement, around the platform and past several people who moved out of the way. Flora’s legs went limp as she tried to stop moving, but they dragged her until they reached a house with a thick, metal door on the opposite side of the square. Ignoring her screams, they tossed her inside, closing the door. She kicked and pounded on the door while the men stood guard.

Bray stood up straight, trying to project bravery as he watched the elderly man, waiting for whatever came next.

“Follow me,” the elderly man said simply.


Chapter 39: Kirby

Kirby, Jonas, Heinrich, and Ruben rode through a forest of shallow snow, marked with the occasional prints of an animal, or a protruding, fallen branch. Kirby scouted the trees. Except for the rhythmic clomp of the horse’s hooves, the forest was quiet and still. They had been riding for a better part of the morning, with no sign of anyone.

“The horses are tired. We should rest soon,” Heinrich called over his shoulder.

They wove through some more trees, looking for a place to break. Eventually, they came upon the highest point in the vicinity: a large, layered rock in the forest, many times as large as the horses and flat on top. It looked like most of the snow on the rock’s surface had melted from the sun. Heinrich pulled his horse to a halt and dismounted, finding a tree to tie the steed. Jonas did the same.

“How far are we from the settlement?” Jonas asked Kirby, looking overhead at the still-rising sun.

Kirby said, “Our detour added some time. We should ride until mid-afternoon and turn. If we are lucky, we might make the settlement by nightfall.”

“We passed the Halifax camp a while ago,” Heinrich said, beckoning toward the eastern forest. “We’re far enough away that we should be out of danger.”

“I’d like to run into a few of those skin-bags, so I can show them how sharp my blade is,” Ruben muttered, but she sensed some nervousness beneath his bravado.

Heinrich and Ruben pulled their bags from their backs and climbed up the layers of the rock until they reached its flat top, surveying the forest, eating a quick breakfast. Kirby didn’t feel like food, but she knew she needed to keep her strength. She reluctantly dug the last of some dried meat from her bag and found a spot on a flat portion of rock toward the bottom, sitting far from Ruben and Heinrich to eat. To her annoyance, Jonas perched on the same ledge, farther down, turning his back slightly. He looked like he was fiddling with something.

Ignoring him, she swallowed the rest of her food. It wasn’t until something shiny and metallic glinted in the sunlight that she looked over to see what Jonas was doing.

“What is that?” she called over.

Startled, Jonas tucked something back into his pocket. He looked toward the top of the rock, where Heinrich and Ruben were engaged in some quiet conversation. “Nothing,” he said softly.

“I saw something,” Kirby insisted.

Finally, Jonas answered, “A lucky object I carry with me, that is all.” He wore the same expression of curiosity as when he looked at her guns, or when he’d surveyed those rusted treasures in the hallway.

Thinking that catering to him might give her some advantage she couldn’t see, she asked, “Can I look at what you have?”

Jonas glanced up at the men and back at Kirby, but he seemed as if he wanted to show her. He nodded. Biting back her disgust, Kirby scooted over as he pulled out a small, circular object and held it in his palm. “A piece from the gods,” he said with obvious pride. “Some of our hunters pulled it from the side of the hill, protected in a metal box. I believe it marks the passing of the day. Or at least, that is my guess.”

Kirby studied the object. Pushing aside her hatred, she said, “It is clearly unique.”

“I wind this small piece of metal on the side a few times a day to make sure it keeps working. It is one of the most curious possessions we have on the islands.”

“I assume you can read the symbols.”

Jonas watched her for a moment. “Our people have a different way of inscribing things. We mostly use pictures,” he admitted. “Do you know what the symbols are?”

“I think I know what they are called,” Kirby said. “But I’m not sure what they mean. Our people refer to them as Roman numerals.”

“My guess is that they are specific to the time of day,” Jonas guessed, looking up at the sun, and back at the object. “When the days are at their longest, these three solid lines here, with the lines over and underneath them, correspond to the middle of afternoon. A guess, of course.”

“That could be,” Kirby said, thinking on it. “Although, some of our old, crumbled buildings have the same markings. Perhaps they have many meanings.”

“Do you think?”

“It is possible. These symbols were carved in different places, in different sizes in other lands.” Kirby paused, recalling one particular memory from her travels. “I saw a circular object like the one in your hand, only way, way larger, on the side of a building. Perhaps that one had the same meaning as your small device, but I am not sure.”

“Incredible,” Jonas said. “Where was this building?”

“In a land ravaged by war, across the ocean,” Kirby recalled, the memory of that building tainted with some of the things she’d been forced to do. “I saw many places before I came to this land. I didn’t have time to study all of them closely. But I remember them.”

Jonas shook his head with wonder. “Our gods built things that none of us can understand. They constructed devices that confound even the smartest of men. But I hope to understand some of them. Watching this object reminds me that I do not have forever to do it. I am already at half my life.”

Kirby nodded, thinking about the new information she’d heard about the spore’s infection. According to what she’d heard from some of the Brighton people, she might live many, many years. She couldn’t imagine watching more suffering. But these men might cut her life short before that happened.

Heinrich and Ruben had finished eating, and were climbing down the face of the multi-layered rock, placing their boots carefully. Jonas stuffed the object back in his pocket before they could see it. They nodded at Jonas as they slung their bags back on their backs.

“I gotta piss,” Ruben grumbled, walking to the back of the rock.

“I might as well go, too,” Heinrich said.

Jonas gave Kirby a look before following them to relieve himself. With the three men behind the rock, Kirby stared over at the horses. It would be so easy to ride off, leaving these men with their swords in their scabbards and dumb looks on their faces. William was the only thing stopping her.

Out of sight, the soldiers spoke in voices they probably thought were quiet, but were loud enough for her to hear.

“Maybe we’ll find something more than guns at the settlement,” Ruben said. “Some other trophy to bring back to Deacon.”

“Maybe even some more devices to use on your prisoners.” Heinrich laughed.

“It is possible,” Jonas said, in the same reflective tone he’d used with Kirby as they’d talked about the timepiece. “I can always use some new contraptions to test out on them.”

“Did you kill the last batch?” Ruben asked.

“Those Halifax men are still alive,” Jonas said. “I have made some headway in compelling them to speak. Unfortunately, the information they gave Deacon and I was useless.”

“If we can win this war, you’ll have plenty of prisoners to test your contraptions out on.”

“I hope so,” said Jonas.


Chapter 40: William

Someone’s here.

William arched his back against the wall, balling his fists as he heard footsteps outside the small building, his prison. The food he’d eaten from Berta sloshed around in his stomach. He gritted his teeth as the door opened, splashing light over the room. William’s heart hammered as he recognized someone much more menacing than Berta.

Deacon.

William’s blood ran cold.

“Good afternoon, William,” Deacon said with a smile.

Deacon didn’t move. He just stood there, appraising William as if he was a pig with a cracked hoof, living out its final days. William swallowed as he recognized a familiar object slung around Deacon’s shoulder—Kirby’s long gun. William stayed silent, waiting for whatever exchange came before his death. Kirby and Bray must be dead. Berta’s warnings seemed useless now.

Deacon hasn’t come to make a request; he’s come to kill me.

“Come on outside,” Deacon said, in a voice that was too pleasant.

William stayed put. He wouldn’t go to his death willingly.

“Let’s go.”

Deacon watched William patiently. His eyes bore no measure of violence, but William knew how quickly that could change. He’d seen too many leaders grow red-faced and angry, barking orders that carried sentences of death when they didn’t get their way. He looked past Deacon, assuming more men were waiting to witness the spectacle, or even take part in it, but he saw no one.

“I’m not going to kill you, William,” Deacon assured him.

An obvious lie. Or was it?

William felt as if a small rock had been lodged in his windpipe, robbing him of breath. He was still weak from his passing illness. “I don’t believe you,” he managed.

Deacon smiled in such a way that William was reminded of that first walk on the second island, when Deacon had told stories of his people, pride filling his words. The sun had shone brilliantly as he’d recounted tales of bravery, tales of men who had protected their families and carved a life without the constant threats of the wild. That was a moment when William had actually believed this might be a good place.

“I won’t do you harm, if you come with me now,” Deacon said. “That is a promise.”

William knew better than to believe such a promise. He looked around the room, suddenly grateful for the walls that he’d hated moments before, as if they might protect them, even though Deacon could just as easily kill him here.

“Come on, William,” Deacon said. “I won’t ask again.”

A sudden, hard look on Deacon’s face forced William to his feet. He took several unsteady steps. Perhaps he could figure out a way out of this predicament once he was outside. It was a slim hope even he didn’t believe.

Deacon stepped back to admit him outside, making no moves for the rifle slung around his shoulder, or the long sword scabbarded by his belt. Sunlight splashed on William’s face, warming his bones from the chill of the cold room. It felt like he had been locked away for weeks, though it had certainly been less.

Tall, thick pines and oaks towered above the small building. It seemed as if the building had been dropped from the sky into the middle of nowhere, far from the head of the island, and even farther from the people who lived in the rest of The Arches. He might as well be a thousand miles from the bridge leading to the wild. He’d never get there. Looking around, he saw no one else.

Maybe he could slip away from Deacon, avoiding the sting of a sharp blade or a bullet from Kirby’s gun. But where would he go? The river was an obstacle he’d never get around. Deacon and his soldiers would chase him around the island until they captured him. Perhaps they’d even torture him.

He hated his choices.

He wished he had a horde of demons. He’d command them to strike Deacon down, to tear his flesh while he demanded answers about Bray and Kirby. William wanted to know the truth, even if the truth was an ugly, terrible thing, just like his mother’s death.

“Walk with me,” Deacon said, his tone strangely calm as he started through the forest, down a path covered in thin, partially melted snow and boot prints. A set of horse tracks led to and from the building, presumably from when William had been brought here.

William complied, taking in his surroundings, looking for a place where he might slip off. His pulse thudded loudly enough that he was certain the man walking next to him heard it, but Deacon didn’t seem to notice. He walked as if he were taking a stroll through the forest in good weather, safe from demons.

“My apologies for your treatment,” Deacon said. “We do what is necessary.”

William hated the words he’d heard too many times in Brighton, but angry retorts would get him killed. He needed to play along with this man, if he wanted a chance at living. “I understand.”

“We have a duty to preserve our people’s lives, as you know,” Deacon said. “We keep them safe from threats, from people who might try to rob them, or take what we have.”

William nodded.

“Our people have lived here for years without going hungry, with enough firewood to keep us warm. We have battled off Savages and warring tribes. But the men from Halifax are a growing force that threatens to rip that security away.” Deacon watched William, probably judging the effect of his words. “The Halifax men will kill our men, steal away our women, and burn whatever they cannot eat, or take. Have you seen war, William?”

The word triggered memories that William couldn’t forget. He nodded. “Yes.”

“Then you have seen the affects of war on a people. You have lived, while others have died.” Deacon shook his head. “Sometimes that is worse.”

William swallowed as he thought of his mother, bleeding out on the top of that building in the Ancient City.

“We live our days to prevent war, though we are ready for it. That is the best thing a ruler can do for his people. We prepare them for danger.” Deacon paused for a moment, looking through the trees. “Everyone plays a part in the safety of the rest. Those who don’t work together cannot live on the islands.”

William couldn’t hold back his question any longer. “Where are Bray and Kirby?”

Deacon paused for a moment. “They are being tested,” he said finally, “just as I am testing you.”

William looked around the trees, suddenly certain that someone else was watching, ready to slice him down at the slightest misstep, or an uttered word Deacon didn’t like.

“We are alone,” Deacon assured him.

“When will I see them again?” William asked.

“Soon,” Deacon said vaguely.

In the time they’d been walking, they’d made it through large sections of forest, tramping down boot prints left by the soldiers, and horse prints in the snow from when William had been spirited away. The two buildings sat in the distance. Several of The Important Ones walked the yard, speaking with one another.

“Those people made it to the second island through their sacrifices to The Arches,” Deacon said, pointing at the elderly people. “War is something they can forget, most days. That is their reward. Doesn’t that sound like a nice life?”

William couldn’t deny that it was a nice thought.

“Perhaps you can earn a reward like that, if you help me.” Deacon looked over at William, revealing what was clearly the motivation for the walk. “Will you help my people survive?”

“Yes,” William said.

He’d say whatever he needed to say to keep him alive.

“I’ve heard you have a gift,” Deacon continued, clearly pleased. “Flora tells me you can speak to the Savages. She says you have a way with them that she’s never seen.”

William almost tripped. He should’ve known Flora would tell the others about his power. Of course she had. Ever since those first days in Brighton, when his lumps had been discovered, he had kept quiet about everything to do with the infection. But this secret might keep him alive.

If he told the truth, he might live.

Unless…

What if Deacon put two things together and figured out he was infected? What if, by admitting his power, he condemned himself to a burning, or something much worse? The lump in William’s throat felt as if it had grown bigger. A lie would get him punished.

But the truth…what would that do?

“It’s true. I can speak to them,” he said finally. The words felt strange leaving William’s mouth. He watched Deacon’s reaction, prepared for something terrible to happen.

Deacon smiled more warmly than William had seen. “How does this power work?”

William opened his mouth to describe it, realizing he wasn’t sure. He knew that he could speak to demons. He knew they listened. When he was in the forests, those first days after his infection, he’d realized his power, but he didn’t have a reason for it.

“I tell them what to do, and they do as I say. I am not sure why.”

“You control them,” Deacon said, watching William as if he might recant the statement.

“Yes,” William said quietly.

“And how did you find out about this power?” Deacon asked.

“I screamed at them when I was in the forests, once,” William said. “They went away, instead of attacking. That’s how I learned.” Something about Deacon’s line of questioning made him want to keep some of his secrets. He’d only answer what he was asked.

“Can you teach this power to others?”

William was about to say no when he stopped himself. “It is possible.”

Deacon nodded with a look that said he wanted to believe. “That would be a huge help to our people, William. Do you know that?”

“I do,” William said, keeping his tone obedient.

“This might be a way to drive off the Savages,” Deacon said. “Maybe even find a use for them.”

William felt a pinprick of hope. Perhaps he’d passed whatever test Deacon had talked about. Walking farther, they exited the forest, heading toward the yard where The Important Ones walked. William was surprised to see only one horse in the distance. The others were gone. He noticed a few guards walking the building’s perimeter, but none seemed especially interested in William.

Deacon fell into a reflective state as they traveled over dirt and patchy snow that had been repeatedly walked over. Walking near some of the elderly people, William looked over at them, as if one of the hunched people might have something to say to him, but they only looked away.

Deacon and William walked through the mostly-dirt land, veering toward the second building, which William had never seen. They passed a few more soldiers without stopping, several of whom nodded.

“I think it is time you had a break from that cold, dark room,” Deacon said with a smile. “That is no place for a boy recovering from illness.”

Opening the door, he held it for William as they walked into a dimly lit hallway. William blinked as his eyes adjusted. The building was certainly warmer than where William had been kept. Torches lit the walls, which were adorned with strange, metallic objects. Wonder made William forget some of his fear.

“What are these things?”

“We don’t know for sure,” Deacon said. “Things used before our time, left to enthrall us, or perhaps to help us survive. A collection of devices from the gods.”

William couldn’t keep his eyes off them. Even in the Ancient City, he hadn’t seen this many treasures.

“We have a Treasure Room full of these objects,” Deacon told him. “I’ll show you later. But first, I figured you might want to say hello to Kirby.”

“Kirby?” William squeaked the word.

He looked at Deacon as if he’d misheard, but Deacon smiled warmly. Had Kirby passed the test, too? William wouldn’t let himself believe it, thought he wanted to.

William nodded as he followed Deacon to a door. Pulling a key from his pocket, Deacon unlocked the door, grabbed a torch from the wall, and escorted William inside. William walked into a cold, hollow room, listening to the door shut behind them as his eyes adjusted to the wavering torchlight.

He froze.

He thought he might die with panic.

Inside the room, two men were chained to the wall, watching William and Deacon with panic-soaked eyes. They wore the markings of the men from Halifax. The men’s arms and legs were secured to the wall by linked chains. Masks covered the majority of their faces—pieces of metal sticking from the insides, poking into the men’s skin. One man wore a leather collar with twin, sharp spikes jutting from the collar to his neck, placed in such a way that the man would be impaled if he lowered his neck, or relaxed his head to sleep.

In the corner of the room was a chair adorned with metal spikes. The seat was covered in blood.

Nowhere did he see Kirby.

William turned for the door.

Deacon blocked the way. “Stay,” he said simply, as he locked the entrance.

William looked around the solid, windowless room and back to the door again. Nowhere to run. His body shook with a fright he’d never experienced as Deacon crossed the room to the first of the men.

“Much as I keep our people safe, I make sure our enemies bleed endlessly,” Deacon said, with the same warm smile he’d given William when they first met, or when William had told him about his power. Reaching for the first man’s head, he pushed, forcing it toward the spikes in the man’s collar. The man screamed as he dug his bare feet into the ground, struggling to stay upright, craning his neck away from the twin spikes on the collar.

“Endlessly, William,” Deacon said as he continued pushing. “Do you understand?”

The spikes poked holes into the man’s neck, causing trails of blood.

“I understand! Stop!” William cried. “Please stop!”

William might as well have been mute.

Deacon’s expression was emotionless as he pushed.

The piercing blades penetrated the man’s neck, his body sagged, and the chains settled with a final rattle. Deacon stepped away as the man fell limp. The other man screamed into the metal mask on his face.

“You are either a boon to the islands, or an enemy,” Deacon said simply. “Which will it be?”

“I will help!” William cried, tears streaming down his face. “Whatever you need, I will help!”


Chapter 41: Bray

Bray sat in the single room of a house that might’ve been a peasant’s, had he been in Brighton, other than the rows of glass bottles and strange containers that lined the shelves all around the dwelling. Objects that looked like long, unraveled necklaces hung from the ceiling, with strange pieces of metal, or clay beads, wrapped around them. All were different sizes. Bray couldn’t determine if they were decorations, or served a purpose. On one wall, he saw an axe, several bows and arrows, and some swords that looked heavily used, none of which were fashioned the same way. It looked as if they had been found in the forests, or taken from various people.

Looted, perhaps.

The man who had led Bray here—the leader of Halifax, assumedly—sat in a wooden chair on one side of a table, the only piece of furniture in the room, other than the chairs. His face was weathered from the sun, but he seemed in good shape, for someone his age.

“Where is Brighton?” the man asked Bray, in an accent that still surprised Bray by its clarity.

“A long ways from here,” Bray said honestly.

“I heard some of what happened to you. I heard what the island girl tried to do.”

“The people from The Arches took my friends, probably butchered them. They tried to kill me. The girl was sent to finish the job.”

The man didn’t seem surprised. “Their traditions of violence continue.” He settled back in his chair, appraising Bray. “My name is Enoch. They call me The Bravest One.”

“You speak the language clearly,” Bray said.

“I have picked it up better than others, over the years,” Enoch explained, his eyes dark and brooding.

“From the islanders?”

“Them, and other groups,” Enoch said with a sigh that showed his years. “We have met many people in the wild. Perhaps even from the place you are from, though I admit I haven’t heard the name Brighton.”

“No one seems to have heard of it here,” said Bray. “And I knew nothing of your people, or those who live in The Arches, before I came and they took us in.”

“They took you in?”

“Yes. They took me in, along with a woman and a boy I was traveling with. I went for a hunt with them. When I returned, they tried to kill me. I’m not sure what happened to the others.”

“You would have been better staying away.” Hatred burned in Enoch’s eyes. “They are cowards, and thieves, as well. They took our lands.”

“Your lands?” Bray was confused.

Enoch took a moment to suck in a breath before continuing. “The people of The Arches stole those islands from us, long ago, in a time when our ancestors were alive. We had a different name for The Arches, back then.” Enoch shook his head. “We called it The Blessed Land. Now those lands are defiled. The islanders use our crop fields, they inhabit our ancestors’ homes; they degrade our memories. That is not the worst of it.”

Bray furrowed his brow. Most of the past few days seemed like a lie he was unraveling. “I don’t mean to offend you, but a man named Deacon told a different tale. It seemed quite the opposite. He says your people slaughtered theirs, following them from another city, a place called The City of the Gods.”

“Deacon tells his people lies to further a war,” Enoch said. “The truth is buried beneath the scalps of our people and the blood of our children. Our numbers were much greater than you see here, before Deacon’s ancestors slaughtered them.” Enoch waved his hand toward the door. “At one time, our people inhabited those islands. We built many of the buildings, or repaired them. The islanders’ ancestors raided us, killing most of our men, keeping only the young, the women, or those weak enough to force into slavery. The rest of our people—a few of the sick, or disabled—were sent away into the forests, weaponless and alone to die, with markings burned into their foreheads. They were to be sacrifices to the islanders’ gods. The islanders’ ancestors told them they would be killed on sight if they were seen again. What they didn’t plan on was that some our ancestors would survive. Our people are strong.” Enoch’s eyes blazed with a deep anger and pride.

Bray listened intently. It felt as if he were hearing a truth for the first time.

“Over generations, our people repopulated. We built a new place to live—the place that you see around you called Halifax. We wear the marks on our heads as a symbol of the land that we will get back one day.” Enoch pointed to the thick, dyed marks on his head. “The islanders hunt us. They use our scalps as trophies. To them, we are as useless as rotten meat, or a Diseased Man’s carcass in the forest. They step on us and destroy us. But not anymore.” Enoch reached underneath the table, pulling one of the guns that had captured Bray’s attention since the moment he saw it. “Now we have a way to even the numbers.”

“Guns,” Bray said.

“You know the name?” Enoch asked, looking at the metal object curiously.

“Yes,” Bray said. “The woman I was with, Kirby, made them with her people.”

“We found them in an abandoned settlement. They were unclaimed.”

“The one by the water.” Bray nodded, verifying it was one and the same. “The settlement is called New Hope. That was Kirby’s group. Her people all died from a demon fight—perhaps you saw the bodies. She was the only survivor.” Bray didn’t mention the two Halifax men they had killed in New Hope. “I fear Kirby is dead, along with the boy with whom we were traveling.”

“You fear, or you know?”

“The last I saw them, they were on the islands,” Bray said. “We were separated. I’m not sure what happened.”

“The islanders are a cruel people. They take whatever they can use, and discard the rest.” Enoch shook his head.

Bray felt a burgeoning fear in his gut as he thought of Kirby and William. “I am grateful for the help of your men.”

Enoch nodded. “The islanders have killed too many. How long were you on the islands?”

“I stayed for several days before they betrayed us.”

“The only people of ours that get close to the islands, never return.” Enoch looked grave. “We only know what we see through the forest.”

Bray shifted as he prepared his request. “It is for that reason I was hoping I might make a proposition.” Turning to look over his shoulder, he pointed at the door, in the direction in which Enoch’s men had taken Flora. “The girl I was with might know what happened to my friends. My hope was to speak with her.”

“You hoped for a favor.”

“In return, I will give you whatever information I can about the islands. Your men saved my life. I owe you. There is no disputing that.” Bray paused, hoping he could convey his sincerity. “But I am trying to find out whether I am chasing ghosts.”

Enoch watched him for a long while. “Perhaps we can help each other.” Enoch scratched his chin. “Is the girl, Flora, a leader to them?”

“I believe she has stature,” Bray said, hoping he hadn’t stretched the truth too far. “She knows Deacon’s top soldiers, the men who watch over the bridge. I believe she might be of use to you, as well.”

“The islanders would rather die than speak with us,” Enoch said solemnly. “I am not sure how much luck either of us will have in speaking with her. We will interrogate her tonight. In the meantime, I will instruct some of our women to tend your wounds. You have had a long journey. You need rest. Our people will set you up in a house, where you can heal and sleep. In the morning, when we are finished with the girl, I will allow you to speak with her.”

“Thank you,” Bray said, standing. “I appreciate what your people have done for me.”

“It seems as if we were fortunate to run into one another.” Enoch nodded gravely.

He called loudly enough to be heard through the door, and some men opened it, escorting Bray out.


Chapter 42: Deacon

Deacon sat in his study, the fresh scalp of the Halifax man on top of his desk, the long, smooth metal gun nearby. Jonas, Kirby, Heinrich, and Ruben should be at the settlement soon. If he hadn’t been worried about an impending attack, Deacon might’ve gone. But his people needed a leader.

He picked up the gun from his table.

Before Kirby left, he had received instructions on how to use it, and he had even tried it in the forest. He was wise enough to save the device’s power, for when he needed it. If war was coming, he needed to be prepared.

Footsteps in the hallway drew his attention to one of his soldiers, who came down the hall and stopped at his open door to address him.

“Sir?”

“What is it?”

“I have sent a few of our soldiers into the forest to get a Savage, as you instructed. They will be back as soon as they find one.”

“Thank you,” Deacon said. “Let me know as soon as you have it.”

The soldier hesitated. “It might be a difficult task, bringing one back alive. I’m not sure we’ve done that before.” The soldier’s eyes roamed to the gun in Deacon’s hands, and the fresh scalp. “We will get it done.”

“Is there anything else?” Deacon asked.

“No, sir.”

“Go. Now.”

After a dismissive wave from Deacon, the soldier departed and his footsteps echoed down the long, dark corridor. As soon as Deacon got a Savage, he would test William’s power. Then he would figure out whether the boy’s power could be taught to others.


Chapter 43: Kirby

Kirby rode in silence behind Jonas, unable to stop thinking about the conversation she’d overheard by the rock. She imagined the contraptions Jonas had been using—devices made of metal, wood, or any other type of material strong enough to bend and twist human skin. She’d seen too many people tortured beyond imagining as others sought power and information, or maybe a way to pass the time. That thought only deepened her disgust toward these people, specifically Jonas.

They rode farther north as the sun sank halfway into the afternoon sky. Another day was ending. Time worried her. Even if they reached the settlement before dark, it would take some effort to remove whatever debris covered the burnt, abandoned guns and bring them back. They would need to be quick.

“Should we cut east?” Heinrich called behind him. “It’s getting late.”

“I think we’ve gone far enough,” Kirby confirmed.

They turned their horses and the glare of the sun shifted behind them. Trees whipped past as they found a game trail wide enough to ride on and made better ground. Soon the trail ended, and they entered an area that Kirby didn’t recognize. Several times, they skirted around brooks or streams that wound into the horses’ path, putting them further off course, or ended up taking a path to avoid a few running mutants, who screeched and charged. They outpaced them when they could, rather than fighting pointless skirmishes that would slow them down. Sometimes, they were forced to stop and kill them.

They were approaching a valley when Heinrich halted suddenly, looking behind his horse at Jonas and Kirby. Jonas halted, too. In the clearing through some trees, a band of mutants raced across the snow-covered landscape. A large cluster of mutants gathered around a fallen, writhing animal. Through breaks in the surrounding group of mutants, Kirby saw swaying antlers and kicking hooves. It was a buck, most likely. They were consuming it alive. She shook her head in disgust as the animal’s dying screams echoed across the field and the animal struggled vainly to get free.

“That buck would’ve made a healthy meal,” Heinrich said.

“Probably not a good idea to ride through that, though,” Ruben muttered. “We could probably outrun them, but it wouldn’t be worth the chance.”

Everyone agreed, and they detoured north, keeping to the forest, watching the Savages through breaks in the trees. Kirby saw a few more groups of mutants racing through the trees, entering the clearing and joining their brothers.

“The Savages are powerful creatures,” Jonas mused from the front of the horse. “If only there were a way to tap into that.”

“They are vile,” Kirby muttered.

Jonas shrugged. “Our people believe the gods put them here to test our faith and ability. Is that your peoples’ belief?”

“No.”

Jonas waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. She’d had enough conversation with him for a day. Despite her lack of enthusiasm, Jonas continued speaking, as if he were eager to share some ideas. Or maybe he was eager to hear himself talk. Peering through the trees, he beckoned toward a group of mutants, running from the edge of the clearing to join the rest.

“As I said, some people think they are a test of our faith and our ability—a means to hone our skills with the blade and knife, a foe to keep us honest. The islanders who fail the gods are sent to join them. But I have other ideas.” He paused, thinking through an idea. “I believe they were put here for a greater purpose. If there were a way to control them, we might have a formidable army behind us.”

Kirby stiffened. Did he know about William?

Or was it a coincidental remark?

Eventually, they curved back east, under a sun that was slowly disappearing, dimming Kirby’s hope of reaching the settlement before dusk. Impatient to get to the guns, Heinrich and Jonas pushed the horses hard. Kirby looked around the tree-covered forest, hoping she might recognize something from her trips away from New Hope, but she was in territory she’d never seen.

“Are we sure we’re going the right way?” Jonas asked.

“East,” Kirby said plainly. “We’re heading for the coast, as I said.”

“I hope we didn’t stray too far, with our detours,” Heinrich called over his shoulder.

Despite her words, Kirby couldn’t deny her nervousness. Nothing out here looked familiar. Getting the guns back to the islands two more nights after this one was growing less and less plausible, the more time that elapsed. She didn’t want to think about missing Deacon’s deadline.

Kirby studied their surroundings—a half-rotted tree that had fallen in a storm, a formation of rocks that jutted from the ground in the distance, a hill with a thick cluster of pines. She wanted to believe the coastline was close, but the truth was, it could be much farther. She hung on to the horse as it stepped over a patch of uneven ground, jostling her in the saddle. The air took on an aura of quiet that she didn’t like.

“Something’s wrong with the horse,” Ruben announced, looking down at the horse’s flank. “It’s slowing down.”

“Spur it faster,” Jonas called.

Gunfire burst from the trees.

Too late, Kirby swiveled to face the formation of rocks they were passing.

Heinrich screamed as a bullet jarred him from the saddle, sending him toppling. Ruben reached out for his companion, confused, but bullets slammed into his side, rocking him back and forth in his seat. He cried out in agony, falling from the horse.

“No!” Kirby screamed.

“By the gods!” Jonas shouted.

She was supposed to protect them. To keep them safe.

The first horse ran, suddenly free from its riders. Heinrich lay on the ground, unmoving, while Ruben spat and coughed blood, clearly in his death throes. Jonas pulled the horse hard, too hard, as several strange, marked men burst from the pines.

Halifax men.

Kirby pulled her gun, but the horse whinnied and reared, tossing her around. She fought to stay in the saddle, but she had nothing to hold other than Jonas. Jonas lost purchase. He fell, taking Kirby with him. Kirby’s breath burst from her lungs as they landed in a painful heap and her gun flew from her grasp.

The horse took off running in an effort to escape, like the first.

Kirby rolled away from Jonas, spotted her gun, and crawled.

Halifax men screamed.

Bullets split the air.

Loud, excited voices echoed through the forest and footsteps crunched the snow.

She didn’t need to look to know they were coming for her. Kirby kept crawling as several more gunshots split the air and hit the ground around her, waiting for the pain of a bullet, the last moments of consciousness, but she didn’t feel anything other than cold ice and snow beneath her. Soon she was on top of her weapon, clutching it and turning to face her attackers. Several running men halted, surprised to see a gun aimed back at them. She fired a few shots, scattering them. More men shouted in the distance. They were new to the weapons.

She needed cover.

Looking over her shoulder, she spotted a nearby cluster of trees and scrambled to her feet, no time to think of anything other than surviving, nothing except…Jonas. Jonas lay on the ground near where they’d fallen, clutching his stomach, reaching for her.

“Kirby!” he screamed, in a pained voice she might’ve relished, if she hadn’t been instructed to keep him and the others alive.

“Get up!” she screamed at him, no time to argue.

She raced to his side and pulled him to his feet. Grabbing his arm, she swung it over her shoulder, firing a shot behind her to keep the men away. And then they were hobbling into a cluster of trees, breathing heavily as men’s shouts erupted behind them.

“Keep going, Jonas!” she cried, leading him through the trees as she searched for something—anything—to get behind.

Jonas wheezed into her ear. In the distance, Kirby heard a horse whinny. She scanned the trees frantically, but the small pines and bushes in front of them were useless for cover against a bullet. She spun to look over her shoulder, snow caking her boots.

More men than she thought were following them, ducking behind the trees as she fired a few more times, staving off a few. Bullets hit the snow around her. There were too many men.

“Are we going to die?” Jonas asked through a mouthful of blood.

“No,” Kirby said through gritted teeth. “We’re not going to die.”

Jonas adjusted on her shoulder, sagging and clearly losing the ability to run.

“Stop!” one of the soldiers screamed from behind them, in a voice she was surprised she could understand.

“M-maybe we should listen,” Jonas said, his voice a half-whisper as Kirby veered to the right, pulling him a few more steps.

Kirby stared ahead of them, noticing a small, broken-down building in the distance. Then she looked down at her belt.

“Are we stopping?” Jonas asked.

“No,” she said. “We’re not stopping.”


Chapter 44: Bray

Bray woke from a sleep he hardly remembered. His arms were wrapped where the soldier’s blades had cut him. Bandages lined his back. Before he settled the night before, the Halifax women had tended his wounds, setting him up with a place to stay and some food and drink. For the first time in nights, he’d slept in a wooden bed and under some warm blankets. It was much better than a bed of rocks on which he’d lain the night before.

He sat up, looking around a room slightly smaller than the one in which he’d met Enoch. To his right, on a table, was a cup of cold, strange-smelling tea. He took a swig. It was bitter, but he needed the fluid, which was laced with herbs. Next to the tea was a flask that they had told him he could take. Verifying it held water, he stood, tucking it into his belt.

His door had been left open a crack, allowing some of the cold and noise to seep into his room. Bray heard the high-pitched wail of a baby, the murmur of conversations in tongues he couldn’t understand. Despite the place’s strangeness, he was grateful to be alive. He winced as he made his way to the door.

A few Halifax men stood at attention outside, waiting for him to rouse. Samron was among them. “Do you need food?”

Bray thanked him for the offer. “I’m all set for now.” Food could wait. He had something else on his mind. “Enoch told me I could see Flora this morning.”

“Yes. He passed the message. I can take you.”

Bray exited the small house, following Samron and two others around the stone platform and across the settlement, past children playing, women carrying babies, and men or women hurrying from one place to the next, busy with tasks. A few people carried animal carcasses and skins. Others carried tools, or worked on some of the less intact houses. The soldiers wore guns, as if they were afraid to put them down. Bray looked toward the house at the far edge of the settlement, where he’d met with Enoch. The man’s door was closed. A few soldiers lingered around it, conversing in the loud, strange tongues that were quickly becoming familiar, though he didn’t understand them any better.

Reaching the building where they’d taken Flora, Samron looked at Bray. For a moment, Bray thought he might give him a weapon, but he issued a warning.

“Enoch said not to kill her.”

Bray nodded. “I won’t.”

Samron opened the door, ushering him inside.

Flora sat in the middle of an empty room, her hands tied behind her. Her face was marred with scratches and cuts, as if she’d been fighting most of the night. Her eyes were red with puffy bags underneath. She didn’t appear to have slept. Bray stepped in and looked behind him. Samron and the soldiers peeked through the doorway, watching.

“Can I speak with her privately?” he asked.

The soldiers traded words he couldn’t understand. They shut the door.

Flora stared at him with a vacant expression. She didn’t recoil. She didn’t spit words of venom, as she had the day before. It seemed as if she’d accepted her fate, or perhaps she was numb from what was clearly a long, sleepless night filled with what appeared to be violent interrogations. Staring at her, Bray expected to feel hatred, but the sting of the initial betrayal had worn off. He needed answers more than vengeance.

“Are they dead?” Bray asked.

He didn’t need to clarify his question. Flora’s eyes flashed something he couldn’t read as she opened and closed her dry, cracked lips.

“Where are Kirby and William?” he asked again.

She said nothing.

“I heard what your people have done to the people of Halifax,” he said. “I have heard the story of the land your people stole. Everything your people said was a lie.”

New fire sparked in Flora’s eyes as she cleared her parched throat. “Stole? These people have taken everything from us. We defend ourselves. We kill them to survive.”

“Do you?” Bray asked. “Taking their scalps doesn’t seem like survival to me.”

Flora fell silent a moment, watching him. “You don’t know our rituals. You are an outsider.”

“I know that you throw people from the bridge. I know you tried to kill me.” Bray paused, turning to leave the room for an emphatic point. “And I know that you are going to die here, in a strange settlement among your enemies.”

Flora was robbed of a response as fear ran through her eyes.

“You deserve it,” he added with a vindictive expression that felt good.

Flora stared back at him, trying for defiance, but tears traced tracks down her cheeks. She strained against the ropes binding her, as she probably had been for most of the night. She blinked away some of the tears, as if she were ashamed.

“I have failed Deacon,” she said. “I will die anyway.”

Bray watched her. “For failing to kill me, you mean.”

Flora picked a spot on the wall at which to stare. “I was to bring back your scalp.”

“My scalp?” Renewed anger blazed through Bray’s eyes as he considered what might’ve been his death.

“It was for the marriage ceremony,” Flora explained, more quiet tears falling. “We must bring a scalp of an enemy to Deacon to be considered for marriage. When you met me, I was supposed to get one from a Halifax man. But I failed. And then I met you and your friends, and I thought I could make up for my failure by bringing you back to the islands. I figured Deacon would find use in the guns, and William’s power with the demons. I was trying to keep myself alive.”

“You traded our lives—and our knowledge—for your own.”

“Yes.” Flora’s shame seemed to take on a new source. “When you went out on the hunt, you offended the hunters with your traditions. Bartholomew found me, and told me to get your scalp for Deacon. I failed that, too. I am a dead woman, even if I were to escape this place.”

“You won’t get out of here alive,” Bray warned.

“I know that. And I wouldn’t want to. Once we are captured, we are as good as dead. I will suffer a fate worse than what you saw on the bridge, if I were to go back.”

“Worse?” Bray didn’t try to hide his bitterness. “Your people were happy to see that woman dropped.”

“Not all of us find the ceremony joyful,” Flora said, lowering her head.

“You deserve worse than what she received.”

Looking at Flora’s pathetic condition, he couldn’t say anything else. He recalled the way she had looked at him in the forest. For a few seconds, he had seen doubt in her eyes.

“You sound as if you don’t believe in all the rules of your people.”

“Our people have strict laws. We follow them. Deacon tells us they are the way of the gods.” Guilt passed over Flora’s face as she looked away from Bray. It seemed as if she couldn’t face the man she had tried to kill. Bray was reminded of the people in Brighton, forced through ceremonies and rituals without a choice. That didn’t excuse her actions, but it explained them.

Flora coughed through her dry throat. Hating himself for his sympathy, Bray pulled his flask from his belt and gave her a drink. Flora accepted, sipping through cracked, parched lips. She swallowed.

“William is just a boy,” Bray said. “Regardless of what has happened between us, he doesn’t deserve to die. If he is dead, you are to blame.”

“It was not my intention to see him harmed,” Flora said, more tears falling. “I assumed Deacon would find a use for him and for Kirby.”

“I need to find my friends. If there is still a chance to get to them, I need you to help me. Perhaps this is a way you can make up for what you’ve done to William.”

Flora watched him for a second, before her eyes fell. “They were alive, last I saw them. They were taken to the second island.”

“By you and Jaydra?”

“Yes.”

“So that part is true,” Bray put together. “Do you think they’re still alive?”

“It is possible. I do not know. Deacon will make a determination, much as a determination was made on you. If it goes well for them, they will be welcomed into our community, but he will need to trust them first.” Flora watched Bray with a hard look. “One thing I know: they will not be allowed to leave.”

“Kirby will not be forced into a choice like that,” Bray said, some of his hope fading. “She will refuse.”

“Then she will die,” Flora said, regret in her voice. “Deacon will use persuasion. He will use William, or whatever he needs, to get his way. If that fails, he will kill her.”

Bray knew she was telling the truth.

“Deacon is a leader to be feared,” Flora said. “You have seen some of what he does. Other things whispered about in rumors, I have determined are true.” She looked at the wall again.

“What do you mean?”

“I saw one of the things our people talk about, when the soldiers aren’t listening. Deacon makes blankets from our enemies’ skins—the ones the women bring back, and others. I saw this myself.” Flora looked as if she was making a last confession, as if she had nothing to lose. “Other things I haven’t seen, but I believe. He holds some of the Halifax people on the second island and tortures them. He uses strange devices created by a man named Jonas, who helps him, according to the whispers. The soldiers do his bidding. They kill anyone who doesn’t obey his wishes. Anyone who doesn’t work toward the good of the islands is made to disappear. Some are taken in ceremonies like the one on the bridge. Others are taken in worse ways. It is a system that allows us to live and prosper, or so he tells us.”

Bray nodded. The tactics might’ve been commonplace in his township, but some sounded worse. “You don’t believe these are for the good of your people.”

“I don’t,” Flora admitted, looking around the room immediately after she spoke, as if Deacon might be lurking in the corner, waiting to torture her, even though her predicament might be worse. “I’ve seen too many things that haunt me while I am trying to sleep.”

“Other things?”

Flora lowered her head at what was obviously a painful memory. “My father was killed in one of the bridge ceremonies like the one you saw. He was thrown to his death because of a disease. I lost him when I was only six. I should’ve had more time with him. It is not a way a man should die, regardless of an illness.”

Bray thought back to the shrieking woman he’d seen tossed over the edge. “No, it isn’t.”

“I hate Deacon for what he did to my father,” Flora said, still looking around. “I don’t think I’ve ever said those words aloud. But that hate doesn’t matter, because now I am going to die.”

Bray couldn’t help feel pity again. “Do the rest of your people feel the same way about Deacon?”

“Probably not everybody,” Flora said. “Some do, but to speak about it would be to invite death. We go along with what we are taught, because we want to live. We watch our loved ones ripped away when they make a mistake or a misstep. We watch our people thrown from the bridge, or pulled into the woods. We keep quiet, because that is all we can do.”

“Perhaps there is another way,” Bray said, thinking on it. “What have you told the Halifax men?”

“Nothing.” Flora smiled faintly, revealing some dried blood on her teeth. “I will honor the gods with my silence, as the rest of my people would do.”

“You will honor them with a meaningless death?”

“What else is there to do?”

“Maybe there is a way you can live.”

“How?” Flora seemed resigned. “Our people have warred for generations. I will share the fate of all the others they have captured. It is the way of things.”

“Maybe it doesn’t have to be. I will talk to Enoch, the ruler here,” Bray said. “Perhaps there is a chance you can be saved, if you agree with what I have to say.”


Chapter 45: William

William walked around blindly, feeling the familiar walls of the same, dark building in the woods into which he’d been thrown a second time. He’d never forget Deacon’s calm expression, the awful cries of pain coming from the Halifax man before he died. Any fate would be better. In some ways, he was glad to be back to his dark prison. It was certainly better than being in that room.

But he wasn’t safe here, either.

Ever since he’d returned, William’s mind had spun with conflicting thoughts. The scared boy who had been in that room, watching that man die, would’ve said or done anything to avoid death. He’d promised cooperation in that room.

But would that buy his life?

William knew it wouldn’t. He’d seen enough rulers to know that minds changed. He might be helpful today, but not the next. Soon, he would be the Halifax man with the sharp, pointed knives to his neck, or another man he didn’t see, forced to sit in that bloodied, spiked chair. Or burned, like all those people had burned in Brighton. William’s surroundings might’ve changed, but the motivations of the people around him hadn’t.

Deacon believed that William’s power was a learned thing. He didn’t know it was a strange gift inexplicably given to a boy infected by the spore. Even if William himself was helpful, at some point, he’d lose his use to Deacon.

And then William would die.

Whatever it took, William needed to escape these people. He just wasn’t sure how he’d do it.


Chapter 46: Bray

Bray followed behind several Halifax soldiers as they led him back to Enoch’s house. They knocked, awaited an order, and then opened the door, releasing the smell of smoke from within the small, cluttered room. Enoch was behind the table, looking as if he had been waiting for Bray. His gun sat on the table in front of him.

“You have spoken with the girl,” he surmised.

“Yes,” Bray said, stepping in. “She told me my friends might be alive.”

“It sounds as if she told you more than she told us,” Enoch admitted.

“I think she has more to say.” Bray paused, motioning behind him, where several soldiers stood farther back, holding a bound, but cooperative-looking Flora. “I have brought her with me.”

Enoch looked confused before Bray said, “I was hoping you might speak with us both.”

Enoch looked from Bray, to Flora and his guards. After a long pause, he said, “Allow her inside.”

The guards brought Flora into the room. She kept a stoic face through her fear as she stood compliantly, hands tied, waiting for whatever was going to happen. Enoch motioned to the single chair across from him, and the soldiers helped her into it. She sat.

“Go,” Enoch told the guards. “I will speak to them alone.”

He waited for the soldiers to leave and quietly close the door, before he spoke again.

“It is not often that I allow an enemy to sit across from me in this room,” Enoch said in a hardened tone to Flora. “And even less often that they are allowed to leave.”

Flora stayed quiet.

Trying to break some of the tension, Bray said, “I appreciate you listening to what we have to say.”

Enoch sat back in his chair. “You act as if you and the island girl are friends.”

“We might not be friends,” Bray said. “But perhaps we can be of use to each other.”

Enoch nodded, waiting for something to impress him, or an offer he hadn’t heard. “Say what you’ve come to say.”

Bray said, “The people of Halifax and the people of The Arches have been at war for generations. Words will not erase years of violent history. I have no false hopes of that.” He pointed at Flora. “Yesterday, this woman had a sword to my throat, and then a knife to my head. If not for the help of your men, I might’ve died the way too many others have. But I believe what she told me this morning, when we spoke. I believe she spoke the truth about my friends, or as much as she knows.”

“You believe a woman who would try to kill you?” Enoch shook his head.

“I wouldn’t, if I hadn’t seen her sincerity. I believe Flora gave me honest information. Things that you might want to hear. I believe the prospect of death has compelled her to speak the truth.”

Enoch looked as if he might laugh. “The nearness of death compels many to speak, but half of those things are lies. Everybody knows that.”

“Maybe so,” Bray said, trying to project sincerity in what he was about to say. “But Flora told me some things about Deacon’s rituals. He uses his soldiers to slay anyone who disobeys. He uses ceremonies to force his will. He tortures those that oppose him.”

“That information is not new,” Enoch said. “The islanders have always been that way.”

“That is not all. Flora tells me that not all of the people on the islands are there by choice. Some are women and children who have been brought there against their will, while their men are slaughtered. They are forced into The Arches.”

Enoch nodded silently as he processed that information.

Getting to a point, Bray said, “I believe this might give you an advantage. The people in The Arches have all been taught to fight, but some of those, the enslaved ones, harbor a secret hatred toward Deacon. They might falter when they see the power of the guns. If you can kill Deacon and his men, the others might surrender, and you will lose fewer people.”

“What does this have to do with Flora?”

“Flora knows the times the guards are less vigilant. She knows the soldiers’ routines. She can help you win a war.”

“And why should we believe any of this?” Disbelief crossed Enoch’s face as he jabbed a finger at Flora. “Why would you help us, when you wouldn’t speak with us all night? Why would you betray Deacon? Almost everyone that comes here from the islands won’t tell us a thing. Those that speak, often tell lies, as I said before.”

“Because he killed my father,” Flora said, breaking her silence. She looked at Enoch with a stare that projected her hatred for the islands’ leader. “He threw him from the bridge.”

“A shame,” Enoch said. “But that is the way of your people, is it not? I have heard about your ceremonies.”

“It might be my people’s way, but it is not mine,” Flora said, anger burning in her eyes. “My father died too soon. No one deserves a death like that.”

“So why stay?” Enoch looked at Flora as if she were foolish. “My soldiers found you alone. You could have left The Arches and gone off in the woods. You could have found a new life. If it is as bad as you say, any place would be better.”

“My family lives there. They will not come with me, and I will not leave them behind. The rules are too ingrained in them.” Flora was resolute.

Enoch remained quiet.

Hoping they were getting through, Bray said, “I believe we can both help you fight, if that is what you want, Enoch. With my knowledge of the islands, and Flora’s, you might be able to avoid some unnecessary bloodshed. Perhaps you can recover the islands without losing too many of your men.”

“You think you can save your friends from death,” Enoch said, making Bray’s argument before he voiced it.

“If they are still alive, then yes.” Bray took an angry breath. “But that is not all. These men betrayed me. The island’s soldiers surprised me in a coward’s attack, after days of lies. Deacon and his soldiers deserve death, for what they have done. If you are waging a war, I would like to fight alongside you.”

Enoch looked at the gun in front of him, on the table. “We have been given the tools we need to win a war that was a dream, several days ago. The discovery of these objects you call guns is a gift from our Holy One. We are prepared to fight. But I do not think we are ready to do it yet.” Enoch sighed as he looked between the two of them. “Even if I believed Flora’s good intentions, my people are still learning the weapons. Some soldiers are better than others, of course, but they will need time.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth as he thought of a response. Each day his friends were on the islands brought them closer to death. They might be dead already.

“We will need to be certain before we attack the bridge. Once we wage a war, we will need to finish it,” Enoch said. “I do not believe we will get another chance. Too many casualties will wipe most of our people out.”

“There is something else I should mention,” Bray added.

“What?” Enoch asked, leaning forward to hear it.

“It is something I thought of only briefly at the time, but it might help us now.”

“I am listening.”

Before Bray could elaborate, shouts echoed outside. Enoch grabbed his weapon, and Bray and Flora turned their heads, staring at a soldier who had ripped open the door, speaking in a curt, indecipherable voice.

Enoch looked at the gun in his hands, then at Bray and Flora.

“What’s wrong?” Bray asked.

Enoch looked rattled. “Our men found a small group of islanders in the woods last night. One of them, a woman, is keeping my men at bay. These people have horses.”

Bray’s pulse pounded. “Horses?”

“Yes,” Enoch said. “And the woman is using a weapon my men have never seen.”

“You mean one of the guns?” Bray guessed.

“Not a gun. Something else. Something that is making holes in the ground. They have been guarding her. This man walked through some of the night to get me.”

The man at the door stared at Enoch, clearly awaiting an order.

Before Enoch could give one, Bray said, “Wait! I know who she is. You can’t kill her.”


Chapter 47: Bray

Bray hiked through the forest next to Enoch and a large group of his men. It had taken most of the morning, and some of the afternoon to get there, but finally they wove through the trees in a tight, tense group, approaching a group of other Halifax men who were waiting.

One of the soldiers spoke with Enoch. Enoch nodded.

“This way,” Enoch said, pointing through the trees.

They kept hiking, getting closer to a cluster of others waiting by a game trail. The ground was speckled with blood, and two men’s bodies lay on the ground, marked with gun wounds. Bray’s jaw dropped as he looked farther through the trees, catching sight of two large animals standing next to the Halifax men, shaking their heads, stamping the ground nervously.

“My horses!” he said.

Disbelief took over him as he hurried over to the animals. The one he’d named Blackthorn stood next to the other.

“These are my steeds!” he told Enoch, who was close behind him. “Two of them, at least.”

A cautious hope turned into a fear as he looked past the horses. Deep in the distance, a small, fairly intact structure sat in the woods. Halifax men surrounded the building on all sides, aiming their guns. Every so often, one of them barked something in their language, or adjusted to get a better view. Enoch, Bray, and the others walked faster, keeping to the trees, approaching within thirty feet of the hovel and stopping.

Enoch called out to his men.

Some of the guarding Halifax men turned to greet Enoch with solemn nods. Bray saw some scattered leaves inside the open entrance of the squalid structure, and what looked like some blood. He tensed. A few men called over to Enoch, pointing at a large hole in the earth, which looked freshly made. The divot was scattered with sticks, leaves, and debris.

“What’s going on?” Bray asked, waiting for an explanation.

“Each time they get close,” Enoch said, “they are forced to step backward, or hide behind the trees. The woman threatens them.”

Bray watched as one of the men crept closer, testing the information. Before he got a few feet, a small hand crept around the side of the open entrance, holding a round, metal object, and a voice screamed a warning.

“Stay back!” shouted a woman, in an accent he couldn’t mistake.

Kirby.

“That is my friend!” Bray explained to Enoch.

A few of the men looked over at Bray, surprised. Before Enoch could respond, Bray leaned around the tree and yelled, “Kirby!”

The hand retreated around the building’s entrance. Quiet settled over the scene. The Halifax soldiers looked from Bray, to Enoch, to the building. Bray swallowed as he considered that Kirby might be wounded. Perhaps that was her blood at the building’s entrance. Perhaps he’d arrived in time to watch her die.

A terse answer emanated from the inside of the hovel. “Bray? What are you doing here?”

Bray might’ve smiled, if the situation were different. Instead, he yelled, “I’m with the Halifax men! Give me a moment to explain.” He turned to Enoch. “That is definitely my friend. Tell your men to lower their guns. There is no need to harm one another.”

Enoch called something out, and the men lowered their weapons halfway, though they didn’t seem convinced.

“We need her weapon,” Enoch told Bray. “Tell her she must throw it out.”

Bray shook his head. “I don’t know much about those weapons, but from what I know, you do not want her to throw it.”

“Why?” Enoch was confused.

Bray pointed at the hole in the earth. “Trust me.”

One of the soldiers said something to Enoch, and Enoch explained to Bray. “She has someone else in there. Can you ask her who it is?”

“Who else is with you?” yelled Bray.

“One of the islanders,” Kirby called. “He’s suffered an injury.”

Trying to make sense of the situation, Bray asked, “Was he helping you escape?”

Kirby didn’t respond for a moment. Finally, she answered, “No. I wish the bastard had died.”

This time Bray couldn’t help but smile.

“He’s too weak to be a threat,” Kirby continued. “He won’t be able to do more than glower at you. Can I come out?”

Bray looked at Enoch.

“Tell her to put her weapons away,” Enoch said.

“I heard him,” Kirby yelled out. “I will.”

Relief swept over Bray as Kirby exited the building, her gun holstered and the object she called a grenade put away, a wounded man draping one arm over her shoulder. She looked tired, and her clothing was covered in dirt and snow, but she didn’t appear to be injured. Seeing her seemed like a miracle. He’d never expected to see her alive again.

“Kirby!” he called, as if she might disappear.

A half-smile crossed her face as she helped the man away from the building and spotted Bray. Several of the Halifax soldiers approached slowly. Seeing the wounded man wasn’t a threat, the Halifax soldiers took him, holding him in the same captive position in which they’d held Flora. Blood leaked from his gut and he groaned. Free of the man’s burden, Kirby reached Bray. A look of emotion he hadn’t expected crossed her face.

“It seems you found more than animals on your hunt.”

Bray looked around, confused, before he realized he was with a pack of Halifax men, and not the island hunters she might’ve expected.

It had been too long since they’d seen each other.

He shook his head, unable to distill the experiences of several days into words. “We have much to catch up on.”

Kirby’s eyes glistened. He was surprised when she embraced him. “I am glad to find you alive. I didn’t think I would.”

“The same with you.” Bray swallowed a lump in his throat as he hugged her back.

Noticing Enoch standing next to them, Bray said, “This is Enoch, the leader of Halifax.”

“You are from the settlement by the water,” Enoch put together. “The one called New Hope.”

“Yes. My name is Kirby.” Kirby looked at the gun in Enoch’s hands, but she refrained from saying anything else.

“And who is he?” Enoch asked, pointing at the man who was surrounded by Halifax soldiers.

“A man from the islands named Jonas,” Kirby said, the last of her lingering smile fading. “I was ordered to keep him alive, along with the other soldiers.” She nodded into the forest, prompting Bray to turn around, where several soldiers were rifling through the pockets of some dead islanders they’d dragged over. “Now that they are dead, we have less to be grateful for. I am afraid William might die, too.”


Chapter 48: Bray

Walking in a much larger group than the one with which either of them had entered the forest, Kirby and Bray strode next to Enoch, catching up on the events each of them had missed.

Kirby told of William starting to recover, their betrayal at the hands of Jonas and Deacon, and the mission on which she’d been sent. She also told of the four nights she had been given to bring back the guns, along with Deacon’s men, alive. Bray received the news with a grave face.

When she was finished speaking, he shared his story of escaping Bartholomew and the island soldiers, his encounter with Flora, and his meeting with the Halifax people. He also told of the things he’d learned from Flora, who was back at the settlement, waiting.

Enoch stood beside them, listening, and asking questions when he heard something he didn’t know. Every so often, he relayed something to a soldier next to him, who narrated some details to others. The Halifax men wore hard, angry expressions as they received the news.

“The treatment you’ve received reminds my people of the tragedies our people have suffered at the hands of the islanders,” Enoch explained. “It reminds them of lost loved ones.”

“Jonas,” Bray said, recalling the name Flora had told him as he looked over his shoulder at the man being led by Halifax men. “He is a close companion of Deacon’s. He makes devices to imprison men, or so Flora says. He tortures them.”

“He is a strange, cruel man. We should never have entered The Arches,” Kirby said, a torn expression taking over her face as she looked at Bray. “I am afraid for William.”

“As am I,” Bray said. “But we will go back for him.”

“If we are not back in two nights, William will be killed,” Kirby reiterated, prompting Enoch to go silent.

Bray felt a pang of unease as he considered the possibility that he might’ve reunited with Kirby, only to lose William.

A rasping voice diverted their attention behind them, where two men were holding Jonas up by either arm, pulling him along. Jonas looked at them with a glazed sneer. “William is dead already,” he said through gasping breaths. “I am sure of it.”

“And you will be next,” Kirby said plainly. “You found your courage too late.”

Jonas fell silent as he worked through a gurgling cough. Bray couldn’t see how he’d survive much longer than a night.

“Without the guns, and those men, we have not complied with Deacon’s request,” Kirby said, turning back to Enoch and Bray. “Even if William is alive now, I am not sure what we can do to save him.”

“We need to attack them,” Bray said, looking over at Enoch, but the man averted his eyes.

Enoch wasn’t offering up his men to fight a war for William. And why would he, to fight a war for a boy he didn’t know?

“We will talk on it further, when we are back at the settlement,” Enoch said finally. “But one thing is certain. I cannot lead my people to their deaths.”

Bray wanted to push, but he didn’t want to anger the man, from whom he had already received several favors, and to whom he owed his life. They needed to come up with a plan to convince Enoch to fight.

It was the best they could do.

Enoch looked down at Kirby’s waist. Seeing his expression, Kirby said, “You have another question.”

“I was hoping to get another glimpse of the round, metal weapon. The one that made the hole in the ground.”

Kirby shared a glance with Bray, obviously considering whether she should comply. She looked at the gun in Enoch’s hands. “It is called a grenade,” she said, without showing them.

“A grenade,” Enoch said with wonder.

With some coaxing from Bray, Kirby lifted her jacket, pointing at one of two small, round devices she had stored there. “Deacon took my rifle, and some ammunition, but I kept these hidden. They can kill many men, but once you use them, they are gone,” she said simply. “They are powerful weapons.”

Enoch cranked a thumb over his shoulder. “Perhaps with these grenades, we have more to talk about.”

Bray’s hope rekindled.

Looking ahead of them, he watched the men carrying the other bodies of the dead islanders that had been with Kirby and Jonas. “What are you doing with the bodies?” he asked Enoch. “Would it not be easier to bury them in the woods?”

Enoch said, “We are not as cruel as the people of The Arches. We burn the bodies when we get to Halifax. Besides, we have uses for the bones.”

“What do you mean?” Kirby asked.

“We scatter them outside the settlement,” Enoch said. “Bray probably saw them on the way in to Halifax. It keeps some of the barbarian tribes away.”


Chapter 49: Kirby

They reached Halifax by late evening.

Kirby stood with Bray in the room used by Enoch, studying the looted objects on the walls—swords, knives, axes, all of various shapes and sizes. Trinkets she didn’t recognize hung from the ceiling. Most were made of baubles of glass, clay, or pieces of metal, attached to strings that swayed with the subtle breeze. Several Halifax people walked past the open doorway, some of them going out of their way to catch a glimpse of her and Bray. She bristled as one of them walked by wearing one of her people’s jackets.

“They have my guns,” she said, voicing a feeling she’d been holding back. “And my people’s belongings.”

“I know that makes you uncomfortable,” Bray said. “But they are a good people, or at least better than the islanders. They seem well intentioned. They thought everyone in your settlement was dead, or it was abandoned.”

Kirby sighed. “I know better than to argue with a settlement full of people with guns. But I don’t like it. I would like to have a discussion about that.”

“Later,” Bray said sternly, but not harshly. “We need their help, if we are to get back William. Perhaps we can talk about that after we figure this out.”

“I’m not sure how we’re going to get back into the islands without their army,” she said.

“Neither am I. We will need to convince them of a plan that might work,” Bray said. “It is the only way I can think of. I have some ideas Enoch hasn’t heard yet. Perhaps he will be swayed.”

“Where is Flora?”

“They are still holding her in a room here. Even though she talked with Enoch and me, they still don’t trust her.”

“I don’t trust her, either.” Kirby couldn’t hide her vitriol. “She betrayed us.”

Bray agreed. “She almost killed me. But we need her help, if we are to have a chance at fighting Deacon and his men.”

“Why would you listen to her, after what she has done?”

“She has no loyalty to Deacon, or his soldiers. I believe she is telling the truth, after hearing the story about her father. She is hoping to keep her family alive,” Bray said.

Kirby stood quietly, watching some of the objects on the wall. The discussion of charging back in and getting William had been easier when she was in the forest. But now she was second-guessing that decision. She couldn’t forget Jonas’s sneering words.

“You look like you’re thinking about something,” Bray said.

“We have to accept that William might not be alive,” Kirby said quietly.

“Are you thinking about what Jonas said?” Bray asked. “Empty words. Taunts from a dying man.”

“Probably true, but I’ve seen what Deacon does to his closest men. You’ve seen the sharpness of his soldier’s blades, when they threw you in the river. I have no doubt Deacon would’ve killed me, if he saw no purpose in me. For all I know, William was a ruse to send me into the forest.” Kirby sighed. “I promised I would not fight another man’s war again. We might be heading back to our deaths.”

Bray thought a moment. “When I was in the forest, after they threw me into the river, I could’ve escaped, but I chose to return. I never thought I would see you again. And yet here we are.”

“True,” Kirby said, shaking her head. “But can we expect that same luck for William?”

“Is it better to die a pointless death in the wild, or a noble death?” Bray asked. “I’m not sure. But I do know that I made a promise to William. And I intend to keep it.” Bray raised his head as some anger passed through his face. “Who knows, perhaps I will get lucky enough to kill Deacon and his men while we are there, if we can convince Enoch.”

Kirby thought back to the screaming soldier she’d been forced to shoot, and the look on Deacon’s face when he’d told her about William.

She couldn’t deny she wanted him dead, too.

Commotion made her turn. Enoch entered with several of his men, carrying two wooden chairs, setting them up next to the other. Flora walked in quietly behind them, her hands bound, some dried blood on her face. She took a seat near Kirby. She looked at her as if she were a ghost, come to life. Kirby gave her a look of disdain as she and Bray took the other chairs.

“I attempted to speak with Jonas,” Enoch said as he looked across the table at all of them. “He will not speak with me.”

“As expected,” Kirby muttered.

Flora looked over with shock in her eyes. “Jonas?”

The others looked at her.

“From the islands?”

“Yes, the man who assists Deacon,” Kirby said, annoyed.

“He is the one I told you about,” Flora said, with fear in her eyes. “He is a trusted friend to Deacon who does his bidding. He has the strange devices that he uses on men.”

“One and the same,” Kirby said simply. “I have heard him speaking about those exact things with the soldiers.”

Flora appraised Kirby, obviously confused. “I don’t understand why you’re here, either.”

Kirby didn’t respond.

Bray said, “She was sent back to New Hope with Jonas and some others to get more guns. The others didn’t make it.”

Redirecting the conversation, Enoch said, “Jonas is in and out of consciousness. His injuries are severe. I doubt he will last much longer, though my healers are trying to keep him alive. As of now, he will not do much more than spit at us and whisper insults.”

“The only things of which he is capable,” Kirby muttered.

“He is afraid of not making it to the gods, if he betrays Deacon,” Flora explained.

“Perhaps we can use some of those devices on him,” Bray said with a shrug. “That will get him to talk.”

“He will not tell you anything,” Flora said resolutely. “His allegiance is to Deacon and The Arches.”

“And where are yours?” Kirby said, pinning Flora with a glare.

Flora lowered her eyes, as if she’d prepared for the attack ever since she saw Kirby. “I cannot excuse my actions. I did what I needed to do for my people. All I can do now is offer my help.”

“You delivered a boy into the hands of a monster,” Kirby said, her anger boiling. “You are no better than any of them.”

“I never meant for him to be hurt,” she said. “I hope you can believe that.”

“Your help is probably a way of leading us into another trap. Why should we listen to you?”

Enoch held up his hand, halting the argument. “Before we left to find you, Kirby, Bray mentioned he had some ideas about getting onto the islands. I’d like to hear them.”

Hoping to turn an argument back into a constructive discussion, Bray said, “When I was thrown into the river, on the verge of drowning, I ended up at a spot that was shallow, by a downed tree. The water only reached my waist, and I was able to stand. That was how I got out. Later, I recalled something. When we first came to the islands, Bartholomew and Jonathan said the rain has been infrequent this year. They were concerned the water was low. Perhaps what happened to me makes sense.”

“It is true,” Flora piped up. “We have seen less rain than in previous years.”

Pursuing a point, Bray said, “I think we might be able to cross the river, or at least that portion of it. If I can find my way back to that spot, we can wade across and attack the soldiers from somewhere in the middle of the first island. That might even the odds.”

A spark of interest crossed Enoch’s face. “We will surprise them.”

“An advantage I wanted to discuss, before we were interrupted, and we left to find Kirby,” Bray said with a nod.

“An attack from the middle would be a surprise to the soldiers,” Flora agreed. “They are used to defending the bridges. Almost all of the soldiers are stationed there. We have other groups patrolling the islands, but only a few.”

The room fell silent as they noticed a look on Kirby’s face. It seemed as if she’d momentarily set aside her anger for Flora. “Perhaps we can attack the main bridge from the eastern and western entrances, as well as send a group in the middle of the island. We can use three groups to wall the guards in. If the middle group takes out some patrols quietly, before the gunfire starts, we can preserve the element of surprise while the other two groups get in place. The two groups can attack, and the island group can reinforce them.” Looking at Enoch with a serious expression, she asked, “How many soldiers do you have in Halifax?”

“Three hundred,” Enoch said. “Most are men, but we have some women fighters, like you. The remaining women take care of the children, or the elderly.”

“The island soldiers will be used to close combat, not guns,” Kirby said. “Even with arrows, they will have no chance against the weapons. However, there are more of them. If we hit them fast and take out many of them, we will be in a good position. Once they scatter, it will be harder to attack them on their terrain.”

Bray saw respect growing in Enoch’s eyes as he looked at Kirby.

“An ambush is our best method of attack,” Kirby concluded.

“I’m not an expert in war, but that sounds good to me,” Bray said.

“These grenades will help,” Kirby said, lifting her jacket. “I only have two left, but they can take down more than a few men. And they will disorient others.”

“I know the best times to attack,” Flora added. “The shifts change at dawn. The soldiers are split into night and day. If you can time an attack correctly, you can strike when the soldiers on the bridge are tired, but before the other men are awake and ready.”

“Those are the same shift times I heard from the bridge commanders,” Bray said, reinforcing Flora’s honesty.

Enoch was becoming more convinced, but he still had doubt on his face. “I’m not saying that I agree to this plan. But whether we attack tomorrow, or next week, I have concerns. If I were to split my soldiers into three groups, I am concerned about the group approaching the bridge on the western side. The road leading to the islands is clear. They will see us coming. We have never had luck getting near that area without being attacked.”

“There is a bend in the road just north of The Arches,” Bray suggested. “Perhaps you can sneak the rest of the way through the woods once you reach it. The diversion will give you cover to get closer.”

“I am still afraid they might see us,” Enoch said. “And if they do, I am afraid that my first group of men will perish.”

“Perhaps we need another diversion,” Kirby said, thinking on it. “One that will allow you to sneak closer.”

Seeing the look on her face, Bray said, “You look as if you have something in mind.”

Kirby thought it over a moment before speaking, uncertain about the idea. “Deacon is expecting me to return the morning after next, as I told you. I assume his soldiers might be, too. They will be watching for two horses. I was to bring him some guns, and his men. Obviously, the men are dead. But it won’t be a surprise to see me.”

“So you will approach with two horses by yourself?” Bray shook his head, clearly not sold on the idea. “You will pretend to have his guns?”

“I won’t get close enough for a conversation, but it will be a distraction,” Kirby said. “I can handle myself once the battle starts. I will have grenades, and my gun.” She looked down at her waist, then at Enoch. “And another long gun, if you allow me.”

“I don’t think that is a good idea,” Bray argued. “You cannot go alone.”

“Seeing anyone else on the horses will alarm them,” Kirby said. “You are supposed to be dead, Bray. And Jonas is in no shape to travel. For all we know, he will die by morning. Perhaps I can even take a small group of men to assist me, in the cover of the woods. That will mean less risk of being seen.”

The room went quiet. Kirby was surprised when Flora cleared her throat.

Sitting forward, she said, “They won’t be expecting Bray, but they’ll be expecting me. I can ride the second horse.”

Kirby shook her head, as some of her earlier anger rekindled. “Are you that eager to preserve your own life that you would see your people slaughtered? Why would I trust you riding next to me?”

Flora looked as if she’d been struck. “This war will happen, whether I am in a grave or not. My hope is that if I am there, I can save some of the other islanders.” Flora looked as if she was fighting tears. “My hope is that I can save my family. Deacon deserves death, for what he did to my real father, and what he has done to too many others. If he is going to die, I would like to be there to see it.”

Flora looked away from all of them and studied a spot on the wall.

Kirby fell silent, feeling some pity she hadn’t expected.

Enoch remained quiet, as well.

After a long pause, Bray said, “Deacon is preparing for this war. He was open about it, when we were there. He knows you are coming. Each day, his defenses will get stronger. I know you are concerned about your soldiers being inexperienced with the guns, but time might not be something you have.”

“And you only have a certain amount of ammunition,” Kirby finished. “Each round you waste is one less you will have for the island soldiers.”

Seeing the look of confusion on Enoch’s face, Bray clarified, “The metal that goes in the guns.”

Enoch nodded. “I understand.”

“There is the river, too,” Flora said. “If we get some rain soon, that might ruin your chances of crossing the river at its low point.”

Kirby said, “I can teach your men some basic skills with the guns that might help you fight. But if we are going to fight alongside you, I would ask that we leave soon. William is trapped on that island. He might only have a few nights, if we don’t return. The diversion I am proposing will only work if we enact the plan soon.”

Enoch looked between them. “I am not certain I can commit to this plan. I will need time to think on it.”


Chapter 50: Bray

Bray and Kirby sat on the wooden bed, staring at the bare, cracked walls of the room in which Bray had slept. Two fresh cups of herbal tea sat on the table, along with some dinner that the Halifax women had brought—a plate of some dried, unrecognizable meat, and some bread.

“You should try some of the tea,” Bray said, trying to distract from an obviously tense situation. “It’s not bad.”

Kirby reached for some dried meat instead, chewing a hunk as she stared through the crack in the doorway. “It does not sound like Enoch is going to help us,” she said.

Bray shook his head. Despite encouraging Kirby to eat and drink, he was unable to do more than look at the food.

Kirby’s eyes wandered to several children running past the doorway with high-pitched, happy squeals. “If we do not hear from him soon, we might have to make a decision. Do you think he will give us more weapons?”

“He has been generous, and he knows they are your people’s weapons. I believe he will help us,” Bray said. “Beyond that, I think we will be on our own.”

Kirby sighed audibly. “Even if we were to get weapons, we do not have much chance at getting William back. I do not know where he is. Deacon has him hidden.”

“You know the layout of the second island better than I do,” Bray said. “Do you have any ideas on where he might be?”

“I have been in both buildings. They have many rooms. It would take effort to find him, though I am not convinced he is even there. Deacon took him away on a horse. For all I know, he might be on the first island, or somewhere we haven’t seen. Or dead.”

Bray clenched his fists. “Going in there might as well be suicide. We’ll never make it out.”

Kirby’s face was solemn.

Bray looked at Kirby with an intensity that showed he was preparing for the worst of answers, as he asked another question. “Do you think he’s still alive?”

“I do not know,” Kirby said simply. “I want to believe…”

Bray lowered his head. He stared at the ground, moving some dirt on the floor around with his boots. Kirby set her meat back on the tray. Neither of them reached for any more food or drink.

“This is my fault,” Bray said.

Kirby looked at him, surprised to hear those words coming from his mouth. “It is not.”

“I asked to go to the settlement,” Bray said, shaking his head. “I brought him to his death.”

“You did not know things would turn out this way,” Kirby said. “We made the decision together. William was sick. We did what most people might have done, when faced with that choice.” Kirby looked as if she was trying to convince herself.

“And now he will die regardless.” Bray cracked open the door, watching a mother walk past, a baby on each hip. A group of soldiers with guns slung around their shoulders looked at Bray and kept walking.

“He is resourceful,” Kirby said, trying to offer some hope. “You have taught him well. If he is alive, perhaps he will make it.”

Bray shook his head. “Not in a place like that. Even I’m not foolish enough to believe that. The numbers are too great.” He shook his head, wanting to release some of the built-up anger. Anything was better than feeling grief.

He had made a promise, and he had failed.

If Enoch would not help them, all was lost.


Chapter 51: Enoch

Enoch rose from his chair. He was tired of sitting, and he was tired of thinking. Bray, Kirby, and Flora had raised some good points. But none of those would guarantee a victory. He walked underneath some of the dangling trinkets on the ceiling—beads and pieces of glass that commemorated the lost people of Halifax—trying to recall the faces of the lost people they represented. But there were too many.

The islanders had killed more than their share of his people.

He had promised his people vengeance. But would he give them death instead?

Reaching up, he twirled one of the dangling trinkets in his hand, staring at the small, round beads. He envisioned one of the Halifax women constructing the piece, hoping her relative would reach The Holy One. It was a gesture he wanted to believe. He thought back to the rousing speech he had given his people, as they used the weapons on the platform.

We will overcome our enemies.

He believed what he said.

But he wasn’t willing to rush a decision that would lead to death.

It was so easy to imagine victory when he was inspiring his people from the platform, but it was a different thing to watch his men fall in the wild, underneath an enemy’s sword or bow, or later, listen to the cries of widows and children as they grieved their loved ones. He bore a responsibility for each of those deaths that most people would never see, a responsibility that weighed on him each night he lay down to sleep.

Enoch pondered that as he walked to the entrance. Several soldiers were waiting outside to deliver a message to him. He opened the door and listened.

“The man named Jonas is awake again,” one of the men reported in their language.

Enoch nodded. Jonas didn’t have much time left. Perhaps he’d get something out of him before he died. Walking past the soldiers, he made his way across the platform, listening to the songs of the women, the playful cries of children, and the hard voices of his soldiers.

His people.


**




Enoch stood at Jonas’s bedside, watching him suck breaths past his bloodied lips. Jonas’s eyes were glossy as he surveyed Enoch, his hands covering his bandaged stomach. The women had stopped the bleeding. They’d given him herbs, and drink to numb the pain. But Enoch knew the injuries were severe. His people had never tended wounds from the lightning weapons called guns before. Kirby had given them some advice, but it hadn’t helped.

Jonas was dying.

Blinking through a stab of agony, Jonas watched Enoch. “I can see the gods,” he whispered.

They were the first words he’d spoken, since they’d brought him in, other than spitting and cursing.

“You will meet The Holy One soon,” Enoch said, a solemn expression on his face.

Jonas gasped, looking as if he was trying to figure something out. “I will learn the gods’ secrets. They will tell me everything, when I join them.”

“Perhaps,” Enoch said, not wanting to crush the man’s hope. He wasn’t cruel enough to deny a man his dying dreams.

Jonas opened and closed his hands on something. Frowning, Enoch looked down, noticing a small, metallic object in his grasp that he hadn’t noticed Jonas holding. He bent down to get a look at it.

Seeing his curiosity, Jonas smiled through his pain. “A gift from the gods.”

“What is it?” Enoch asked, as Jonas opened his hands, revealing the object.

Enoch stared at the round, metallic device, which had strange symbols carved on its face. It looked different than most of the things his people had pulled from the rubble in the forest.

Jonas labored through a raspy cough. “A piece from the gods,” he said quietly. “I believe it marks the passing of a day.”

“I don’t believe I’ve seen an object like that.”

“It will lead me to the gods,” Jonas said with a curious smile. “They gave it to me to usher me to the heavens.”

Enoch nodded, but he had other things to discuss. “I came for information. I am hoping you will help me, so that you will meet your gods with a clean heart.”

“I am not the only one with questions.” Jonas’s smile remained on his face as he weakly nodded.

“Several weeks ago, a group of my men were on a hunt. They encountered a group of your soldiers, who attacked them. A few of my men survived, but the rest were dragged away. Our widows would like to know if any of their bodies are in the forest. If they were taken to the island, I am hoping you will be honest so we can stop searching. If they are in the forest, we would like to give them a ceremony and burn them.”

Jonas coughed again, holding his stomach. When he was through with his fit, he refocused. “You want the bodies back.”

“Yes.” Enoch watched and waited.

Jonas looked at the object in his hands, turning it slowly. “That is why you are keeping me alive.”

“My hope is for more information,” Enoch said. “But it is a start. I have promised my women I would ask. If it is possible, they will search for the bodies in the forest, and bring back whom they can.”

“And then I can die?” Jonas’s lips curved into a half-smile.

“Yes,” Enoch promised. A compromise might be worth it. He would end this man’s pain, if it meant some closure for his people.

Jonas stared at Enoch as his smile faded. Seeming to find a burst of strength, he spoke in a fast whisper that grew stronger the more he talked. “Those bodies are in so many pieces that you will never find them. The men were taken to our island, where we stripped them of their fingers, their toes, their teeth, and in the end, their tongues.” Jonas laughed as his eyes lit up. “We listened as they screamed for their women, and their children. We laughed as they bled. And we made sure their deaths were as slow as any man.”

Rage built in Enoch as he listened to the man’s vile words. “You will suffer a worse death.”

Ignoring him, Jonas continued, “They died under the metal hands of the gods. They died so that our people can live. Tell your widows if they want the bodies, they can look in the bellies of the fish in the river.”

Enoch’s eyes flared as he clenched his fists. He wanted to pound this man’s skull until it caved. He wanted to do what Jonas had done to his men. The things Jonas had described were another weight he would carry, whenever he closed his eyes.

He would do none of that.

Reaching down, Enoch snatched the metal object from Jonas’s grasp, holding it high in the air as Jonas gasped and reached for it with weak, shaking hands. He sat up, crying out at the severity of the pain in his stomach as he tried to retrieve it.

Enoch smashed the object on the floor, stomping it into pieces, grinding it into the floor with his boots. He continued stomping, until the object was an unrecognizable pile of metal beneath him.

“Kill me!” Jonas cried, clenching his teeth through the pain. “You promised!”

“No,” Enoch growled. “You will suffer and die on your own. You will never meet the gods. Your death will be as meaningless as you are.”

Jonas looked at him with a pale, horrified expression as Enoch stormed from the room.


Chapter 52: Bray

After forcing himself to eat, Bray stood, looking out the door at the people walking the Halifax camp. He looked over at Kirby, who wore a grim expression. Neither of them had spoken in several minutes. They were up against a problem with no good outcome. He might as well have died in the river, for all the good he’d do William now. And Kirby had survived encounters nearly as terrible, only to suffer the same loss.

He was surprised when Samron and a few others strode with a look of importance toward his door.

Turning over his shoulder, he told Kirby, “Someone’s coming.”

Samron approached Bray and stopped, a smile spreading across his face. “Enoch has requested your presence. He said you should come right away. We are going to fight the people of The Arches. We will march out tomorrow afternoon.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth, robbed of a response.

Samron clarified, as if Bray might not have heard. “We are going to war.”


Chapter 53: Bray

Bray, Kirby, and Flora stood near Enoch’s house while Enoch paced nearby, addressing a group of soldiers. He waved his hands as he expressed something in his language, discussing the plans they’d solidified. Every so often, he glanced at Bray, Kirby, and Flora.

The people in the settlement broke from their chores, staring. More soldiers came to join Enoch in the corner. Even the children held their sticks and rocks in the air, quitting from their evening games as they waited for some announcement that everyone knew was coming.

Bray looked at his waist, staring at the pistol in the holster that Enoch had given him. On the other side, he had a new sword and scabbard, as well as the knife they’d taken from Flora—his knife—that they’d returned to him.

Catching him staring at the gun, Kirby said, “You finally have your Tech Magic.” She smiled, slightly amused.

“You’ll need to show me how to shoot it,” he said.

“As I said, I will show you in the forest. But you will probably want to keep your sword, as well.”

“I wouldn’t be without it,” Bray said.

He looked over at Flora, who was watching him with a pensive expression. The men had untied her hands, but they’d left her weaponless, for now. Bray wasn’t sure if that would change, but it was surely better than the treatment she’d received before.

Looking over at Enoch’s group of soldiers, Bray saw Samron leaving the group and coming to join him.

“The Holy One blesses our battle,” Samron said, when he was close to Bray.

“I hope so,” Bray returned.

His attention was distracted as three more marked soldiers walked from the opposite side of the platform, hurrying toward Enoch. They spoke in fast, nervous tones. Enoch’s face became troubled, as he looked from the soldiers to a group of women who had gathered in a cluster across the platform. Tear-streaks stained their faces. They wrung their hands, chatting angrily amongst themselves. For a moment, Bray thought they held a grudge against him, Kirby, or Flora, but their attention was clearly on Enoch.

“What is going on?” Bray asked Samron.

“The women are upset,” he answered simply.

“They are worried about losing their people in battle,” Bray surmised.

“That is not the only thing that troubles them,” Samron said. “Those women are widows. They lost their men to the people of the islands.”

“A misfortune,” Bray said.

“They have other reasons to be angry,” Samron explained. “Jonas, the injured man here at the settlement, revealed that he had tortured the men. One of the healers overheard him telling Enoch. She told the widows that they have no bodies to burn and mourn.”

“I’m sorry for their loss.”

Samron shook his head. “Jonas is the face of the stories we have heard about the islands, come to visit us. He is the sum of everyone we have lost. The widows want revenge.”

“He will die, anyway, if what the healers say is true,” Bray said. “They will get their revenge, one way or another.”

“I do not think that is good enough.” Samron fell silent as they watched Enoch speaking with the group of angry widows. After some conversation that Bray couldn’t hear, they nodded their heads, seemingly satisfied.

Enoch walked over to Bray, Kirby, and Flora. “I have informed the soldiers of our plans. I am preparing to speak with our people. We will leave tomorrow afternoon.”

Bray nodded. “We are ready.”

Enoch looked as if he had more troubles on his mind.

Bray said, “I heard about the widows. I am sorry they lost their husbands.”

“I have prepared something for them, during the speech I will give. Hopefully it will ease the pain of seeing more of our people go off to war.”

Bray nodded. He’d seen too many people stripped of their loved ones.


Chapter 54: Bray

Bray, Kirby, and Flora stood along one of the platform’s edges looking on to it, next to a line of Halifax soldiers, all gathered around the four sides, breathing the cold, night air as they watched the spectacle at the center. A smaller group of Halifax men, women, and children danced around a bonfire, moving rhythmically, swaying their arms. Paint adorned children’s faces as they raised their voices in song. The women lent their voices, too, creating music that was at the same time haunting, beautiful, and unlike anything Bray had heard. For a moment, he recalled the fire dirge in Brighton, but that was a song of mourning, meant to appease the gods, to assuage the hearts of people losing someone to the pyre’s flames. This was a song meant to inspire.

A song of war.

Enoch sat on the very back of the platform, outside the circle of dance, a leader without a special robe, without a book or a sword, or an army of followers behind him. His clothes were as dirty and stained as the others. Every so often, the dancing people looked at him, and he nodded with a confident look of approval. A group of soldiers sat nearby, guns slung around their shoulders. The ceremony was an interesting sight, but other thoughts preoccupied Bray as he swigged from his water flask. He couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen once the ceremony was over, and they were marching the next day. Would the preparation of these people be enough to fight against The Arches’ army?

And they were an army. He’d seen what a bridge full of people looked like, even through the mist. Every man, woman, and child in The Arches had been taught to fight. They’d lived on the islands for generations—they knew the terrain, the weaknesses, and the ways to defend it. They’d certainly planned for an attack like this.

The surprise would even those odds, and so would the guns.

But would that be enough?

Bray felt a surge of anger as he thought of Bartholomew, Jonathan, and the soldiers, jeering and slicing at him as they fought a battle they’d rigged for him to lose. He was going back for William. But there were other reasons, too.

Revenge.

Bray hunkered down as he took another sip of water. Another night’s sleep would’ve given him some much-needed strength, but he didn’t have time to heal all his wounds. William might have moments, hours to live.

Staring at the soldiers around the platform, Bray recalled the night before his father had left for the last Great War.

Bray had been too young to fight, but old enough to understand the implications of his father leaving for such a battle. He knew he might never return. Many men might’ve spent the night boasting about the demons they’d kill and the treasures they’d find, but not Fuller. The day had been memorable in its normalcy. Fuller had spent most of the day doing tasks around the house: cooking, cleaning, and laughing heartily. It wasn’t until dusk turned to night that Fuller became quiet, watching the fire, his mind wandering while he told his stories. He laughed, but in a brooding way that seemed a little like sadness. When it was time to rest, Fuller had remained awake, watching the flames dance as he looked between Bray and his mother. Bray had promised himself he’d stay awake. He wanted to say goodbye to his father. But eventually, he’d become so tired he could barely keep his eyes open.

Bray didn’t remember when he’d fallen asleep, but he had.

When he’d awoken, Fuller was gone and his mother was preparing breakfast, dabbing the tears on her face. Bray had never seen Fuller again.

Bray pushed away those thoughts as he focused on the coming march. He needed focus, not memories of an event he’d never change. He watched as a few of the children on the platform smiled, pointing and waving at men around the edges that were obviously their fathers, or uncles, or relatives, going off to war.

Loud cries from the platform drew his attention.

Enoch rose. He raised his hands, and a hush fell over the crowd as the dancers made their way off the platform. Bray recalled the other name Enoch had called himself. The Bravest One. Projecting his voice so that it echoed from one corner of the settlement to the other, off the walls of the buildings and the metal doors that guarded each room, Enoch spoke to his men, women, and children, his voice rising and falling as he fell into a speech that was inspiring, even in its strange sounds. Every so often, the men and women clapped their hands. The soldiers raised their weapons in the air, shouting responses, until their voices were hoarse and their cheeks were red from the cold.

They were ready to fight.

Enoch beckoned over at Bray, Kirby, and Flora, and the crowd swiveled to look at them, shouting a few appreciative responses. They weren’t heroes, but they had fared better than when they had come in.

Enoch’s speech swept into a finale as he said some last words, and the crowd cheered.

And then Enoch fell silent. He beckoned to a few soldiers standing along the edges of the platform behind him, who seemed as if they were on the verge of a command. Bray watched as they scurried off. A few moments later they reappeared, bringing a sagging, lifeless man that Bray thought was dead onto the platform. The man lifted his head, taking in the crowd with squinting, hateful eyes.

Jonas.

Bray followed Enoch’s gaze across the platform, as he beckoned to the other side. A group of five women had crept up and were waiting. The widows. Bray frowned as the soldiers brought Jonas to the center of the platform, dropped him in the middle, and retreated hastily.

The cheering turned to hisses.

Heads swiveled from Jonas to the cluster of waiting, widowed women.

Frantic, even in his weakened state, Jonas propped himself up on his elbows, with enough strength to make a pained determination of what was going on. Soldiers emerged from the crowd, handing over some rusted, beaten axes to the waiting women, who took them purposefully. They strode across the platform. Jonas’s face turned to fear as he realized what was going on.

The crowd yelled louder as the widows took the center of the platform, standing over Jonas with the rusted axes. Enoch yelled a final word, and then a woman took the head of the group, screaming some hateful things in her language. Tears streamed from her eyes as she turned to the others, who cried tears of their own. Jonas opened his mouth to utter a plea, but no one listened.

The woman stepped forward, raising her axe.

She swung.

The axe stuck in the meaty flesh of Jonas’s leg.

Jonas screamed.

She ripped it out.

The others shrieked, descending on Jonas.

They hacked and sliced, drowning out Jonas’s screams.

Blood splattered.

Flesh fell from the axe’s blades as they raised them for more swings.

Jonas crumbled under the weight of the blows as blood puddled around him, falling flat on his back. He held up his hands to deflect the blows, but the women kept screaming and swinging, cutting off several fingers, pulping the remainder of his hands with the bloodied weapons. He cried out in agony as the last of his strength gave out, his last scream ceased, and his body went limp.

The women kept hacking, long after he was dead.


Chapter 55: William

A voice called from outside William’s door. Startled, he scrambled to his feet and looked at the entrance, taking in the morning light underneath the crack.

“It’s just me, William,” Berta said. “I have breakfast.”

A relief he could barely fathom crossed William’s mind as Berta opened the door, carrying in the tray of food. She smiled, as if today were a normal day, and he was just a boy she was taking care of, rather than a dirty prisoner that had been locked up for days.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“I-I’m fine,” he managed.

“You seem sick,” Berta said with a frown. “Is your fever returning?”

“No, I’m all right,” William answered.

Did it matter, after what he’d seen, after what he’d been through?

“I-I’m okay,” he said again, reassuring her.

“I brought some soup,” Berta said, setting the tray down and shutting the door to a crack behind her.

William couldn’t even think about eating, but hunger got the better of him, and he scarfed down the mostly tasteless broth. The lukewarm liquid filled some of the emptiness in his stomach, even though he wasn’t sure he’d hold it down. His thoughts returned to escape.

“I spoke with Deacon. We took a walk. We discussed some things,” William said.

Berta nodded. “He told me. He will have a test for you soon. If you earn his trust, he will let you back into the building you were in before, with The Important Ones. You will be taken care of.”

“I’ll do whatever he needs.” William nodded fervently.

“That’s a good boy,” Berta said, with a smile that might be relief.

“I thought about what you said,” William continued. “I know Deacon is being cautious by keeping me here. I know that he needs to make sure the islands are protected. That all makes sense to me now.”

Berta nodded with a look that showed she’d come to the same realization a while ago.

“This place is better than the wild, and better than the place I came from,” William said, feeling the broth churn in his stomach. “It is better than any of the buildings into which I have crept, avoiding dangers and people who wanted to kill me, or Savages who wanted to pick my bones clean.”

“We are safe here,” Berta agreed. “We are protected.”

“I want to help Deacon. I want to help The Arches. I will do whatever he asks.” William couldn’t help some tears from falling from his eyes. He wiped them away as Berta leaned closer, patting his shoulder. She looked as if she were working through horrible memories of her own.

“It will be all right, William,” Berta said, her voice cracking with an emotion he hadn’t heard since she’d told her story.

Finishing his meal, William dabbed at the corners of his mouth as his mother had taught him, nodding in an obedient way that always made adults happy. He remained silent as Berta stood, took the tray, and returned to the door.

“Berta?” William asked, making her pause. “I have a favor to ask.” William looked away, as if he was embarrassed. “The chamber pot I have been using is barely large enough. It’s…well, it’s full.”

An expression of pity crossed Berta’s face as she watched him. “I will empty it for you.”

“It will still smell.” William lowered his eyes in shame. “I was hoping I might go outside. I just need some air. I will go in the woods, and then return.”

She looked at the door, probably questioning whether the guard outside would agree with the decision.

“Please,” William whispered, mustering more tears. “It will only be a minute.”

After a moment of internal debate, she said, “Come with me. But make it quick.”


**




William walked outside, grateful to be out of a room he associated with terrified thoughts of death. A guard stood near the entrance, a flat sword hanging from his scabbard, watching William. William nodded subserviently as he crept off into the nearest patch of trees.

“Far enough,” the guard called after him.

William stopped and looked around. All he saw was thick forest, patches of snow, and sticks poking above the ground. He looked over his shoulder. Berta and the guard watched him. He wasn’t getting any farther than they wanted him to go.

“Be quick about it,” the guard said, with a lack of concern.

William meekly said, “I need some privacy.”

The guard shook his head. “Not happening.”

William slumped his shoulders, ashamed. He looked at Berta with a question on his face, wiping away what might look like tears, from a distance.

“He’ll be fine,” he heard Berta tell the guard quietly. “There is no way off the island. Let the boy do what he needs.”

“Make it quick,” the guard called. “A few feet into the woods. That’s it.”

William nodded appreciatively as he walked into the woods, slipping into a thick patch of pines that were hanging onto their needles. He looked over his shoulder. Berta and the guard were barely visible through the trees. He waited until they were looking away, talking. Then he scurried further.

Before he knew it, he was running, weaving between more trees and over snow and getting farther from the house that was his prison. He’d only thought as far as the beginnings of the plan. Now that he’d executed it, he had no idea what to do.

William wove through the trees, getting farther in the forest, certain that he didn’t have much time to explore before they came looking for him. He left tracks he didn’t have time, or the ability, to cover. The island was flat and snow-covered, with more roots than he’d seen on the first island—probably a reason there weren’t more houses, or inhabitants.

Fear washed over William as he questioned what he was doing. He was taking a risk that might kill him. He kept going, his feet taking over for fear until he glimpsed water in the distance. Somehow he’d reached the edge of the island. He looked behind him, waiting for shouts of alarm when the guard or Berta realized he was out of sight, but he didn’t hear anything.

Yet.

He ran through more trees and thick bushes, climbing down the riverbank and onto an area of small rocks that bordered the river. Murky water swept past the island. Tall rocks jutted out of the river. A hundred feet away, the mainland was a place of freedom that he couldn’t reach. William looked at that patch of land as if it he might will himself over to it, even though he’d more likely drown.

He looked behind him. No Berta, no guard. He couldn’t have much more time.

Defeated, William was about to head away when he spotted movement on the opposite bank. Two figures crept through the underbrush, approaching the river. He tensed as he watched what might be soldiers, spying on him, waiting to report back to Deacon. But they weren’t soldiers.

Demons.

William watched with curiosity as two of the twisted men skidded down the opposite riverbank and to the water, kneeling on the shore and scooping water thirstily into their mouths.

Without realizing what he was doing, William called out to them. “Hey!”

His voice died over the rush of the water. The demons kept drinking.

He shouted louder, “Hey!”

The demons cocked their bulbous heads, listening. They looked around.

William looked behind him, seeing or hearing nothing. He looked back at the demons. One of them shifted its head, catching sight of him as he waved his hands. William’s frustration grew as he realized he might not get another chance at freedom.

“Over here! Please come and help me!” he called to the demons.

The twisted men watched him, probably recalling some buried memory of drowning. Or maybe they knew the water was too deep. They rose to their feet, shoulders heaving as they stared, but they didn’t move. One of them leaned back down to drink some more water. Hopelessness washed over William as the other demon turned to look over its shoulder and into the woods, probably about to leave.

Maybe my power is gone.

“Please!” William shouted, his last recourse before he turned around.

It was hopeless. The demons weren’t coming. The second demon stood next to its distracted brother, looking into the forest, and William said goodbye to his foolish hope.

The demon turned back around, looking at him.

It took a step.


Chapter 56: Deacon

“Deacon.”

Four of Deacon’s soldiers walked into the hallway where he stood. All were apprehensive.

“What is it?” Deacon asked, turning.

“You ordered us to get a Savage, or two,” said one of the four men, whom he had sent out the day before.

“Do you have what I requested?”

The soldier looked as if he might soil his bowels, such was his fear. He looked at his friend. “We hunted for Savages in the forest, but none were close, so we crossed to the top of the western mountains. We managed to capture one and tie him up, but we had trouble getting him back.”

“What happened?” Deacon asked.

“He fell down the hill and snapped his neck.”

Deacon shook his head in anger.

The other soldier cut in. “That’s when we ran into these scouts. What they have to say might be more important.” He swallowed as he tried to deflect their failure. “We wanted to make sure they got the message back safely.”

Turning to the other two, waiting men, Deacon asked, “What message do you have?”

One of the scouts said, “Last night, we got close enough to the Halifax settlement to see smoke from a large fire coming from inside. The Halifax people were chanting and singing. It sounded as if all of the people were gathered in some sort of ceremony. We also heard screaming.”

“Screaming?”

“We can’t be sure who it was,” said the man, “but we thought we heard words in our language in those screams.”

“As soon as we heard and saw the chanting,” the second scout said, “we marched through the night to get here and report back to you. It sounds as if they are preparing for something important.”

Deacon looked at the gun over his shoulder, and back at the bridge. “Send me Bartholomew.”

The first man was still nervous. “Do you want us to go after another Savage?”

Deacon shook his head. “Not now. We have more pressing concerns.”


Chapter 57: William

William watched the demon wading into the river, fighting the flowing current. It screeched as it bumped into something under the water that William couldn’t see. The river was plagued with rocks, sticks, and who knew what else. There was no way the demon would make it.

Cupping his hands around his mouth, hissing as loud as he dared, William urged, “Come on!”

He looked behind him again. Nothing. No Berta. No guard.

“Keep coming!” he called, spinning again to face the twisted men.

Inspired by the first demon, the second demon joined the first in the water, slogging through the current.

The creatures looked as if they were walking at half-speed as they dragged one leg through the water at a time. They had managed to get ten feet from the opposite shore, slightly closer to William, but not nearly close enough. They kept going, getting deeper. The water seemed to be swallowing the twisted men whole—passing their waists and getting higher. William could no longer see their legs. It seemed as if they’d been cut in half and were floating.

The demons snarled as they continued, as if they were racing toward a fresh carcass. The river foamed and spat around them, an angry god trying to bowl them over, or suck them down. The demons paused, looking from the water to William, sensing a tragic ending to what was likely a poor decision.

William waved his hands as he coaxed them over. They were his only hope.

“Come on!” he said again.

He needed to get them across. If he didn’t, he’d—

“William!” yelled a man’s voice.

William spun to see movement. Someone was coming, far back in the forest.

He turned back to the river, waving his hands frantically at the demons, which were struggling against the current, barely making headway. He wanted to charge into the water and pull them across. He wanted to make up for a foolish plan. He waded a foot into the water, holding his hands out to keep them coming. The demons watched his outstretched hands, as if he might reach out, grab them, and pull them to safety.

One of the demons fell.

It screeched as it went under, waving its wart-covered arms as it tried to recapture its lost footing, but the river had a firm hold, and it wasn’t letting go. The river swept it downstream, kicking and splashing. The demon didn’t know how to swim. Of course it didn’t.

The other demon stopped, watching its brother carried away. The drowning demon resurfaced several times, gurgling and spitting, before going under for the last time. William swallowed back his fear.

“William!” the guard screamed again.

Crashes through the underbrush got closer. The guard and Berta were probably following his boot prints in the snow. Soon William would have to explain his way out of death. He couldn’t get the screaming, gurgling Halifax man from his head, fighting against the sharp blades that were getting closer.

It would be him in that device, or in that spiked chair, if things didn’t go well.

He needed to make another decision. Should he run? Or should he stay and avoid a worse punishment? Perhaps he could make up a story about the demons. Behind him, a flash of clothing in the forest become a full-fledged figure as the guard charged in his direction, anger on his face. He’d caught sight of William.

The guard’s sword was drawn.

He was forty yards away, up the short slope of the riverbank, in the forest.

William spun to face the river.

Shock overcame him.

The second demon was almost at his shore. The river, which had almost been up to its chest, was getting lower. The demon screeched in triumph as it pulled its legs through the raging current, finding strength that it hadn’t possessed moments earlier.

Something else was driving it.

It wanted blood.

The demon’s eyes locked on the approaching soldier. William scurried out of the water just as the demon splashed ashore and ran past him, up the riverbank, screeching, and into the forest.

The guard crashed through the last layer of trees and wilted brush, probably expecting a scared boy, and instead finding a charging demon. He fell back in surprise as the demon knocked him from his feet and to the ground. Teeth gnashed. The demon buried its hands in the guard’s soft belly, yowling in triumph as it found a warm meal, pulling out the man’s insides and holding them up. William fought for breath as he realized he’d been saved.

More crashes in the forest delayed his relief.

He crouched on his haunches, scanning the trees for more soldiers. The demon—his demon—looked up from the soldier’s stomach, its mouth full of innards. The person in the forest slowed down as they came upon the scene, mouth agape.

Berta.

She looked from the dead, eviscerated soldier, to the demon, to William. Fear passed through her eyes as she contemplated decisions.

“William, are you all right?”

“Stay where you are!” William screamed at Berta. “Don’t move!”

Berta looked behind her, as if she might run. She was old, winded, and no match for a demon with a warm meal on its mind. They all knew it.

“Stay back, or I’ll tell the demon to get you!” William screamed.

Berta looked as if she didn’t understand. “I’m not sure what you—”

“Walk toward her!” he cried to the demon.

The twisted man obeyed William’s command, creeping toward Berta, the soldier’s innards dripping from its mouth.

“Stop!” William shouted.

The demon listened, shoulders heaving, clearly fighting its instincts as it kept from running toward her.

“What are you doing, William?” Berta asked, clearly in shock.

“Throw the keys to the building on the ground,” William ordered. “I don’t want to order him to hurt you.”


**




William stood outside the entrance of the small, dark building that had been his home for too long. The demon hung next to him, scratching and fidgeting. He stared at Berta with a look that might have been sympathy, if he hadn’t been left in the cold, hungry, and in the dark—if she hadn’t betrayed him. He motioned toward the back wall of the building with the sword he’d taken from the soldier.

“Get all the way inside,” he said.

“What are you doing, William?” she asked, not for the first time.

William didn’t answer. As soon as Berta was far enough away from the door that he could close it, he shut the entrance and locked it. He’d left her with the scraps of food leftover from his meal. It was enough to keep her going, for a while.

He left the miserable building behind.


Chapter 58: Deacon

Deacon’s eyes burned with anger as he surveyed the lone weapon on his desk. He looked back up at Bartholomew. “Jonas. Kirby. Heinrich. Ruben. Probably all dead, the way things sound. Without guns, we are in a position I do not like. But war is coming. We will not fall to the people of Halifax. We will defend our land, as we always have.”

“Such is our duty,” Bartholomew answered instinctively.

“We will enact our plan for war.”

Bartholomew nodded. He knew what that entailed. Everyone on the islands did.

“Double the numbers of soldiers at the bridge. Our soldiers can take shifts resting in their houses. The peasants, hunters, and farmers that live farthest from the bridge should occupy the tradesmen’s houses.”

“I will inform everyone at the marketplace.”

“Tell the people that we must be prepared to fight. All of them should sleep with their weapons at their sides. All should be ready.”

“Yes, sir. I will have my men coordinate with the islanders. We will move some of the islanders to the tradesmen’s. I will have the children gathered, so they can come here to the second island, as we have planned. If I hear anything, I will report it to you.”

“There is no need,” Deacon said, standing from his desk and retrieving the gun, slinging it over his shoulder. “After I instruct the soldiers to look after The Important Ones and the children, I will be joining you. As of tonight, I will be keeping watch near the bridge with the others.”


Chapter 59: William

William crept away through the trees, looking in all directions as he clutched the sword. The demon snuck next to him, licking some of the soldier’s gore from its fingers. William had left his demons behind, and yet here he was, with another of his brothers. He didn’t have time to second-guess his decision.

He’d saved himself. He’d done what he had to.

He stopped to listen. He had heard nothing since the tortured cries of the gutted soldier, but eventually, someone would check the building, and find him missing. Or they’d miss Berta.

He needed to figure out what to do.

The bridge might as well be a route to suicide. One demon would never be enough to get him over the wooden bridge, past the soldiers, and through an entire island. And that wasn’t even counting an escape over the main bridge. He might get lost in the woods and stave off death for a while, but they would hunt him. They would follow his tracks in the snow. He was one of the strangers. He’d never blend in.

Pushing away panic, William headed through the trees and toward the river. There was no escape from death in the middle of the island. His only thought was to head for the water. Maybe he could find some way off. He made his way through the trees, the demon behind, until he came to a section of the riverbank covered in tree roots. The demon hissed as it looked out over the water.

The twisted man didn’t like the river. Neither did William.

He thought about crossing it. But he couldn’t get the image of the first, drowning demon from his mind, kicking and fighting as the current took it. William could barely swim. And he wasn’t nearly as tall as the demon next to him. Only fate had prevented the twisted man from suffering the same end as its brother. For a split second, he considered riding on the demon’s shoulders, but that was likely to topple both of them over, and they’d both drown. He didn’t even know if the demon would comply. He’d ordered them to do things, but he couldn’t envision a scenario in which he climbed atop one.

Escaping in the river didn’t seem feasible.

But was anything worse than staying here on this island, waiting to get caught?

William might as well have stabbed Deacon with the sword he held. He’d killed a guard, and imprisoned Berta. He might as well have locked himself inside that room with the screaming, impaled soldier and the other one, waiting for death.

There was no going back from what he’d done. Unless he could convince Berta to keep his secret, but he doubted it. A guard was dead. There would be questions. William swallowed.

He’d made his choice. He needed to find a way off the island.

Following the riverbank, he traveled south, stepping over roots and rocks, searching for another way off, holding the soldier’s sword. Perhaps there was something else on the island—another building, a clue to a way off. Thick trees bordered the riverbank as he traveled the island’s perimeter, curving with the land and reaching the southernmost point. He kept going. On top of a fallen log, he found a length of long, thin rope, and a place where a man might’ve sat. In another area, as the island curved and headed north, he found a ripped article of clothing, or a blanket, tied around a branch hanging over the river, but in none of those places did he find a building, or anything else.

The longer he traveled, the more he feared he’d made a fatal decision.

Soon, he had traveled nearly the entire length of the island. William stopped short as he saw the distant buildings—the one housing The Important Ones, and the one where he’d seen the man tortured. He didn’t realize how close he’d gotten. His heart jumped as he surveyed the horizon. His demon stopped next to him, watching handfuls of people walking in the distance. The lone horse was bent over, looking as if it was feeding. He only had a second to look at it before a man walked over to it, bringing something and placing it nearby. Water, perhaps. The soldier looked around. William ducked.

The soldiers would hunt for him soon.

With no other choice but to turn around, he retreated back into the forest.


Chapter 60: Deacon

Deacon strode down the main road of the first island, a group of soldiers close behind him under the afternoon sun. All walked with arms at their sides, silent, ready to obey. They were his Trusted soldiers. His men.

All around them, islanders filed from the paths, coming from peasant’s homes, farmers, and hunter’s homes to the center of the island, carrying belongings on their backs and swords at their sides, headed for the soldier’s houses and tradesman’s shops. Some wore bows over their shoulders. Others had knives, as well. They hurried faster as they spotted Deacon and his men, afraid to be caught idling instead of moving. A mother prompted her two young children faster as she led them toward the large group of children gathered in the road.

Soldiers barked orders at the crowding children, who would be taken to the second island.

The youngest of those children, not old enough to understand the reason behind the commotion, cried as they reached out for parents who had already left them behind.

The Important Ones would take care of the children. Only a few soldiers would remain. The second island was only a fleeting concern. By the time a war at the bridge made it to that island, Deacon knew, it would already be over. There was no hope for the old and frail, or the young, if things got that bad.

The crux of any battle would be fought at the main bridge. Deacon’s most Trusted men, and the relocated islanders, would be his line of defense. His people had been trained for readiness. They were prepared to fight. Hopefully, a battle wouldn’t make it farther than the front of the bridge.

Still, he was worried. His people had the numbers, but these men had guns. He couldn’t stop picturing the slaughtered settlement party, their bodies filled with wounds that resembled the hole in the soldier’s leg.

Approaching a group of soldiers, he addressed a tall, dark-haired man.

“How are the preparations coming?”

“The tradesmen are clearing out their shops so they can fit more people. We should be able to house many of the islanders here, but it will be tight.”

“As expected.”

Deacon looked past the soldier at a woodworker’s shop, where several workingmen moved a table from one end of a room to another, making room for a young couple, who unslung their bags onto the open floor and situated themselves. Past that building, one of the blacksmiths held his doors open, airing out the room.

“Have all of our hunters returned?”

“We have several parties out in the wild, but they are expected soon. Bartholomew is keeping them here as they return. No other parties will be sent out, for the moment.”

“As ordered,” Deacon said. “Is Bartholomew back at the bridge?”

“Yes, sir, he is waiting.”

“And Jonathan?”

“Jonathan?” the soldier looked confused before he processed something. “Jonathan is in the care of the healers. I fear he has an infection from his severed limb. I do not think he will live.”

Deacon nodded. “We will have to fight with one less man. A shame.”

The dark-haired soldier nodded his agreement. He looked like he had something else to say.

“What is it?” Deacon asked.

“Do you think the Halifax men will arrive tonight, sir?”

“Whether it is tonight, tomorrow, or later, it is no matter. We will be ready,” Deacon said simply.

Striding away from the soldier, he and his men marched down the road, heading for the bridge.


Chapter 61: Bray

Bray and Kirby rode their horses next to Enoch and Samron, who walked in front of a line of three hundred soldiers marching in rows through the forest under the afternoon sun, crushing the snow, carrying guns, ammunition, swords, knives, and bows. All kept Enoch and Samron’s brisk pace. All felt the inspiration of Enoch’s words, projected in brave stares and proud conversation. A few brave women marched among the men, determined expressions on their faces, with the same strange markings on their foreheads. Bray glanced behind him, finding Flora several rows back, walking next to a group of men, her hands unbound.

Bray rode his horse at a comfortable trot, unable to believe that he was riding it again, and that Kirby was riding next to him. He thought he caught a thin smile on her face as she directed her steed. Behind them, the Halifax people talked in animated tones.

“The soldiers speak of past battles,” Enoch explained. “We have fought many wars in the forests, or wars close to our home.”

“So have my people.” Bray paused after he said the words. It had been a while since he’d left Brighton, and his people seemed less like his people, and the townships from where he’d come seemed less and less like home. Thinking about it more, he added, “The people in Brighton fought wars with demons, mostly. I don’t believe they ever encountered a formidable group of men as those we are marching to fight.”

“We have fought vicious tribes as well as Savages, but none as cruel, or as harsh, as our enemies at The Arches.” Bray thought he saw some trepidation behind Enoch’s bravery.

They were entering a war much larger than he’d fought before.

Bray didn’t need to hear the stories to know it.

“When we get closer to the islands, we will divide into the groups we talked about,” Enoch said. “I will ensure that we have experienced men and women among each group. You will get your fifteen men, Kirby, to sneak into the woods and cover you and Flora.”

“I think it is a good plan,” Kirby agreed.

“The lessons you gave us with the guns will help us,” Enoch said, “though many of my men are still learning.”

“Lessons will not make up for skill,” Kirby said. “But hopefully I have showed them some easier ways to get the magazines in and out of the weapons, at a faster pace. They will only be able to use the guns a number of times. And those bullets will go fast once we start fighting.”

“They have seen the results of that, in some of the skirmishes we’ve had in the forest,” Enoch said. “But not to the degree we will see at The Arches.”

Bray knew that was true. He looked over his shoulder, catching sight of flashing metal and men and women carrying them. The guns from Kirby’s settlement had armed about two thirds of Enoch’s soldiers. Most carried the larger, long guns she called rifles, while some carried the smaller weapons she called pistols. The soldiers with guns carried spare ammunition in their bags or at their sides. A good number of men had fired the weapons, but some knew them better than others, and none were as proficient as Kirby, Bray figured.

Enoch had equipped her with a rifle, as well as her pistol. Bray had his gun, his new sword, and his knife. Both had extra ammunition, and Kirby had two grenades. The soldiers would switch to their other weapons when they could no longer use the guns.

Bray looked at the pistol holstered at his side. Kirby had given him explicit instructions on its use, and he’d even fired it several times outside the Halifax settlement. Still, he didn’t feel as confident as he’d like.

“I wish I had some more practice with the gun,” he told Kirby, who noticed his gaze.

“To waste more ammunition would be foolish, as I said,” she instructed, not for the first time. “You will get plenty of practice once the battle begins. Remember what I told you. Fire after you have exhaled, if you have to aim carefully, and prepare for the weapon to kick back at you.” Kirby watched him.

“I will do what I have to.” Bray gave a firm nod.

They marched through the forest, taking a more direct route than the one Bray remembered, when they’d made that first trip to Halifax and they were trying to keep a buffer from the islands.

The forest around them was mostly quiet, though occasionally they encountered a few demons. Enoch’s soldiers waited until they got close, then disposed of them with quick slices from their blades, or the occasional arrow, which they retrieved. Some of the conversation died down as they marched farther, traveling over several hills and across a stream, splashing through the ankle-deep water. Watching his horse trod through that shallow stream, Bray was hit with a memory of spinning and twisting in the river—a river he would have to cross again soon.

He couldn’t help having some trepidation for the plan they’d solidified at Halifax. He’d be splitting off from Kirby with a large group of Enoch’s men, leading them to cross the river on the eastern side of the island, hopefully not to their deaths.

Leaning over to Kirby, he asked, not for the first time, “Are you sure you are comfortable riding with Flora?”

Kirby paused. “After what she’s done, I didn’t think I could trust her again. But I heard the sincerity in her words when she spoke about her father, and when she talked about Deacon. I believe her.”

Bray nodded. “So do I.”

Kirby looked down at the horse.

“Are you still worried about how they will react to so many gunshots?” Bray asked.

“It was good we took them in the forest this morning while we practiced. They are fighting horses, used to battle and noise, as you’ve told me, but the gunshots still make them jittery.”

“At least the gunfire isn’t new to them, having survived the battle of Brighton,” Bray said.

“True. Even so, I suspect it will be a challenge, as most of this battle will be.”

They kept marching as dusk set in, making the trees above them look like tall skeletons, shaking their arm-like branches in the cold wind. A full moon took its place in the sky. The rustle of small, scared animals turned into the hoots of night owls and the flutter of bat wings. Prepared for the coming of night, the soldiers took out torches, lit them, and continued marching. When they got close to the islands, they would douse them.

There would be no rest tonight.

Before the sun rose, they would fight.


Chapter 62: Kirby

Kirby scanned the trees as she rode on her horse next to Bray. Enoch and Samron walked beside them. It felt as if they’d been riding and marching for much longer than most of a night. The full moon hung high in the sky, illuminating the shallow snow in which they had been walking, providing enough light to see by, unless they were underneath the cover of thick trees. The full moon would serve them well as they battled on the bridge.

The soldiers marching behind them had fallen into a quiet, determined resolve. Several times, they’d been so quiet that Kirby had turned around, verifying that she hadn’t somehow lost a tail of three hundred men and women. But they were there, steaming the air with their breath and scanning the trees in the moonlight, underneath their torches. They’d encountered a few more mutants, but they hadn’t lost anyone. The cold stung their cheeks, and froze their fingers.

A few times, Kirby saw the soldiers looking at the bright moon, moving their lips soundlessly as they prayed to whatever deity they believed in. Kirby had ceased such prayers a long while ago. She wanted to believe in the golden palaces in the sky, but she was jaded. Too many times, she’d asked for help for her people, only to see them fall to violence.

Still, the Halifax people were humble. She respected them more than she thought she would, when she’d first encountered those two men in New Hope, stealing her people’s things. She’d never expected she would fight alongside them.

The Halifax soldiers reminded her of some of the people she’d fought alongside back home, men and women who were above complaint, with no reason to boast as they went to battle. Empty words of courage would do nothing against swords, knives, and the men who swung them.

Enoch turned and said to her, “We have waited many years for this night.”

Kirby said, “Bray has told me the stories of your people. You have suffered an injustice. I understand your anger.”

“And we have done an injustice against you,” Enoch said, lowering his eyes as he prepared some words that seemed as if they’d been weighing on him. Tapping the holstered gun at his side, he told her, “We carry your people’s weapons into a war that is not yours. And yet you have not asked for them.”

“Would you give them back, if I did?” Kirby said, a smile appearing on her face.

“We are headed into a war. I think it is the wrong time.” Enoch smiled, but it still seemed as if he was feeling guilty.

“It is not a thing we need to discuss, at the moment.”

Enoch looked as if he had something else to say. Instead, he said simply, “I am grateful for what you’ve done, and what you will do.”

“You are welcome. You do not have to say more.”

She guided her horse alongside Enoch as they continued on. Bray had been for the most part silent, a rarity she wasn’t used to. She looked over at him, grateful to be alongside him again, if only for a last march before battle.

A while later, Enoch raised his hands, bringing the marching army to a halt as they watched him underneath their burning torches, their faces tired, but with the same determination they’d had at Halifax.

Enoch gave some orders. His voice echoed through the field as he spoke in a manner that most would hear, or pass along to the others. A few of the soldiers wiped their eyes. Some gave each other last, meaningful looks. When Enoch was finished speaking, some of the Halifax men and women hugged. Long, marching rows of soldiers became two groups as they divided into separate masses, and fifteen others headed for Kirby.

Samron took the lead of one of the large groups.

Enoch took the other.

An aura of finality washed over the group as a few of the fifteen men brought Flora toward the horses.

“Time to split up,” Kirby said, glancing over at Bray on his steed.

“Take care of my horses,” said Bray, dismounting.

Kirby smiled. “They are my horses now, remember?”

“Only two of them,” Bray corrected her. “And we haven’t decided which.”

Kirby looked as if she might be quelling some nervousness. “Perhaps you will find the last horse when you find William.”

“That is my hope, as well.”

Several men escorted Flora to Bray’s horse, interrupting what Kirby hoped weren’t the last words she’d speak with Bray. Flora’s face was filled with nervousness as she mounted the horse and took the reins.

“When the battle is over, I will help you find William, if you haven’t already,” Flora told him.

“Thank you,” he said simply.

Enoch and Samron walked over to join them, solemn expressions on their faces as they went over final plans.

To Bray, Samron said, “We will douse our torches at the top of the mountain, on the other side of the islands. The full moon will provide enough lighting to approach without them. But we will have to be careful traveling down the slippery slope. If the patrols spot us approaching the islands, our surprise will be gone. We will take out as many patrols as we are able, before getting as close as we can to the bridge from on the islands.”

“For my part, I will march hard through the night with my one hundred and fifty men to reach the bridge,” Enoch said. “We will arrive well before dawn and get into position. Once Kirby and Flora provide the distraction at the western entrance, my men will attack. Bray, Samron, your men will be the reinforcements from the center of the island.” Motioning to Kirby and Flora, he added, “You will have fifteen men to help you. That should be enough to sneak through the trees and down the road with you as you ride on the horses. We will be waiting for your signal.”

“I understand,” Kirby said.

“May The Holy One bless you in battle, friend,” Enoch said to Samron, wrapping him in a tight hug.

“He will,” Samron said firmly. “Today is the day we reclaim our lands. Today is the day the people of The Arches fall.”

Letting go of Samron, Enoch turned to one of his soldiers, who held several torches. He handed them to Kirby and Flora. “Make sure you hold these as you approach. These will be a signal to us that you are coming, and to the island soldiers, who will be expecting you at the bridge. Hopefully they will lower their guard.”

“I understand,” Kirby said.

“I will give the signal to the guards, as well,” Flora said. “As we discussed, I will make them think we are safe.”

Enoch looked at Flora, looking as if he were deciding something. Finally, he said, “I have something more to give to you.”

He motioned to another man with two scabbarded swords, who walked up, giving a curt nod as he pulled one of the blades from his side and held it up. Surprise lit Flora’s face as he handed it to her.

“I will not send you into a battle with empty hands,” Enoch said. “I am not a cruel leader, like Deacon. My hope is that your word will mean more than your people’s.”

Flora took the blade gratefully, sliding it into her empty scabbard. “Thank you,” she said. “I swear by the gods, I will keep true to it.”

“I believe you.” Turning to Kirby, Enoch said, “May The Holy One bless you.”

Kirby paused for a moment before she spoke some words that had failed her too many times. Seeing the hopeful look on Enoch’s face, she said, “May He bless you, too. We will see you on the bridge.”

She gave a final glance to Bray as he walked off with Samron, and then she was alone with Flora and fifteen men.


Chapter 63: Bray

Moonlight shone through the tops of the overhanging boughs as Bray, Samron, and a hundred and fifty Halifax men descended the mountain overlooking the islands, fighting the pull of the slippery slope and stuffing their boots into the snow with each step. Bray’s breath steamed the cold, night air as snow found its way into his boots. He could barely feel his hands; a bitter wind stung his face.

He recalled his altercation with Flora, and the fall he’d taken. Another slide like that might not prove as lucky. His wounds still stung from that incident.

Samron breathed heavily right behind him. The other soldiers traveled with only the occasional grunt or gasp. Bray stared down the slope, hoping for a glimpse of the river, but they were too high up. He could see only the shadows of the trees in the immediate area, and the snow beneath them.

A muffled cry drew Bray’s attention behind him.

He spun.

Someone slid down the snow and past him.

Another man shouted as he darted to save his friend, sending more snow sliding in a small, white avalanche. Bray lunged, taking a step, planting his feet and grabbing the falling man’s jacket, holding him in place as snow cascaded down the banks. The man dug his nails into the incline, avoiding what might’ve been a worse fall.

Bray gasped in relief.

Grumbling what might’ve been a thank you, the man found his footing and fell back in line next to his friend.

Bray got back in the lead.

The men continued their descent, going a little slower than before. They followed the slope of the mountain for what felt like miles, but was surely less, until the muscles in Bray’s legs were sore and his cheeks were raw from the cold. Several times, they reached a precipice that felt like the end, but the slope kept descending. Eventually, the ground leveled out and Bray heard the river flowing ahead of them. Finding a burst of strength, he walked faster. Samron took up next to him as they approached the rocky, root-covered riverbank where he’d almost died. The sweeping, murky water looked black under the full moon.

Bray stared across the river. He saw nothing further than the water in front of him; no lights in the distance. He couldn’t tell for certain where they were, but he needed to guess.

“This way,” he said, heading downstream.

The others followed him along the riverbank, catching their breath from the treacherous descent off the mountain. Doubt grew in Bray’s mind as they walked further without finding what he was looking for. Half-frozen mud stuck to the snow on his boots. He saw nothing familiar. No landmarks. No fallen tree. They might as well have descended the mountain into some other land, far from The Arches. Looking right, across the dark, flowing river, he saw no clues.

Where was the fallen tree?

What if they were going the wrong way? He couldn’t help picturing the worst scenario: Kirby and Flora arriving at the bridge alone, Enoch’s men starting the battle without them. Victory was uncertain already, but they would definitely lose with half the men, against so many in The Arches. They walked faster, and Bray stepped over some tree roots that threatened to trip him, inadvertently allowing Samron to take the lead.

Relief washed over Bray as Samron hissed, “Is that the tree?”

Catching up, Bray spotted the enormous, fallen oak. The tree looked even larger in the moonlight than it had during the day. He walked farther down the riverbank, looking for the spot where he’d fought the demon, until he found the silhouette of the dead, twisted man. The reek of decay hit his nose.

“This is where I washed up,” Bray said.

Leading them to the other side of the tree, Bray hesitated as he put a foot in the dark, treacherous water. He recalled spinning and turning, reaching out for something to hold as he ingested the foul, dirty water, struggling to breathe.

And here he was, about to enter the river again.

“Stay close to one another,” Bray whispered behind him.

Samron relayed the message to the closest soldiers, who spread it to the others.

And then he was walking deeper into the water.

Cold wrapped around his boots as Bray waded deeper into the current and it spat and foamed around him. He looked down at the dark water, as if something might emerge from below and grab him. The water felt like a living being, climbing up his boots and getting higher; ready to claim his life by either sweeping him away, or taking him with its chill. Bray kept going, forcing one boot in front of the other, until the water was up to his knees and he was still slogging. Samron waded next to him, quietly splashing as he fought the rising river. Bray looked over his shoulder, watching a line of silent figures moving in rows behind him. Not one of them complained about the cold. One hundred and fifty lives rode on his guess about the river.

The raging water could harm them in ways that men with swords couldn’t. The river was an enemy that pulled you under and robbed you of air. Even the toughest of men would drown if they lost their footing and couldn’t get up.

They waded through the river as it quietly rose.

Bray looked far ahead of them, waiting for cries from the opposite bank. At any moment, patrolling soldiers might creep through the forest and notice them, or worse, run in the opposite direction, warning others that a large group of men approached in the moonlight. Their plan might fail before it started.

The water reached his waist. The river was even more frigid than he remembered, soaking through his clothes and clamping on to him. He heard a few soldiers holding their breath as they waded deeper. Bray pulled his legs through a current that seemed as if it was getting stronger. They weren’t yet halfway across the river. A fear became a truth—the water was getting deeper.

They might have split off from the others for nothing.

They’d never reach the bridge, or the others.

Bray stumbled over something underwater, nearly losing his footing, and bumping Samron hard. Samron splashed the water loudly—too loudly. Bray reached over, certain he’d knocked his companion under, but Samron was there.

Bray looked behind him, fearing others might trip, but the men made progress. A few soldiers contended with rocks underfoot, or sticks protruding from the river. But none had tripped. Some held their long guns at shoulder-level, keeping them above water, or protecting their bows.

Samron kept going until the water was halfway up his stomach, getting close to his chest. He held his gun high above his head, whispering something that might’ve been a curse, or a plea.

A miracle happened.

The cold, murky river, which had been at his waistline a moment before, got shallower. He churned through the water faster, energized at the prospect of getting out and onto the bank as some of the cold left him.

Bray’s guess had been right. They’d almost made it to the island.

Samron waded several steps ahead of him, making his way toward a riverbank that was mostly an outline under the moonlight, in front of the trees. And then Samron was on the banks, dripping water. He didn’t need to speak the words for Bray to know what he was thinking.

The river felt like a foe they had defeated.

But there was no time for celebration.

The worst enemy was yet to come.


Chapter 64: Kirby

Kirby and Flora rode down the empty road under the light of the full moon, holding their burning torches and steering their horses as they headed toward the bend in the road. Kirby couldn’t help but feel some ice in her veins as she heard the roaring water in the distance, the noise she now equated with The Arches, and the vicious, cruel man who led there.

The battle was an ominous, looming thing, hanging above them.

She looked over at Flora, who was surely feeling some angst as she approached the place where she lived, the place she had betrayed. Flora gripped the reins with fear-soaked eyes.

“We are getting close,” Flora said.

Kirby risked a last glance behind her. The silhouettes of Enoch’s fifteen men—their reinforcements—had disappeared long ago, but she could sense them in the forest, following. Hopefully they would keep to the shadows and avoid notice until it was time.

“When I was in the Halifax settlement, I never thought I’d return,” Flora admitted, as they got closer to the bend. “I had accepted my death. Now I am not sure what to think. It feels like I am living a dream, or a life other than my own.”

“Your parents are back at the settlement,” Kirby said, trying to keep her grounded. “You’ve come back for them. If that is what drives you forward, do not forget it.”

“I never have.” Flora looked down at her sword under the torchlight. “Just as I’ve never forgotten my father.”

They kept riding, rounding the bend. Kirby got a glimpse of the dam in the moonlit night, pouring water over the drop-off and into the river that led to The Arches. Deep in the distance, Kirby caught a first glimpse of some silhouettes standing on the bridge beyond the boulders. A few torches burned from the middle of the bridge, near the single, sloping road leading to the islands. Her heart pounded.

“They must see us by now,” Kirby said, fighting the unsettling feeling of dread that accompanied that statement, as she held her torch higher. “Did you give the signal?”

“Not yet, but I will,” Flora said.

Kirby watched as Flora waved the torch left, right, and down—a signal that could just as easily have been a warning, if Kirby didn’t believe the girl was sincere.

“I told them we are safe, and alone,” Flora explained.

Kirby nodded. “I hope they do not see the men in the trees.”

Flora agreed nervously.

A few torches moved as soldiers from the middle of the bridge headed toward the western entrance they were approaching. Kirby saw more silhouettes appearing behind the boulders, but it was difficult to tell numbers.

“How many guards are normally stationed at the bridge at night?”

“A few dozen,” Flora said.

They continued down the road, until the rushing water drowned out conversation. The few lights on the bridge had gathered in a cluster around the bridge’s entrance, waiting. As they got closer, Kirby saw more shadows walking from the middle of the bridge to the closest boulders, joining the others.

“Something’s wrong,” Kirby said. “There are too many of them.”

“They have been guarded about the Halifax soldiers,” Flora said. “Perhaps that is it.”

“I don’t like the feeling I’m getting.” Kirby looked over her shoulder as her nerves bristled. “I can’t explain it, but it seems like they are expecting us.”

“Should we ride back?” Flora asked.

Kirby looked back at the soldiers, her mind racing through decisions. Bray and his group might already be on the island, waiting. They might already be taking out patrols. And Enoch’s men were in a position of battle, waiting on the farther end of the bridge, probably watching them approach with the torches. Retreating was a coward’s move. They couldn’t abandon the others.

And they couldn’t leave William.

“We need to push forward,” she said. “We have come too far to stop now.”

Flora seemed nervous as she looked at the figures in the distance. “As much as I doubt this moment, I agree.”

They rode until the bridge was fifty yards away, keeping an even pace, ensuring they wouldn’t alarm anyone. A few soldiers stepped from around the boulders, waiting in the distance to greet them. Slowly, carefully, Kirby reached to her waistline.

She pulled out a grenade.


Chapter 65: Deacon

Deacon glanced behind him at the dark, square silhouettes of the soldier’s houses, where his reinforcing soldiers slept. Bartholomew stood next to him at the bottom of the sloping road, speaking with a group of others. The night had been quiet. Other than a small hunting party returning, they had seen nothing else. He knew better than to think they were safe.

War was coming. Only a fool would think otherwise.

“The shifts will be changing soon?” Deacon asked Bartholomew.

“Yes,” Bartholomew answered. “I told them to switch out a little earlier, as you instructed. They wake soon. They will be ready.”

Movement on the top of the sloping road drew Deacon’s attention. One of his bridge guards rounded the bend at the middle of the bridge, heading toward them at a jog. His torch bounced with his footfalls as he made his way down and past a few other, surprised soldiers. Several other torches from the top of the bridge broke from their posts, heading to the bridge’s western entrance.

Deacon broke from his men and strode up the sloping road, meeting the jogging soldier halfway. “What’s going on?” he asked.

“Two horses approach the bridge, sir,” the man said, catching his breath.

“Jonas, Kirby, and my other men, back with my weapons,” Deacon assumed, thinking he had been too quick to call them dead.

“The stranger woman, Kirby, is on one of them,” the soldier concurred. “The other person is one of ours—a girl. There are no men.”

“Who is the girl?”

“I believe it is the girl Bartholomew tasked to get Bray’s scalp. Flora.”

Deacon looked past the reporting soldier and up the bridge, watching the silhouettes of his guards clustering at the western entrance of the bridge. He looked to the right of the bridge, where several others headed to join them. A dark suspicion descended over him as he saw too many of his men heading to one side.

“Something is wrong,” Deacon said. He turned to Bartholomew, who walked up behind him. “Take a small group of men and wake the soldiers in the houses early. Send them to the bridge, right away.”

“Yes, sir.”

“When that is finished, get all the people from the tradesmen’s houses. We may need them.”


Chapter 66: William

William crept by the riverbank of the second island under a moonlit sky, the dead soldier’s big jacket hanging over his shoulders. He was still cold, but he couldn’t start a fire. As soon as someone discovered him missing, they’d come looking, and a fire or a torch would be an easy thing to spot. He was already worried enough about the moonlight, which was bright enough that someone might find him easily, or at least see his silhouette under the trees. Hoping to avoid notice, he crept down the edge of the island, his demon at his side, watching the rushing, spitting river.

He’d already ruled out most options of escape.

But one thought kept coming back to him. William couldn’t forget the sight of the lone horse, standing by the back of the building. He’d never get past the men on foot.

But what if he could steal the horse?

If his demon distracted them, that might be enough to allow him passage.

William knew that was a childish hope. He doubted he’d get through an island full of people willing to do Deacon’s bidding, and handfuls of guards on the main bridge, even if he managed to steal the steed. They’d shoot him off his horse with an arrow, or stick him with a sword.

But he couldn’t erase the thought from returning.

“What should we do?” he asked the twisted man.

The creature hissed as it walked alongside him, but it didn’t respond. Of course it didn’t. The demons could receive William’s orders and act on them, but they were incapable of offering any advice. If only Bray and Kirby were here, William thought. But he had a horrible feeling he’d never see them again.

William had spent days in the wild with only the demons in the Ancient City, hunting, keeping warm, and avoiding men who tried to kill him. He’d survived alone. He knew he could do it. But this was different. Usually, buildings and forests surrounded him—not an island with no clear way out.

Except the horse…

William didn’t even realize where he was headed until he was near the back of the buildings.

He crouched in the tree line, hissed for the demon to copy him, and watched. A guard carrying a bobbing torch walked a hundred feet away, next to the building. He couldn’t make out the person’s features, but he saw the silhouette of the horse standing farther past him, tied to the back of the building.

The guard checked on the horse. He stopped and looked toward the woods. William’s nerves prickled. Had he made a noise he hadn’t realized? Had the demon?

He waited for a shout of alarm, or a slew of guards to flow from the buildings with bright torches. They would hunt him down and bring him to Deacon.

The guard looked away.

He walked between the buildings.

Next to him, William smelled the breath of the demon, awaiting his orders. Most of the other guards were probably in the front of the building, stationed near the wooden bridge. He’d never sneak across it.

But if he could go fast enough with the horse, he might have a chance.

William ran from the cover of the forest. The demon followed. His heart knocked against his chest as he crossed the dirt field, the demon a step behind. At any moment, he expected the guard to return, see him in the moonlight, and shout.

William kept running until he’d almost reached the building. The horse shifted nervously as it saw a boy and a demon approaching, fast. It took every restraint for William to slow down, but if he spooked the horse, his plan would be foiled before it started.

“Stay here!” he hissed to the twisted man behind him.

The demon stopped and waited. William kept going.

He approached the horse slowly, calling softly under his breath, hoping it recognized him.

He located the rope, followed it to the end, and untied the steed. He made his way around and found the saddle, whispering reassuring words, praying to the gods the beast didn’t rear, or whinny. And then he mounted it. A feeling of freedom passed over William as he celebrated the completion of a goal. But it wasn’t the last.

He still needed to—

A shout echoed across the yard. “Who’s there?”

The demon snarled from the middle of the yard.

“Bradley?”

William didn’t wait. “Get him!” he shouted over his shoulder.

The twisted man ran across the last of the field, its bare feet thudding the dirt. William heard the scrape of a drawn sword, but he didn’t stay to look. He grabbed the horse’s reins and rode. Suddenly he was traveling faster than he’d traveled in a long time, galloping in the other direction. He led the horse around the far wall of the left-hand building and away from the commotion. Behind him, the guard grunted in pain as the demon found flesh. More shouts arose from the front of the buildings as men ran from the bridge to join the commotion. But they were going between the buildings.

William was going around the left-hand side.

The horse galloped faster in the glow of the moonlight. William found the bridge, steered the horse toward it, and kept riding. He saw a few bobbing torches as men stopped running halfway between the bridge and the buildings, looking toward the sound of the hooves and the other source of commotion.

A demon screeched in pain.

William winced as he heard the dying sounds of the twisted man. His demon had saved him. It had died, so that he could live. Guilt stabbed his gut. He’d killed another demon, just like he’d killed the one in the river. But he couldn’t think about it now.

One guard was still on the bridge, waiting with a torch.

William didn’t stop the horse.

He might die as he was fleeing. But he needed to take the risk. He spurred the horse through the yard and onto the bridge, nearly trampling the surprised man who made a lunge for him, but it was too late. The man cried out as he fell aside. The horse’s hooves clomped on the bridge’s wooden planks.

And then William was back on the first island, riding away from the shouts of alarm, free of the second island, but not free enough to think he was safe.


Chapter 67: Bray

Bray crept through the forest, his clothes dripping water, leading the way for Samron and the rest of the Halifax men as they walked through the moonlit forest. He gripped his sword. Thick, shadowy trees surrounded them on all sides. He saw no houses, no lights. They were heading west, toward the center of the island and the road that led to the bridge. He hoped. None of the other men had set foot on the island; most of Bray’s exploration had been on the far western shore.

He was following Flora’s instructions, but for the most part, guessing.

The swish of men’s and women’s wet clothing was loud enough that he feared every islander might hear it. Was someone watching them? Anyone close enough would see their silhouettes and suspect something. One hundred and fifty men walking without torches would prickle even the dimmest man’s skin.

He heard no cries of alarm in the distance, no shouts of war.

The island was unusually quiet.

Finding a worn, beaten path cutting through the snow, Bray pointed it out to Samron. The trail likely led to houses, which increased the chances of being seen. Hoping to keep their cover, he altered their course, keeping in the same direction but sticking to the forest. The line of moving men and women followed his lead.

They maneuvered over fallen branches, rocks, and exposed tree roots. A small, squat structure surprised Bray. He couldn’t see more than an outline, but permeating smoke filled his nostrils. He wove around it, holding his breath as more Halifax soldiers passed by. He waited for the door to burst open and a frightened, sword-wielding islander to confront them. Even a subtle noise from one hundred and fifty men might alert someone. No one came out.

They moved through an area of thick, clustered pines when a crash in the underbrush ground Bray to a halt. A jolt of adrenaline shot through him. He stared through the dark pines, certain an islander had seen them. He listened to a few more crashes grow further away before he determined it was a frightened, retreating animal. The noises faded.

The men breathed.

They emerged from the forest to the edge of a farmer’s field, vacant and basked in moonlight. Bray surveyed the wide, open area. Far in the distance, he saw several, unmoving lights—the glow from some houses, perhaps, on the other side of what might be the road.

Voices.

Bray froze as distant, echoing conversation reached his ears. A moment later, he saw a dozen torches moving slowly past the field, on the road. The lights were moving at an even pace. The voices were conversational. A patrol.

Samron put up a halting arm to stop the soldiers as they waited in the trees. Bray’s pulse pounded as he realized the moment of battle was at hand. He nodded at Samron in the moonlight, a gesture they both knew would be the last moment of peace until this was over.

He looked behind him at the line of silhouettes that had followed him down the slope, across the river, and onto the island, hoping they would live longer than the battle.

They ran into the field.


Chapter 68: Kirby

Kirby’s palm sweated around the grenade as she and Flora rode close enough to see faces in the rows of men and women behind the boulders. A line of soldiers much deeper than she’d realized stood behind each other, waiting. A few had their hands by the hilts of their swords.

Two men walked out toward them, raising their hands as they prepared a greeting.

“What—”

Kirby pulled the pin and threw the grenade.

Cries of surprise filled the air as men and women looked from Kirby to the round, arcing object, watching it spiral through the air and hit the ground. A few took steps forward, or backward, uncertain how to react. An ear-splitting crack pierced the air. The approaching guards screamed in agony as they were thrown from the blast, disappearing in a nasty cloud of dust and debris. Smoke billowed in a giant cloud, filling the front entrance of the bridge. Cries of commotion filled the air as more people scattered. Farther back, people tried to determine what was going on, crashing into each other.

Kirby’s horse reared. She clutched onto the pommel, fighting to settle the confused beast.

“Kirby!” Flora screamed, somewhere through the smoke.

“Hang on!” Kirby yelled.

She pulled another grenade—her last—as the horse landed.

Several of the soldiers, initially surprised, recovered, stepping through the smoke. Kirby took her last grenade, ripped out the pin, and flung it as far as she could, creating a second blast, prompting even more cries of pain and confusion. Many of the silhouettes disappeared. Flora coughed next to her as she controlled her steed. Kirby blinked and covered her mouth. Through the haze of smoke, she saw bodies and burning torches on the ground. One of the soldiers, not yet dead, shrieked as he clutched a missing leg. Another groaned loudly as he lay flat on his stomach, writhing.

The war cries of fifteen Halifax men pierced the air behind her.

Reinforcements were here.

Kirby grabbed her rifle as men and women ripped past her, aiming their guns and running through the gap next to the boulders, storming the bridge.

“Ride, Flora!”

They spurred their horses through the gap next to the boulders, keeping behind the Halifax men. Kirby aimed through the haze, shooting her rifle at several islanders who had already regrouped, or were brave enough to stand and fight. The Halifax men took positions just past the boulders, dodging the bodies of several fallen islanders.

Bullets pierced the air.

Men and women shrieked cries of death.

Kirby’s horse whinnied. She scanned the front half of the bridge, still hazy from the drifting smoke, looking for Deacon, Bartholomew, or Enoch’s reinforcements, but she saw only a chaotic mess of moving shapes and burning, dropped torches. An islander ran screaming at Kirby through the smoke, swinging his blade. She fired several times as her horse jostled, finally landing a shot. The islander fell. Another man dashed toward her side, hoping to surprise her, but she managed to shoot him in the chest, sending him reeling back into the smoke. Several arrows skidded off the pavement near her, missing their marks, as Kirby realized shooting from a horse was harder than she’d anticipated. She kept low in the saddle, knowing a well-placed arrow could topple her.

She halted her horse as Halifax men shot their guns. Not all of their shots connected, but they managed to drive back the attacking islanders enough to hold them off. But that wouldn’t last.

Looking in the distance, Kirby saw more islanders running up the moonlit, sloping road to join the battle.

More than she’d expected.

She saw no sign of Bray, Samron, or their men.

Where were they?

If something had happened, Kirby, Flora, and their fifteen might have ridden in to their deaths.

“Keep close!” she shouted at Flora.

The noise around her got louder as more Halifax men kept near, finding targets, firing rounds that echoed off the sides of the bridge. Kirby shot whatever enemies she could from the top of her horse, while Flora kept nearby. Dying men screamed last breaths in the moonlight. A particularly loud scream drew Kirby’s attention to the ground, where a man lay on his back, shrieking as he held a wounded arm. Kirby was reminded of the worst wars, where men died in agony.

Screaming, an islander ran at Kirby from somewhere she didn’t see, ripping her from a bad memory and jabbing his sword, probably hoping he’d get a lucky stab. Kirby fired, striking him in the head as he tumbled to the ground. She was getting better at firing from her saddle, and she was managing to keep the horse under control, but the ammunition wouldn’t last long.

Where were Enoch and Bray?


Chapter 69: Bray

A boom in the distance echoed through the islands.

Then another.

War was here.

Bray’s breath came in short bursts as he crossed over the hardened dirt, wind whipping against his wet clothes, eyes locked on the torches and the patrolmen they had been hoping to surprise, until the blasts gave them away.

The torches stopped moving as the soldiers prepared to react to something they hadn’t fully processed. Before Bray knew it, he was upon a group of stunned soldiers, who had just enough time to get their swords out.

It was more warning than Bray had gotten, when they’d stabbed him into the river and left him for dead.

Anger overtook him as he swung at the first man he reached. The soldier stuck up his blade in time to block the first blow, but not in time to block the second. Bray sliced the man’s stomach, and he groaned and fell. Nearby, Samron sparred with another soldier. Clusters of Halifax men entered the fray, clashing swords and outnumbering their enemies. Torches fell from soldier’s hands and swords and bodies quickly hit the ground. A few gunshots pierced the air.

“Save the guns!” Bray said.

The surprise might be gone, but they still needed to preserve ammunition.

Samron relayed the message to the Halifax men.

A few lights appeared in opened doorways as more men with torches and swords appeared, looking in both directions. New shouts of alarm echoed through the streets as they saw Bray, Samron, and their group of one hundred and fifty men.

“Halifax savages!”

“Dirty pigs!”

More men ran to face the intruders, dropping their torches as they fought the closest Halifax men, failing against so many numbers. Samron and Bray’s men cut them down with ease, swinging and attacking. Some of the islanders ran in the opposite direction, confused and fleeing. The Halifax men chased a few of them down, finishing them in quick, violent scuffles, but the commotion was spreading. More torches appeared up the road, near a thick cluster of houses past the farmer’s field, the tradesmen’s houses. Many more men and women than Bray expected entered the road, hearing the noises in the street and the booms from the bridge. Most were fighting peasants, but he saw soldiers among them.

“What’s going on?” Bray yelled to Samron. “Why are so many here? Most of these houses should be empty, according to Flora.”

“I’m not sure. I did not expect more than patrols on this road,” Samron shouted back.

Bray gritted his teeth as he ran to meet a flock of twenty determined soldiers, who had run to the head of the peasant fighters. Some were already readying their swords; others were nocking arrows and aiming at the coming line. A Halifax man to Bray’s left cried out, clutching an arrow in his neck. He collapsed. A few more Halifax men fell, screaming, before they charged and overwhelmed the soldiers. Some of the fighting peasants, who had fallen back, seeing that the soldiers were dead, ran in the opposite direction. But more soldiers and peasants flocked the road ahead, grouping in larger numbers.

Bray hadn’t expected so much opposition in the middle of the island, and certainly not before the bridge.

In the distance, he heard the cracks of gunfire and faraway cries.

They’d never make it to Kirby, Enoch, and Flora before a main battle happened.

They might be fighting two separate battles, each on their own.


Chapter 70: Bartholomew

Bartholomew ran from one house to the next, barking orders as he sent the men to the bridge, watching them hurry up the road and toward the distant booms that had already woken most of them. The doors of the soldier’s houses spilled open as men ran from inside, brandishing swords and bows.

Deacon’s fear was right.

War had come.

“To the bridge!” he cried at two slower soldiers, spurring them faster.

He directed several others as he kept striding up the road, heading past the last of the soldier’s houses and towards some of the tradesmen’s. Several cracks split the air. Unlike the others, these came from the center of the island. Something else was happening. Bartholomew ran faster as he reached the first tradesman’s house, where some peasants emerged, confusion on their faces.

“To the bridge?” one of them asked.

Bartholomew thought for a split second. “No, the other way!”

“But—”

“Do as I say!” he barked.

He ran next to them as he reached the next house, instructing more people to do the same as he continued toward the center of the island to see what was going on.


Chapter 71: William

Lightning and thunder, William thought frantically.

He looked up at the sky, which was clear and empty except for the full moon.

It wasn’t lightning and thunder.

It was something else.

William looked around, confused, as he rode the galloping horse down the road. He saw no sign of the shouting, chasing men he had escaped on the second island. What was happening? He clutched the reins of his stolen horse as he rode down the center of the road. Screams and blasts that sounded like gunfire echoed from somewhere he couldn’t see. The commotion was coming from in front of him, not behind.

Something much larger than William’s escape was happening.

He looked left and right in the moonlight, taking in patches of forest, trying to catch his bearings. The island looked foreign and strange in the night. Even if he remembered the landmarks in the day, he wasn’t sure he’d recognize them now.

His heart pounded in his chest as he fought for wind. He was still recovering, and yet he had no choice to slow down. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he certainly couldn’t return to the second island. The soldiers would alert others. They were probably chasing him already. And once everyone in The Arches was looking for him, he’d never hide with a horse.

He spurred his steed faster as commotion in the distance got louder.

He looked left and right again. The farmer’s fields. A flash of memory hit him as he recalled riding past them with Bray and Kirby, when they’d gone to meet Deacon. Before he could make a decision on where to go, the horse rounded a curve, and suddenly the screams were everywhere.

Chaos.

Figures clashed swords. Men shouted.

Torches burned, dropped in the center of the road.

William stopped.

Frantic, he looked behind him, certain he’d find men running his way, but he saw nothing but empty road.

War.

That’s what this was.

He watched for another second, long enough to catch sight of shouting, angry men that looked like the people from Halifax that he’d seen at Kirby’s settlement, fighting islanders. Guns hung over their shoulders, visible in the torchlight. William had seen enough war in Brighton to know that he wanted no more. He knew what the guns could do. Continuing on this road was an easy way to get killed, if not by a gun, then by an arrow in the head, or a sword in the belly.

With no place left to go, William veered into the farmer’s fields, heading southwest and towards the woods.


Chapter 72: Bray

The road turned to bedlam as more and more island soldiers appeared. The Halifax men were quickly becoming outnumbered.

“Use your guns!” Bray screamed, forgetting that no one would understand him, until Samron interpreted.

Unable to take his own advice, yet, Bray clashed blades with a portly islander, grunting and pushing the islander backward, before spearing him in the stomach. Several times, men skirted around Bray, uncertain with whom he was fighting. He didn’t look like a Halifax man, and he was using the advantage to get the jump on them.

Another man ran at Bray, shouting as he got close enough to see his features.

“It’s the stranger!” he shouted to others, perhaps thinking he might win some special privilege by besting him. Bray slashed the man’s throat before he had a chance to swing.

Cracks of closer gunfire burst nearby as Halifax men fired their rifles, sending islanders pitching to the ground, shrieking, or dead before they had a chance to react. More torches bobbed as islanders joined the fray. Bray saw more people under the moonlight than he could count as he reached for the small gun called a pistol at his side. Balancing his sword and his gun, he aimed at the first man to approach him, a bearded islander with his blade high in the air, ready to take a vicious slice.

Aim, and watch for the…

What was the word?

It didn’t matter.

Bray squeezed the metal.

A loud crack pierced the air, louder than anything else around him. A high-pitched whine rang in Bray’s ears as a red splotch appeared in the center of the bearded islander’s stomach, and the man collapsed to his knees. Bray opened and closed his mouth. If it had been another situation, he might’ve reveled at the weapon’s power, but he had no time. More islanders ran toward him. He squeezed the metal several more times, missing a few shots, but striking enough to stop the men before they reached him. Kirby hadn’t lied. The metal inside the gun—the bullets—were running out quickly. Soon he would be back to his sword. He fended off another islander with a shot to the stomach, requiring only one bullet to stop him. Firing a few more times, he took down some men that appeared to be soldiers.

A Halifax man shouted.

Several of the Halifax men turned.

More islanders ran from the woods around them, to the sides and behind. What had started as an advantageous fight was quickly turning sour. There were too many islanders, and more coming. Bray noticed several women in the torchlight, hurling insults at the Halifax men, swinging their swords as savagely as the island men.

“Filthy wild men!”

“Sons of pigs!”

A few of the Halifax women without guns returned angry words that Bray couldn’t understand. They clashed swords. He had no time to watch. Three men ran up on Bray, almost quicker than he could raise his gun. He shot one of them in the stomach, stopping the man with a curt scream, and then his gun was making useless sounds. He stuffed it into his holster and dodged a slice from the second man’s blade. But the third man was too close, swinging and cutting Bray’s arm. Bray roared in anger as the sword reopened an old wound. Leaping back, Bray countered with a backward slice of his blade to the third man’s face, tearing open his cheek. The man shrieked and held his face as the second man took his place. Bray recovered from his swing in time to clang blades with the second man, engaging him in a struggle as they pushed against each other’s swords. The third man, seeing Bray occupied, ran at Bray from the side, intent on spearing him.

Bray roared in vain as he prepared for a stab he couldn’t block.

“Dirt scratchers!”

Someone jabbed the third man in the back. The man gasped. Samron pulled his sword from the man’s back, roaring with anger. “Cowards!” he shouted.

Inspired, Bray found a burst of strength, pushing away the second man with whom he had clashed blades. He swung several times, slicing the man’s shirt, spilling his insides. The man tumbled to the ground.

“Are you all right?” Samron asked, noticing blood on Bray’s arm.

“It is shallow,” Bray said. “I’m fine.”

Samron broke off, battling another incoming soldier. Bray looked around, noticing bodies sprawled everywhere under the light of fallen torches. Men and women fought fiercely all around him, but much of the gunfire had stopped. A few men still used guns, but most had resorted to swords.

With no one nearby, Bray stopped to reload next to a tree, keeping to the shadows.

Setting down his sword, he pulled out the extra metal Kirby had called a magazine, struggling to get the first one out. In the distance, he heard shouts he could understand.

“Forget the bridge! Go the other way!”

Bray bent down as he managed to get the first magazine out.

A few people ran past Bray, not seeing the small gun he held in his hands, or perhaps more focused on the commotion in the distance, not recognizing him in the shadows. He straightened as they kept going. Gunshots boomed from the direction of the bridge. Several more men that were clearly soldiers ran past him, and he bent down to avoid being noticed, so he could finish with his gun. The bridge was around another few curves, invisible from here, but he didn’t need to see what was happening to know he needed to help Kirby.

They needed to win the battle here and get to the bridge.

He was just trying to put the new magazine in the gun when someone strode in his direction at a fast walk.

Bray stuffed his gun back in his holster, picked up his bloodied sword, and waited for the person to pass him by, like the others. The person stepped over a body in the street, bending down to pick up a knife and stuff it in his pants. The flames of a nearby torch revealed a familiar face.

Bartholomew.

Mistaking Bray for a soldier in the dim lighting, Bartholomew said, “You’re going the wrong way, soldier! The enemy is close behind you!”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Bray said.


Chapter 73: Kirby

The surprise of the initial attack was long gone. Distant soldiers took control and barked orders, preparing a charge that would easily wipe out Kirby and her men, guns or not. Her grenades were gone.

The smoke had dissipated.

A few Halifax men had already stopped shooting, out of ammunition and struggling to reload. They’d expended most of the rifles’ thirty shots. Those shots had gone even faster than Kirby expected. Arrows flew past her horse as some of the island bowmen started a long-range attack that would quickly become short range, once they decided no one else was coming and realized she was out of grenades. One of the arrows struck a Halifax man next to her in the shoulder, and he cried out, dropping his gun. With a cry through gritted teeth, he bent down and recovered his weapon.

We’re doomed, thought Kirby.

New cries split the air.

From the other side of the bridge, men fell, and loud bursts of gunfire echoed off the walls. The whoop of many new men and women punctuated the bridge as a new group of attackers entered the fray, and the silhouettes of the islanders turned around to face many more attackers than Kirby’s men.

A realization became a hope.

Enoch.

“Enoch!” she yelled aloud.

Finding new strength, the Halifax men next to Kirby whooped into the air, bellowing similar cries of war. They quickly used the distraction to reload new magazines. Across from them, the islanders were in a new panic as many were gunned down. New confusion sent some fleeing back to where Kirby, Flora, and her men picked them off. Reinforcements or not, soon the islanders would realize that Kirby’s side of the bridge were the easy targets. They needed to get into the battle.

“Let’s go!” Kirby shouted, spurring her horse.

Flora rode next to her, while the Halifax men charged toward the other end of the bridge to enter the fray. Kirby’s heart raced as her horse’s hooves clomped the pavement. They stepped, or galloped around the dead bodies of the islanders as they made their way from the front half of the bridge to the middle. Several new clusters of islanders ran up the sloping road to charge into battle. Kirby knocked back some islanders with her horse, trampling them under its hooves. With her horse at a gallop, it took little time to outpace the Halifax men. Inadvertently, she got ahead. Flora kept to the northern wall of the bridge, riding a little behind Kirby and on the opposite side. Kirby lost track of Flora.

A Halifax man screamed behind her.

She turned her head in time to watch a man fall, writhing in pain, no one around him. He clutched what might be bullet wounds in his chest.

Someone else was shooting. She glanced down the descending road, enough time to get a brief glimpse of what was coming.

A voice she recognized shouted an order.

Deacon.

A cluster of soldiers came up the sloping road, flanking a lone man with a gun—the only one on the islands. Her gun. Bullets split the air as Deacon opened fire and the Halifax men behind her screamed and fell. She heard the whinny of Flora’s horse.

And then Kirby was back in the thick of battle, surrounded by islanders trying to get her from her steed.


Chapter 74: Bray

With a feral cry of rage, Bray charged at Bartholomew. Bartholomew’s face registered surprise for a brief moment before he brought up his sword. They crashed blades, grunting and heaving as each tried to get the upper hand.

“You’re a fool to come back here!” Bartholomew shouted.

“And you’re a fool to stay,” Bray spat, as he pushed. “Cowardly pig. Where are your soldiers now?”

They pushed until they were away from each other. Bray swung again. Metal scraped metal. The swords slid off one another. Rage drove Bray as they struck several more times, each vying for the superior position. Bray’s arm bent as he pushed against Bartholomew’s blade, cracking open one of his old wounds. The sting drove more anger as he shoved Bartholomew away, gaining enough distance to circle and stare in the light of the moon and several fallen torches.

Noticing the gun at Bray’s side, Bartholomew said, “You should have used your god weapon!”

Bray gritted his teeth. He hadn’t had time to finish reloading.

“I don’t need it!”

He charged.

They struck swords again, grunting as they fought. Bray swung for Bartholomew’s stomach, then his face, but each time Bartholomew moved aside, countering with swings of his own. Bartholomew swiped sideways, catching Bray’s left sleeve, tearing fabric but missing skin.

“Son of a bitch!” Bray cried.

Behind them, cries of war continued as Halifax men fought the islanders. Bray had no time to guess what might be occurring behind him. To look away was to die.

Bray stabbed hard, but Bartholomew leapt backward, avoiding it and countering. Sweat ran down Bray’s forehead as he jumped back. His clothes reeked of the river he crossed, reminding him of the raging current, dragging him away. Rage found its way into Bray’s sword again as he ran and swung hard, catching Bartholomew’s upper leg with a deep slice before he could block. Bartholomew cried out in anger, but he got up a sword before Bray could finish the job. He pushed Bray backward.

Knocked off kilter, Bray fought for balance.

Bartholomew charged.

This time Bartholomew knocked into Bray, sending him to the ground and landing on top of him. Bray’s sword fell from his hands, clattering on the ground. Bray shot up an arm and grabbed the wrist of Bartholomew’s sword hand, managing to keep him at bay, but he had no control over Bartholomew’s other hand, which found Bray’s neck. Bray struggled to breathe as Bartholomew squeezed. Robbed of air, Bray clasped at the hand around his windpipe, staring at the man atop him, whose angry face was illuminated in the light of a fallen torch.

“I will make sure William dies screaming,” Bartholomew spat, his eyes filled with a hateful satisfaction.

Bray tried retorting, but couldn’t.

Renewed rage filled Bray, but it was rage with no outlet. His pulse thudded in his neck as he tried to breathe. He was losing his grip on Bartholomew’s sword hand. His right hand was free, but Bartholomew was pinning him in a position where he couldn’t reach his knife, and he was still trying to breathe through Bartholomew’s vice-like grip on his neck. Giving up on prying loose Bartholomew’s fingers, he swung at Bartholomew’s face, but his blows were weak and ineffective.

He’d survived the attack of Bartholomew’s soldiers.

The river.

Flora.

Perhaps this was the moment he failed.

Bray stopped weakly hitting Bartholomew as the last of his air left him and his eyes glazed. His hand hit the ground, and something hot singed his fingers. The pain snapped him alert.

An idea became a hope as he found a last burst of strength, located a torch’s handle, and closed his hand around it. He shoved it sideways into Bartholomew’s face and held it there. He didn’t need much strength. Flesh met fire. Hair singed. Bartholomew screamed as the hot torch sizzled his skin and scalp. He let go, staggering to his feet and shrieking. His sword fell.

And then Bray was free again.

He sucked in precious gulps of air.

Rolling to the side, some of Bray’s strength returned, and he forced himself to his feet, staggering over and retrieving Bartholomew’s dropped sword. Bartholomew screamed and held his face. Seeing Bray coming, Bartholomew stopped his screams long enough to look up. In the light of several other torches, Bray saw the flames had found Bartholomew’s eye. Blackened, burnt skin marred half of his face. He blinked with his good eye as he looked for a weapon, amidst more screams.

It was time to end it.

With a vengeful cry, Bray ran at Bartholomew with Bartholomew’s sword, spearing him deep in the stomach and leaving the sword there. Bartholomew gasped and doubled over as the sword cleaved his flesh. He spat blood and fell to his knees, gasping for air. Bray stepped back as Bartholomew found the strength to look up at Bray, as if this was somehow a mistake, and he was still on top of Bray, choking him, instead of dying. He pried at the sword still stuck in his belly.

Bartholomew had made a mistake by letting Bray go.

Bray wouldn’t repeat it.

Pulling out the knife at his side, the only thing left after he’d been thrown in the river, Bray sliced Bartholomew’s throat.


Chapter 75: William

William rode his horse slowly through a dense cluster of trees. Thick, looming shadows from the moonlight surrounded him. Despite the intermittent gunfire in the distance, and the faraway shouts and screams, he felt completely alone. In fact, he was lonely. Bray and Kirby were dead. They must be. He wondered if this was what death felt like—not the arrow or gun that would ultimately end his life, but the hollow feeling of being lost, with nowhere to go.

Soon, war would reach him. War touched everything around it. William had seen the bloodied bodies on a battlefield. He’d seen the tears on the women’s cheeks, before and after war, and heard the wails of children who had lost relatives. He’d killed enough people of his own, since leaving Brighton.

He’d hoped to escape war, but here it was, coming to grab him.

William steered the horse through more trees, looking for somewhere to find respite, until he could figure out what to do. The horse swayed nervously as it weaved through the forest, picking a path between the trees.

William was on the western portion of the island. That was all he knew. He looked for houses, or people, but saw neither. A memory hit him. He recalled Bray sharing a story of his travels that first day on the island, when William had lain in bed, and Bray had gone exploring. Bray had talked about some of the remote farms on the banks of the river, far away from the road and heading toward the second island. If William continued southwest, perhaps he could find a place to hide. Perhaps he could wait out whatever was happening.

Riding in the opposite direction of the noise, he rode until he reached a clearing. The moon cast a white glow over rows of choppy, uneven dirt that looked like they held crops. The horse contended with the bumpy terrain, making its way across the field as William looked out for torches. The field was vacant. Soon he’d reached the other side. He saw no buildings, but something glistened, past a small cluster of trees and down a slope.

The river.

Thinking he might get a glimpse of something that would help him, William rode through a copse of trees, stopping on the root-covered riverbank, looking across the river. He saw nothing but a dark patch of forest on the opposite shore. The current foamed and spat, seemingly much quicker and stronger than it was in most places he’d looked on the second island. Crossing it wasn’t an option.

He knew better than to try.

Looking right, he saw the outline of the bridge deep in the distance. A few pinpricks of light burned in various spots as men and woman shrieked. More guns cracked. William backed his horse away.

Something moved across the river.

A handful of silhouettes emerged onto the opposite bank, yowling as they looked across the river, probably drawn by the noise. William’s horse stamped the ground and stepped backward.

William’s brothers.

He stared at the twisted men. They would never make it across, but they would try, if he told them.

They would die for him.

More guilt hit him.

He couldn’t get the gurgling, dying scream of the first, drowning demon out of his head, or the shrieks of the second demon that had fought the second island’s soldiers. Two of his brothers had fallen, because of his judgment. Those deaths are my fault.

William looked down at the black, raging current.

He looked back at his brothers. He couldn’t kill more of them. They might be all he had left.

Without a word, he backed up and rode in the opposite direction.


Chapter 76: Kirby

Kirby rode through a tangle of battling, screaming men and women. She felt as if she were in a dark maze of wails and bloodshed. Her life was one giant battlefield, killing and defending, one she’d been trying to escape. But this was a new battle, and she’d die if she didn’t keep fighting.

She’d lost track of the rest of the Halifax men with whom she’d initially charged.

She’d lost track of Flora and Deacon.

An islander ran at her, his face streaked with blood as he finished an altercation and found her. She shot him in the shoulder, pitching him back and into another skirmish. The horse plowed through several more islanders, knocking them to the side. One man latched onto her boot as she rode past, but she kicked him off and kept riding. More people jumped out of the way as she rode faster. To stop was to die.

Her rifle was almost out of rounds.

She fired at several more islanders, killing them with shots to the head, or the chest, before her gun was empty. Reloading was a nearly impossible feat, on the back of a running horse, in the midst of a raging battle. She kept the horse moving as fast as she could, trampling those that she could steer into. She drew her pistol as the horse clopped over scattered bodies.

Some people battled by the sides of the bridge, swinging their swords as they overlooked the water; others spilled out in all directions, blocking her way. She knocked a few more men aside as the horse squealed and spit.

Three islanders ran toward Kirby, screaming as they tried to take her from the horse. She fired, sending two of them reeling backward, wounded. One man tripped over a dead body. Some Halifax men nearby quickly finished him off.

More and more gunfire subsided as Enoch’s men ran out of bullets, reloaded, or abandoned the idea of the guns, taking to their swords. She looked for Enoch, but couldn’t find him. She rode the horse wherever she had an opening, or to wherever she could help, sometimes riding diagonally, but always forward. She shot an islander in the leg who was charging a Halifax man, sending him sprawling. She shot another two men before they could attack a lone Halifax woman, who ran in the other direction once she was free, finding another target. Kirby watched as a Halifax man lifted a short, skinny islander, tossing him off the bridge. His cries quickly vanished.

An islander ran at Kirby from the right flank, swinging his sword at her leg, but she got her gun up in time to shoot him, sending him tumbling. Her pistol had even fewer shots left than her rifle. She needed to reload soon. Kirby fought her way through more men, trampling some, and shooting others, making her way toward the other end of the bridge, and what looked like a clearing.

Enoch’s men had killed most of the islanders near the boulders at the eastern entrance, creating an opening. Perhaps she could battle her way around them and take a moment to reload. Bodies lay everywhere, mostly dead islanders who had fallen under the initial gunfire. A few wounded men crawled away from her horse and toward the sides of the bridge.

An arrow hit her leg.

Kirby cried out and reached for the protruding arrow, but stopped herself before pulling it out. She turned her attention to a crevice between two boulders, where an injured man had propped himself, readying his bow. Kirby fired at him. He ducked, but not before releasing another aimless arrow, which landed a few feet away. Anger stung her as she veered toward the gap next to the boulders, hoping to ferret him out. She charged up on the other side and found the man kneeling, reaching for his quiver and another arrow. He looked up, surprised, as Kirby shot him in the head.

Kirby looked around.

A patch of worn-down dirt on the other side of the boulders was empty, as was the long, moonlit road, and the woods behind it curving up into the mountains, the place from which Enoch and his men had attacked. She looked behind her. The battle was still going strong, but it had moved toward the middle of the bridge. No one was nearby.

Perhaps this was her chance to reload.


Chapter 77: Flora

Flora rode her horse as fighting men and women fell around her. At the sound of gunshots coming from the descending road, she’d veered in the other direction, having just enough time to catch a glimpse of a man coming up the road with a gun.

Deacon.

She couldn’t be certain it was he, but she had no time to analyze it further. The raging battle enveloped her. She’d lost track of Kirby.

Everywhere she looked, there was a vicious attack. The Halifax men fought the islanders, either slicing them open with swords or shooting them with their god weapons. Burning torches littered the ground. She couldn’t see much of anything through the constant commotion. The battle against Halifax—an idea sewn in the minds of the islanders as soon as they were old enough to understand words—was happening faster than she’d expected.

She gripped the sword that Enoch had given her as she rode through the battle, swinging at a few island soldiers that came in her direction, but the prospect of slaughtering her men stopped her. It had been easier to agree to the plan when she was in Halifax, bargaining for her life, but she couldn’t imagine cutting down people she might know. Neither could she slay the Halifax men, who had kept her alive, and with whom she had marched to kill Deacon.

She was a confusing piece in a bitter war.

Several times, men ran toward her, only to take the opposite direction. The islanders were looking for the marked men and women. The Halifax men were looking for the islanders. Some people might be looking for Kirby, but no one knew what to make of Flora.

She looked around her, catching sight of some men fighting near the edge of the bridge, screaming. That sight made her recall her father’s final moments, as he was hoisted over the edge and pitched to his death.

Deacon.

Renewed anger stirred Flora as she turned her horse, knocking aside an islander and heading back in the direction she thought she’d seen him. She passed clusters of men, deep in battle, striking each other with blades. Much of the gunfire had stopped. Halifax men slashed and screamed at the islanders in their language. The islanders defended themselves with slicing blades and foul words. Several men and women ran by her without stopping.

A group of Halifax men nearby jogged in the direction she was headed, toward Deacon. In the light of the moon and several burning torches, she recognized the man in the center. Enoch. She opened her mouth to call out to him, slowing her horse.

A hand grabbed at her boot.

Someone tried ripping her from the horse. Flora looked over to find one of the islanders, a man she thought was familiar.

“Get off the horse!” he shouted.

“No!” she yelled, kicking him away.

The horse whinnied nervously as it turned, and Flora raised her sword, threatening him.

“I need it! Get off and let me ride!” he argued.

Another man had joined him, aiming an arrow at her head. “Do it. Or we’ll shoot you!”

“I’m an islander, like you!” she said.

“I know who you are,” the second man said. “I saw you riding up to the bridge with the stranger. You have something to do with this.”

“That is not true.”

Anger raged inside Flora as she held her sword. She wanted to ride and swing at these men, but she’d more likely take an arrow than win. She looked around, as if someone might assist her, but everyone in the vicinity was battling. No one else came in her direction. Enoch was gone. Gunshots sounded toward the center of the bridge; loud cries filled the air.

“The horse will do us more good than you,” the first man said. “Get off, or Clark shoots.”

Anger filled her response as she said, “I will get down.”

She had just put her leg over the stirrup when the man with the bow cried out in pain. A sword appeared through the front of his stomach, and blood leaked down his shirt. The sword retracted. A Halifax man stood behind it. Another Halifax man slashed at the first islander, who had turned in time to get up his sword. The blades clashed.

Jumping back into the saddle, Flora rode toward the place where she’d last seen Enoch.


Chapter 78: Enoch

“That way!” one of Enoch’s soldiers cried to him in his language.

Enoch’s eyes blazed as he looked across the bridge, spotting the man who had spread too many lies, and caused the deaths of too many of his people. He strode across the bridge, making his way toward Deacon as the death cries of his men echoed around him, sounds he’d hear in his sleep.

Too many of his men had died over a land they should never have lost.

It was time he finished the battle started long ago.

Enoch clutched the sword in his hand, a weapon that had served him faithfully for most of his life, and felt almost as comfortable as his arm. He threw the lightning weapon over his shoulder. The gun had spit fire long enough to cause the deaths of many islanders, but he was out of the metal pieces they called bullets. No matter. He would do what he had to, in order to fell the man who stood in the way of the islands.

Reaching the intersection of the sloping road and the bridge, he saw Deacon rounding the corner and moving farther onto the bridge, aiming his loud lightning weapon, sending cracks of fire through the air. Enoch grimaced as several of his best men fell, dying bravely. No more. Four Halifax soldiers walked beside Enoch, following him as he went after Deacon. None faltered, or turned around.

“Deacon!” Enoch shouted, projecting his voice as he’d done on the Halifax platform.

The word was lost in the commotion.

A few of Deacon’s men, standing guard near him, spotted Enoch coming before he got close, shouting warnings to their leader. Deacon spun and aimed his lightning weapon. Enoch’s men, hoping to protect him, ran out in front.

“No!” Enoch shouted, as Deacon used his weapon, killing two of his men with loud cracks.

The other two men fell back next to Enoch as he approached Deacon, stopping within twenty yards.

“You are a coward!” Enoch shouted.

Deacon’s face was hard in the light of several fallen, burning torches as he turned his gun on Enoch, and his men moved in a position to defend him. Enoch clutched his sword. He wasn’t stupid enough to run to his death. But he wouldn’t give in to this man, lighting weapon or not.

“Coward!” Enoch yelled again. “We want what your people stole!”

Surprise crossed Deacon’s face as he heard Enoch speak his language.

“Have your people come for another mark of failure?” Deacon let one hand off his gun to point at his forehead, smiling. “I will make sure your women, your children wear the same mark. We will burn it into their skulls, as our people did in the beginning.”

“You will step over our bodies before that happens.”

Rage built in Enoch as he gripped his sword. Footsteps pounded the bridge behind him, and he spun to find a group of several more Halifax men breaking from other battles, ready to join him. More of his men warded off any who tried to get near the impending altercation. Deep in the distance, Enoch heard more of his men fighting the islanders down the sloping road.

They were brave.

Many years ago, his people had named him The Bravest One.

It was time to show the reason for that name again.

Enoch nodded at a group of five of his brothers, who had joined him, clutching their swords. He stared at the man with the lighting weapon. They were out of the metal pieces in the objects called bullets. But it was no matter. If they would fail, they would fail together.

Enoch screamed some words in their language. “For The Holy One!”

Deacon looked confused at the words he didn’t understand.

Enoch and his men charged.

The Halifax men ran alongside him, bellowing chants of war as more cracks from Deacon’s lightning weapon filled the air, felling some, but not all. Some of his men reached Deacon’s. They screamed and fought as they crashed into Deacon’s men, and Deacon. One of the Halifax men cried his death throes as Deacon shot him and broke free of the commotion. Enoch kept course for Deacon, raising his sword with a war cry he’d been saving most of his life.

Deacon raised the lightning weapon.

A crack split the air.

Pain sparked through Enoch’s eyes as metal from the lightning weapon struck him in the side, hard, but he kept running until he was on top of Deacon, knocking the weapon from his hands with a slash of his sword. Deacon fell back against the bridge wall. Enoch ignored the burning pain in his side as he elbowed Deacon in the face once, twice. Deacon grunted as blood sprayed the air, splashing Enoch.

He struck Deacon with the hilt of his sword.

And again.

Deacon kneed Enoch in the groin.

Losing his wind, Enoch doubled over, new pain hitting him as Deacon shoved him away, scrambling for his dropped gun. Before Enoch could get ahold of him, he retrieved it and raised it at Enoch’s face from just a few feet away.

Enoch cried out in anger as the pain from his wounded side caught up to him. He stared at Deacon with hatred, fighting for breath.

His last moments wouldn’t be spent doubled over, begging. He would fight. He raised his sword. Out of his peripheral vision, Enoch saw a few of his men running to his aid.

“Enoch!” they yelled.

But none of those mattered to this moment.

Deacon would use his lightning weapon.

Or Enoch would win.

A horse squealed.

Deacon looked away from Enoch, distracted by hooves clomping across the stone bridge. Fright crossed Deacon’s face as he moved away from Enoch, picking a new target. The lightning weapon cracked several times as a horse got close enough that Enoch could hear its frantic breath and its whinny. Enoch got out of the way just in time to turn his head and see a galloping steed, Flora in the saddle, raising her sword, come to help him.

Or perhaps come for revenge.

She cried out in anger as she rode straight for Deacon, prepared to slice, to kill.

She held her sword high in the air.

But the horse wasn’t faster than the lightning weapon. Deacon used the gun several more times, aiming for Flora, but hitting the beast instead. The beast swayed as pieces of metal tore into its neck, it lost its gallop, and stumbled. The momentum kept it coming.

The horse crashed into Deacon.

Deacon screamed.

Deacon fell backward, and the horse and Flora fell forward, over the edge of the bridge, in a tangled mass of screams and whinnies, toppling from sight.

Enoch’s men cried out in surprise.

Several crashes hit the water, hard.

And then they were gone.

Some of the commotion resumed.

Pain blazed behind Enoch’s eyes as he looked around, not believing what he’d seen, that Deacon was gone. And so was the girl he had trusted, Flora.

“Flora,” he whispered.

Enoch lowered his sword and clutched his side as men rushed to his aid, helping him stand amidst the crack of lightning weapons and the clang of swords all around them.


Chapter 79: Kirby

The cry of a horse and screams drew Kirby’s attention.

Slamming the magazine into her pistol, she spurred her steed, riding back around the boulders and reentering the bridge.

Some of the frenzy seemed to have died down as Kirby rode, passing mostly bodies, but a few small skirmishes that were still taking place as Halifax men took care of some of the remaining islanders. On the sloping road, visible off the bridge’s edge, she saw islanders and Halifax people dueling, mostly with swords, about halfway down. The war had moved. But what had that noise been? She looked in front of her.

No horse. No Flora.

Near the middle of the bridge, several Halifax men gathered. She rode toward them, ready to battle, if that was what was happening.

She galloped faster, weaving around the war’s casualties, able to ride unhindered without as many obstacles.

She reached the middle of the bridge.

A group of men gathered in a circle, mostly Halifax men. Pulling up alongside them, she recognized a few of the men as those with whom she’d marched. Enoch was in the center, bent over and bleeding.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Enoch gasped for breath as one of the Halifax men held up a torch, revealing a hole in the side of his stomach, leaking blood.

“Deacon hit me with the lightning weapon,” he said.

“You need a healer,” Kirby said. “You’re shot.”

“I am not likely to get one,” Enoch said. “And besides, the war still rages, with Deacon dead.”

“Dead?” Kirby felt as if she had missed something. She looked around for Deacon, the horse she’d heard whining, and Flora.

“Dead,” Enoch repeated, raising a shaky arm to point off the edge of the bridge. “Flora charged him before he could kill me. She knocked him off the bridge with her horse. But she and the horse fell.”

“The horse…Flora…” Kirby repeated, as if she might make sense of it.

Her mouth opened and closed as she followed Enoch’s finger to the side of the bridge, seeing nothing but a wall and a few dead, scattered bodies. An emotion she couldn’t process hit her in the stomach as she rode to where he was pointing, looked over, and saw nothing but a steep drop and the dark river, cutting through the land.

“She’s gone,” Enoch called, “and so is the island leader. But our men still fight. If we don’t get to the road, they will die, and we will have come here for nothing.”

Kirby felt an irrepressible anger in her stomach. She wanted to shoot Deacon. She wanted to punish him for the loss of someone with whom she’d rode just moments before, another loss compounded in her memory for which she felt responsible. If she had stayed with Flora…

“You have been injured, too,” Enoch said, interrupting her thought, pointing at the piece of arrow still stuck in her leg, some of which she had broken off, but which she knew she would need to remove later, if she survived that long.

“You have come here for the boy, William,” Enoch said. “Let us fight our way to him.”

Kirby nodded, choking back an emotion she hadn’t expected to feel.

“Flora was true to her word,” Enoch said. “Our people will mourn her. Let us go, while we still have a fight left to finish.”


**




Kirby rode the horse next to Enoch and a group of fifty Halifax men as they turned down the sloping road to join the others. Most of the skirmishes on the bridge had ended. Dawn approached, casting a backlight over the long, descending road, and the swaths of people that fought at the bottom. The majority of Enoch’s Halifax men had left the bridge, battling a defensive line of soldiers, peasants, and some women. Most of the gunfire had ceased. Every now and again Kirby heard a crack, but for the most part, the battle was a struggle with swords. Kirby rode with her horse over several broken bows, along with some swords lying next to bodies that no longer needed them. One of the Halifax men handed a blade to Kirby, who took it gratefully. Kirby was down to the last of her ammunition.

“Our men need our help,” Enoch proclaimed as he limped down the road, projecting bravery, even though he was clearly injured.

As it looked, the disproportionate number of islanders might end them all. Kirby stared past the colliding groups, hoping to see a sign of Bray and Samron, but still nothing. A building fear got worse—what if they had perished somewhere in the island’s middle? Reaching the fighting, she raised her gun and steeled herself for battle as Enoch and the Halifax men ran to join their brothers and sisters, swinging their swords with renewed vigor.

She couldn’t stop thinking of Flora.

Kirby rode into the fray, shooting the islanders and casting aside people with her horse, fighting through a tangled crowd that felt too thick to defeat.


Chapter 80: Bray

Having reloaded once, and spent the rest of his ammunition, Bray relied on his sword as they fended off the islanders running out at them from the woods. The street was a chaotic mess of bodies, swinging blades, grunts, and heaves. The Halifax men were tired. Their swords didn’t swing as fast, and their war cries had died, but they fought with a quiet vigor that impressed Bray as morning light crept over the fight.

The islanders the Halifax men battled now were clumsier, less used to fighting. They had been trained, but they weren’t used to warfare. The guns had given the Halifax men an advantage in the beginning—as shortly as it lasted, they had taken out most of the soldiers and patrols.

Bray figured the rest of the soldiers were at the bridge.

But there were still plenty of men left to fight.

Every so often, a Halifax man would break his silence with a dying scream, or some new group of islanders ran from the woods, brandishing crude weapons, yelling loudly enough to put a new surge of adrenaline into the fight. Bray could no longer tell how many people they’d lost, or how many people they’d killed.

A dropped house torch caught a house on fire, illuminating the chaos as light licked the walls and smoke billowed over the street. Bray coughed as smoke entered his lungs. He swung his sword at a short, stubby soldier, straining to see through some drifting smoke, besting the man with a slash to the stomach. The man crumpled and didn’t get up. Bray looked around him at the Halifax men, who were holding their ground, but getting more tired.

Finished with his opponent, Bray leapt into battle to assist Samron, who was fighting off two men at once. An apron of blood stained Samron’s shirt as he grunted and swung, fending off a tall, dark-haired attacker, while Bray took his friend, a fat man who seemed more confident with a sword. Bray parried with the man for several moments before ending him with a jab to the chest.

Finished with the immediate skirmish, Bray and Samron looked around.

“We need to get to the bridge,” Bray said, catching his breath through the smoke.

“It has been too long,” Samron agreed. “But how can we move? There are too many islanders.”

They watched as a new group of six islanders ran from the forest, slow to battle, or perhaps scared. Men and women that looked like peasants, or farmers, stopped at the edge of the road, staring at Bray and Samron. They assessed the scene, the Halifax men, and the guns. Bray recalled what Flora had said about the people who had been taken in against their will.

Maybe they didn’t need to fight them at all.

Clearing his throat, Bray pulled his empty pistol. He pointed it at them, hoping words could turn into a weapon.

“Most of your soldiers are dead!” he shouted, nodding at the bodies around him. “Will you come out to die with them? Will you fall to the god weapons?”

Fright crossed a few of the people’s faces as they reconsidered their decision, swords shaking in their hands. Bray took another step, waving his empty gun. This time the people didn’t hesitate. They ran back into the forest.

He looked at Samron, who smiled.

“Perhaps you have a good idea,” Samron said.

“That will even the odds,” Bray said. “Tell your men! We can drive them away while we take the bridge.”

Bray looked around. Most of the Halifax men had finished their altercations, clearing a path in the street. A few more men ran at them from the front, but not enough to stop them from advancing. Samron yelled some instructions.

“Gather your men!” Bray yelled. “Let’s go!”


**




The Halifax men took to the task with apparent skill, shouting in their strange language, using what must be a frightening appearance to some of the lesser-skilled islanders as they waved their empty guns and swords. A few islanders came to fight, but for the most part, no one was eager to run to their deaths. And who could blame them?

Deacon wasn’t standing in the road, enforcing his orders.

Bray knew the realities of war. He knew how easy it was to agree to fight when someone was in a field, sparring with a friend, but when it came to battle, some men and women couldn’t face their ends.

Bray no longer heard gunfire from the front of the island. That worried him, though he still heard noise in the distance. Was Enoch successful in the attack?

They passed several tradesmen’s houses, the doors left open, the islanders gone—killed, hiding, or fighting at the main bridge. They curved with the road, taking several more bends, fighting a few islanders who were brave enough to come out and face their numbers. Eventually, they reached the first of the soldiers’ houses, which were as empty as the tradesmen’s. A few open doors swung back and forth with the breeze, the occupants clearly having left in a hurry.

The noise in the distance increased in volume as war cries filled the air.

They neared the last curve.

Stopping, Samron turned to face the men and women behind them.

He raised his arms as Bray had seen Enoch do. Trepidation crossed his face as he faced sudden doubt, reaching for some words to inspire. The men and women sucked breaths of air. Blood and dirt covered most of them; their clothes were tattered and ripped. About a half of them had been killed, maybe more. They were exhausted. They had descended a mountain slope, crossed a river, and fought for longer than any skirmish in recent history, a fight worthy of their ancestors.

Samron looked to the sky, where morning crept in, then back at the people.

He shouted some words.

He shouted them louder.

Men and women raised their swords, yelling something back.

Renewed courage touched some faces as they found a burst of strength.

With loud, determined war cries, they charged around the curve.


Chapter 81: William

William followed the farmer’s fields, riding over mounds of uneven dirt and following the path Bray had described, getting farther from the back of the island. The sun broke over the tops of the trees, filling his surroundings with new light.

Eventually, he came across a large wooden building, the size of several of the island’s houses. He looked around. Other than a wooden, square fence nearby, he saw no other buildings. He approached cautiously, prepared to spur the horse and leave, if that became the best option.

He rode around the building until he found a wide, wooden door. He peered through the cracks, looking to see what was within, but he made out nothing. Someone might be hiding, like he was trying to do. Or maybe he’d found his luck, and it was empty.

Taking a chance, William stopped his horse. He dismounted.

Sword in hand, he led the horse by the reins to the door.

A strange noise emanated from inside. William froze. He started for the horse’s saddle, ready to ride away and someplace else, when the noise came again and he caught a familiar smell. He smiled. Leading the horse, he cracked open the door, slowly, wide enough to reveal the outline of three animals, staring and shifting nervously.

Goats.

The animals bleated. All were tied to one of the walls with rope. Looking around the room, he saw nothing other than them. The building smelled of hay, manure, and wood. He looked behind him at the empty farmer’s fields.

Anything was better than standing in the open, or riding around outside, waiting to be killed.

Leading his horse inside, he shut the door.

After ensuring his steed was settled, William backed up against the far wall, settling on his haunches near several of the nervous goats, petting them. Someone would win the battle.

They always did.

If he were lucky, he would find a way out when it was over.

One of the animals nuzzled against him. William touched its head, unable to stop thinking of those twisted men on the other side of the river, and the dying screams of the ones he’d killed. Guilt simmered in his stomach.

At least he was safe, for now.


Chapter 82: Kirby

Kirby stuffed her pistol back in its holster as a few Halifax men screamed and fell to the ground around her. Her ammunition was gone. She took to her sword, jabbing several islanders as she steered into the thick fray, mostly relying on trampling the island soldiers under the horse’s hooves. More than one fled at the sight of the frothing beast, but others tried attacking the beast from the side. A few times, when she was overwhelmed, the Halifax men assisted, striking them back so she could take another diagonal pass, trying to push the battle farther down the sloping road and toward the island.

Pain shot through her leg with each jostle of the horse. She winced and gritted her teeth at the arrow stuck there. The Halifax men had evened out some of the numbers on the sloping road, but there were more islanders than Halifax men. Each of the Halifax men fought two or more islanders. Some, the bravest or the most skilled, managed to slay their opponents, but too many were screaming and dying.

Bodies littered the road, making movement difficult.

Those mortally wounded, or wounded enough to remove themselves from fighting, limped or crawled to the sides of the road, slumping against the walls, waiting for a natural death, or a particularly cruel enemy to take them out. Kirby knew she had to stay close to the Halifax men. Straying too far was likely to get her killed, horse or not.

Diagonal to her, she saw Enoch swinging his sword, but he was obviously weak. His sword swung at far less speed than the others. In between opponents, he held his stomach, wetting his hand with his blood. Halifax men surrounded him as the islanders tried to kill an easy target.

They were making some progress on the road, but not enough to break through the islanders, who fought to preserve the last stretch of road. Kirby grunted as she jabbed an islander that had broken through some Halifax men and charged her. He pitched to the ground. Her horse swayed as it almost missed a step over a dead body. The steed was as tired as she was, as tired as all of them.

Kirby was starting to accept that the best result of the battle was Deacon’s death. She couldn’t see a favorable end to the battle in which the struggling, overwhelmed Halifax people won.

War cries filled the air.

Kirby looked up from the man she’d speared to see many of the islander’s heads turning. Some of the pushing, fighting crowd looked behind them as a group of bellowing men ran from around a distant curve on the islands, visible from her height in the sloping road. They were headed for the fight.

Halifax men.

Staring into the crowd of advancing men, she recognized a familiar figure in the lead.

Bray.

The islanders in the middle grew frantic as they realized they were walled in. Some of the people in the back of the group fled from the road to somewhere else on the island that might provide safety. Seizing the confusion, Kirby fought harder, slaying those who lowered their guard.

More clangs and cries echoed from the front of the fighting mass as Halifax men followed suit. Islanders screamed. Halifax men roared with cries that reminded her of those she’d heard in that last, inspiring bonfire. More men and women fell, but this time the battle was going in another direction.

They were winning.

“They’re here!” Kirby yelled over to Enoch, hoping to spur on what had seemed like a lost hope earlier.

Enoch was immersed in a battle with three islanders. Two Halifax men fought next to him, driving back their attackers. He swung his sword with what was clearly waning strength.

Hang on, Enoch. We are almost there.


Chapter 83: Enoch

Enoch slashed an enemy as he struggled to keep his footing. In the background, down the sloping road and beyond him, he heard the war cries of his men and the groans of fallen enemies. They were shouting a word he had waited his whole life to hear. Victory. Enoch opened his mouth to call the same word, but his voice failed. He looked over to find one of his bravest men propping him up.

“Keep fighting!” the man screamed in his ear. “We’re almost there, Enoch!”

Enoch raised his sword at a running enemy, but he only managed to lift it halfway. The darkness and pain were taking over. The people in front of him blended together, a mass of noise and confusion on which he could hardly focus. The burn in his stomach had become a dull, constant ache that he couldn’t imagine living without. One of the Halifax men stepped in front of him, taking down an attacker. Another scream pierced the air. A war cry.

Enoch looked for the source.

An islander darted through several other skirmishes, recognizing Enoch.

Someone screamed Enoch’s name—a warning, perhaps—and then the islander was in front of him, pulling back an arm and thrusting. Enoch raised his sword to block, waiting for the clang of metal.

The noise never came.

A sharp sword pierced Enoch’s stomach, near his other wound.

A gasp escaped his throat.

The islander pulled out the blade, a smile crossing his face as he realized whom he had stabbed.

Too late, Enoch swung his sword to defend himself, but it hit the man weakly, not enough to cut.

Enoch cried out as pain stabbed his chest and he fell. Somewhere in the background, he heard the desperate shouts of his men trying to save him, the clatter of his sword. He blinked, surprised he could see.

He was on the ground.

A face appeared above him. For a moment, he thought it was The Holy One, but it was one of his men. He blinked again as his body went numb and more of his men hovered above him.

“Enoch!” one of his men cried.

“You will pay!” shouted another Halifax soldier, trading blows with someone out of view.

He heard the enraged cries of some of his men, shouting for vengeance, but also others, shouting the word he’d heard before.

Victory.

Enoch had a second to wonder if they’d won.

And then the world went black.


Chapter 84: Kirby

Distraught, angry men gathered around the fallen Enoch, shouting to the heavens, while others raised their bloodied swords, ready to put an end to what had been a vicious war.

Enoch was dead.

Too many had fallen.

But they’d won.

The other side of the crowd was little more than a group of scared, clustered men, raising their swords. The remaining islanders—mostly peasants—stood in the middle of two approaching groups. Kirby’s group stood on one end, facing the now-outnumbered islanders, while Bray and Samron’s men stood on the other.

“Bray!” Kirby shouted, unable to believe he was alive, that they’d succeeded.

He shouted her name. A relieved expression crossed his face as he raised his sword. But they weren’t quite done.

The islanders in the middle looked from one group to the next, looking as if they might flee rather than fight. Kirby surveyed the sloping road, a graveyard for the unburied: bodies everywhere, riddled with bullet wounds, cuts, or arrows. Most of the wounded had perished, but a few were alive, watching with glazed eyes as they waited for help, or a merciful end.

The Halifax men prepared to charge, but Kirby stopped them.

“Deacon is dead!” she yelled, halting them with a raised hand. “The war is done.”

The islanders looked from Kirby to the Halifax men, certain they were in a trap of which there was no way out. One woman, wearing farmer’s clothing, found a break in the crowd and ran. She gasped for breath as she made headway down the road, her sword swinging at her side. Bray and Samron’s group quickly swarmed her.

“Let her go!” Kirby cried to Samron, to the confused looks of the others. “There is no need for more bloodshed.”

The Halifax men watched Samron. His face was grave as he looked past the crowd and at the fallen body of Enoch. He stepped toward the men holding the scared, fleeing farmer woman.

“Enoch will be dead, whether you kill these people or not,” Kirby called. “So will Deacon. Let them go.”

After a moment’s pause, Samron said something to the men.

The restraining men released her.

Everyone watched the woman run down the road and onto the island, looking over her shoulder with every step. Clearly, the peasants wanted to join her. They watched Samron with expectant, hopeful faces.

“You are right,” Samron said, directing his comment to everyone. “The war is over. We have won.” He said something to the Halifax men in their language, who lowered their swords halfway.

Slowly, the men rose from Enoch, their faces painted with grief. They looked at each other with uncontained emotion. Seeing their expressions, Samron said a single word in their language. Hearing it, the men looked up. Samron repeated the word. They looked at each other, raised their swords back in the air, and put their grief into a shout, repeating the word louder, and louder, until the bridge was a single mass of chants. Kirby didn’t need to know the word to understand its meaning.

Victory! Victory! Victory!

She felt a swell of something she hadn’t felt in a long while, the emotion of a battle won, but more importantly, the end of spilled blood. The cries tapered off as the men lowered their swords and the attention turned to the group of peasants, still in the middle of the descending road, fearful.

Samron watched them as he made a determination.

“I would keep them here,” Kirby suggested. “Perhaps they can help you tend to the wounded. At the very least, you can keep track of them, while you determine what is next.”

Samron nodded. He relayed some instructions to his men, who surrounded the group. “Drop your weapons. We will not harm you.”

The peasants hesitated, clearly not believing him. He repeated the instruction. Swords clattered to the ground. The islanders looked around the road, clearly grief-stricken by their own losses, and still scared.

Kirby rode her horse around the scattered bodies, the dropped weapons, and the people in the middle of the sloping road, to meet Bray. He strode toward her with a look of tired determination. His clothes were ripped and dirty. Blood spattered his shirt and his face. She scanned a few bleeding wounds on his arm, and on his legs.

“Are you okay?”

“A few days’ rest will heal me,” he said with a half-smile. Pointing at her leg, still stuck with half an arrow, he said, “But you look in worse shape. You were shot.”

Kirby looked down at the protruding shaft. “I’ll get a healer to dig this out. Or I’ll do it myself.”

“A moment ago, you said Deacon was killed. Was that a lie you told to stop the war?”

Kirby looked behind her at the sprawling, magnificent bridge that rose above the descending road, where the first rays of sunlight speared through the bottom of The Arches. She looked to the water, churning underneath and spilling from the dam a way behind it, seeing nothing but the river. “He fell from the bridge. Flora knocked him into the water with her horse.”

Bray processed the information.

“All of them are gone,” Kirby said sadly. “The horse, and Flora. They went over with him.”

“Gone,” he said simply.

A faraway look crossed Bray’s eyes as he looked from the bridge, to the river, to the fallen men and women lying in all directions.

“I hope she can find a peace the islands could not give her,” Kirby said.

Bray held an expression of sadness she hadn’t seen him wear. “As do I.” Looking at the horse on top of which she was riding, he said, “I will miss the other steed. He accompanied us through a lot. He was a good horse.”

“I will miss him, as well.” Kirby shook her head. “But we need to find William.”

Hearing their conversation, Samron walked over to join them. “If you are going to find William, I will come with you, with a group of my remaining men. I will leave the rest here.”

Bray looked around. About two hundred of the Halifax men remained, as blood spattered as him.

“Thank you,” Bray said. To Kirby, he said, “We should check the second island, if that is where you last saw him. We can search the houses closest to the road on the way.”

“I thought the same. Why don’t you ride with me?” Kirby said, beckoning to a spot on the horse behind her.

Bray hopped on the stirrup. Forcing a smile through his trepidation, he said, “Let’s go.”


**




Kirby, Bray, Samron, and a group of fifty Halifax men walked or rode the long road through the islands, surveying the aftermath of a hard-fought war. Bodies lay in all directions. Islanders and Halifax men were sprawled on top of one another, their blood mixed in puddles. Bray guessed about five or six hundred islanders had fallen in total. Several times, the Halifax men stopped next to the body of a fallen friend, saying some quiet words before moving on.

“We will burn the bodies later,” Samron said. “First, we will find your friend.”

They continued walking. The Halifax men split off from the road as they encountered each house, looking through the doorways, determining they were empty before moving on. Once, Bray got off his horse and went to the woods as he spotted someone through the trees, but it ended up being a young, scared woman. She ran when she saw them.

“My guess is many of the islanders are still in hiding,” Samron said. “We will need to speak with them. I am not sure what we will say.”

“Some of the islanders might be grateful to be rid of a leader such as Deacon,” Bray said, with an air of hope he wanted to believe, even though he didn’t fully.

“Even still, they will harbor thoughts of revenge,” Samron said. He looked as if he was working through something. “I never thought I would live to see this day, walking a road that our ancestors must have walked when they were at peace.” He stared down at a body of one of the Halifax men, whose mouth was agape in death. “And now it holds the blood of our generation, as well as our ancestors’.”

“Perhaps the blood of this new war will be for a reason,” Bray suggested. “Perhaps it will lead to peace.”

“We will see,” Samron said.

Riding past the open door of a butcher’s shop, Bray looked inside, surprised to see a body he recognized. A man hung half in and out of a doorway, looking as if he had gotten as far as he could before collapsing. He had fallen on his side, clutching a string of beads around his neck.

“You look as if you recognize that person,” Kirby said to Bray.

“Levi, one of the hunters I accompanied,” Bray said with a nod.

“He gave information about you to Bartholomew,” Kirby remembered, “right before the soldiers attacked you.”

“Yes.”

“What are those beads around his neck?”

“They contain the dirt of The Arches,” Bray said. “They carry them with them on the hunt. Or, they did.” Bray fell silent, walking away without a word as he got back on the horse.

They moved on until they passed a body lying in the street among the others, a sword stuck in his gut. Half of his face was blackened by fire. It took Kirby a moment to recognize Bartholomew’s body. She noticed Bray staring at him from the back of her horse.

“That revenge will be worthless without William,” Kirby said over her shoulder.

“You are right,” Bray agreed.

“Let’s get moving.”


Chapter 85: Bray

The sun shined over the wooden bridge as they crossed the small patch of water that ran in between the islands. Bray inhaled an odor that he hadn’t smelled since they’d been off the islands. Demons. The Halifax men, and Samron, looked around.

“I smell the twisted men,” Bray said, scanning the ground as they passed a few dead island soldiers.

The soldiers appeared to have been half-eaten, but he saw a few demon carcasses among them, as well.

“They must have heard the noise,” Kirby guessed. “Perhaps they crossed the river, as you did.”

“Perhaps. We should keep vigilant, just in case there are more.”

They kept a keen alert as they traveled onto the second island, passing a few more soldiers who had been killed by the twisted men, ripped open and partially consumed. Farther up on the island, in the land before the buildings, they saw more demon bodies, struck down by swords. Several had smaller stab wounds. Some looked as if they had been bludgeoned.

“Strange,” Bray said aloud, as they looked between the bodies.

Pointing to the buildings they approached, Kirby said to Samron, “Perhaps we can check the building where we stayed, while you check the other.”

Before Samron could agree, the door of the right-hand building opened and people streamed from the inside, carrying knives, swords, and long, sharp sticks. They took positions in the yard, lining up in defensive rows. Some hobbled, while others used contraptions meant to hold them up as they walked. A younger man missing a leg limped out to join the others. Bray recognized some of The Important Ones he’d seen in the yard. About fifty or so people exited the building before the door closed. An old woman with white hair and a knife in her hand, stepping in front of the others, put up a shaky hand, and yelled, “Do not come closer!”

Samron and the Halifax men paused, confused, or perhaps gauging the threat of the elderly and disabled.

“We mean no harm,” Bray said. “The battle is over. We are here for our friend, the boy, William.”

The woman with white hair surveyed them for a quiet moment. “You are the strangers. You have brought death to our door. You have come to finish us off.”

“That is not our intention,” Bray returned. “We are in search of our friend, that is all.”

“He is no longer here,” the woman said.

“Where is he?” Kirby asked, bristling as some anger entered her voice.

“Deacon took him, according to the whispers,” the woman said. “We do not know to where he was taken.”

“Deacon is dead. And so are his soldiers,” Bray said, motioning to the bodies behind him, as if to prove his point. “Though we didn’t kill these men.”

“We know that,” the woman said. “The Savages did. The wild men came over the water. The soldiers killed most of them, before they died, but we took care of the rest. It has been a long time since we have seen Savages here. It took the strongest of us to best them, and several died, but we had to protect ourselves, and the children inside. We will do what we have to, so you do not get to them.”

The yard went quiet as the two parties looked at each other across the distance separating them. Finally, Samron stepped forward. “We have no interest in killing any of you, or the children, as Bray said,” Samron said. “Our people are not like yours. We do not kill for scalps, or for pleasure.”

“Neither do we.” The woman looked down at her feeble hands.

“Perhaps not now,” Samron said, taking back some of his words.

“We have heard the rumors about your land,” the woman said. “We know why you are here.”

“The islanders—your people—stole our land.”

“The stories of The Arches have changed so many times that we do not know what is a truth.” The woman sighed. “The leaders tell us what to believe—Deacon, his uncle, or the man before that. The stories change, but our lives do not. We live, we eat, we kill. We do what the rest of the people in this world do, in order to survive.”

Samron seemed confused, or dismayed. As if to convince them, he repeated, “These islands were our ancestors’.”

“Perhaps.” The woman looked as if she had more to say, but she didn’t dispute his claim. An elderly man next to her, with a pointed stick in his hand, asked, “Are you sure Deacon is dead? And his soldiers?”

“Most of them, yes,” Bray said with certainty.

An emotion passed through some of the crowd that Bray didn’t understand, until he thought about why. These people were as much a victim as he, or Kirby, or William. They seemed as if they were in shock. They were hesitant to believe they were safe. They had been thrown from bridges, killed when they lost their use. They had been treated as badly as anyone, he figured.

Sensing their hesitation, Samron assured them, “We will not harm you or the children. That was never our intention in coming here. We have much to talk about, in the coming days. But if you will agree to put down your weapons, we will not raise ours. Allow us to pass, and to search for the boy for whom we are looking. We will figure out what the future holds.”

Demonstrating his sincerity, Samron lowered the sword in his hand. Slowly, some of The Important Ones relaxed as the Halifax men followed suit.

“The boy is not in here,” the woman repeated in a gentler tone. “Though you are welcome to check. I only ask that you send a few men. We do not want to scare the children any more than they are.”

“I agree,” Samron said.

“Kirby and I will go,” Bray said, dismounting the horse.

“You might want to check the other building, as well,” said the old man with the stick, a grave expression on his face.

“Do you think he is there?” Bray asked.

“For his sake, I hope not,” the old man said.


**




Bray and Kirby walked through the halls of The Important Ones, peeking from one room to the next. Some of the feebler elderly lay in beds, or sat up, watching them. In other rooms, children peered out from behind the elder men or women protecting them, as if Bray and Kirby might attack. He and Kirby worked from hallway to hallway, looking in rooms they hadn’t seen, none of which harbored William.

Finally, they exited to the back of the buildings.

Samron and some other Halifax men emerged from the left-hand building, a stumbling, wounded man under their arms, looking as if he was at the edge of death. His body was starved so badly he resembled a skeleton. He was half-naked, battered in bruises and wounds. Samron broke from the man to meet Bray and Kirby.

“Some of the worst things we suspected are true,” he said, rekindled anger in his eyes. “The devices, Jonas…”

“Are there others?” Kirby asked, shaking her head.

“He is the only one,” Samron said. “Another man is in there, dead. I can only guess how many others have suffered at the hands of Deacon and Jonas, and their soldiers. Our only comfort is that this will not happen again.”

“William?” Bray asked, suspecting the answer.

“He was not there. We found some relics, but those will not help us now.”

Bray looked out into the forest, scanning the trees that he couldn’t see past. He saw no buildings, or places in which William would hide. Before he could make a decision, a door opened behind them.

Bray and Kirby turned.

The old woman with white hair emerged, as if she’d remembered something. She pointed to a spot behind the building, with hay, water, and an empty rope.

“A horse was here before,” she said, pointing. “We heard some commotion, before everything began and the Savages came. I’m not sure if there is a connection to the boy you seek.”

“Perhaps they took him elsewhere,” Kirby said, worry entering her voice.

“I wish I could say for sure.” The woman threw up her hands.

Bray looked toward the forest. On the ground, he saw what might be the impressions of horse hooves. He was thinking about following them when Kirby interrupted with, “Who’s that? Over there?”

Bray spun.

Between the buildings, far down to the wooden bridge and past it, where the rest of the Halifax men waited with he and Kirby’s horse, a figure appeared on a horse. A boy about the size and shape of William sat in the saddle, watching them. He looked as if he might turn and ride in the other direction.

“William!” Bray called.

Bray ran.

The Halifax men spoke excitedly as Bray tore past them, between the buildings and past more Halifax men. Reaching the wooden bridge, he called out to the figure on horseback. The figure watched him for a moment, confused, or judging, and then the horse trotted slowly toward Bray.

William’s hair was mussed, his face dirty. Pieces of hay clung to a bulky jacket draped over his shoulders that was obviously not his. Kirby limped to catch up. Disbelief crossed William’s face as he appraised Bray and Kirby, as if they might be a delusion, or he might be dreaming.

“Where did you come from?” Bray asked, unable to believe what he was seeing, that William was all right.

“I hid in the woods through the fighting,” he explained, as if he was making sense of it himself. “When I came out this morning, I thought I saw a horse passing this way, but I wasn’t sure. I followed it here. Is the war over? Has it ended?”

“It’s over,” Bray said. “Or at least, for us it is.”

A noise from Bray’s left made him look over at Kirby. Silent tears fell from Kirby’s eyes. She wiped her face and smiled.

“You’re alive.”

William pointed behind them, at the group of Halifax men watching intently. “Why are they here with you? Are we prisoners?”

“No,” Bray said. “We are free.”

“And so is everyone else on the island,” Kirby said with a smile. “Come on, William. You must be cold and hungry. Follow us.”


**




Bray, Kirby, and William led the other steed up toward the buildings. The sun had risen higher in the sky, taking away some of the night’s chill. The Halifax men in front of the buildings watched them approach. Passing by some of the dead demons, Bray noticed William staring.

“What’s wrong, William?”

“It’s…nothing,” William said.

“Are you feeling okay?” Kirby asked. “Perhaps you are still feverish.”

“I think I am still recovering,” William said evasively.

“We will set the horse up in back of the buildings,” Kirby said. “Perhaps the elderly people who live here will allow us to stay for a bit.”

“A healer should look at your leg,” Bray warned. “You will need to remove the rest of the arrow.”

Kirby didn’t look as if she needed the help, but she didn’t refuse it, either. Samron met them in the middle of the yard, with a half-smile Bray had only seen him wear a few times.

“You have found the boy you were looking for,” he said.

“We did,” Bray said, feeling a relief he hadn’t yet processed.

The war felt as if it had been going for days, or weeks. He was exhausted, drained.

“Perhaps The Holy One blessed our battle, after all,” Samron said, looking at William.

William looked as if he had something else to say. Turning to Kirby and Bray, a worried expression overtook him. “I have forgotten something,” he said.

“What is it?” Bray asked.

“Follow me.”


**




Bray and Kirby rode behind William on the horses as they trekked deeper into the woods on the second island, heading down a snow-speckled path filled with horse, boot, and demon prints that Bray might’ve noticed, if they hadn’t found William by the bridge. Bray studied the trail, alert for demons or other dangers.

“Where are we going?”

“I will show you,” said William.

He led them further, until a small, squat building appeared in the distance, sheltered by trees and isolated from everything else. Bray frowned as he noticed the tracks leading up to it.

“This is where they kept me,” William said, dismounting his horse and tying it to a tree. A strange, reflective expression crossed his face.

Bray tied their horse, and he and Kirby accompanied William to the building. Reaching into the oversized jacket on his shoulders, William pulled out a key and inserted it in the door. Bray looked around the forest, his sword out and ready. Before Bray or Kirby could question him, William pulled open the door.

The daylight revealed a tired, scared old woman. An empty tray that might’ve contained food lay on the floor next to her. The room stank of a used chamber pot, and sweaty, unwashed clothes.

“Berta,” Kirby whispered, recognizing her.

The woman looked as if she might crawl backward against the wall.

“We are not here to hurt you,” William said. “I’ve come to let you out.”


Chapter 86: Bray

Bray, Kirby, and William sat in a room in the building with The Important Ones, a room they were no longer confined to. The room was much nicer than the cold in which they’d all slept for several nights, or the battlefield in which they’d spent too many hours.

The woman with the white hair, who told them that her name was Marygrace, sent some of the healers to tend their wounds. A woman with obvious skill removed the arrow from Kirby’s leg, patching her up and stopping the bleeding.

“It seems we have matching wounds,” Bray said with a grim smile, pointing to Kirby’s leg, and a slice he’d received in roughly the same spot.

“We all wear too many scars,” Kirby said. “But I will take a scar over my death.”

“As will I,” Bray agreed.

William sat silently on the bed, closing his eyes as he took some well-deserved rest.

“Are you all right, William?” Bray asked.

“I’m fine,” William said. “I don’t remember when, or how much, I slept last. Too many days seem to have run together.”

“You will need more time to recuperate,” Bray guessed.

“When will Samron come back?” Kirby asked.

“He told me he will spend time with the other Halifax men, finding others on the island, while some of his men guard us here,” Bray said. “They have much to figure out. He is going to explain his good intentions, but I am not sure what will happen.”

“Nor am I.”

“Most of the islanders are in hiding, though a few have come back for their children,” Bray said. “I saw Jaydra earlier. Samron allowed her in, escorted by his guards. She said a few islanders have talked about venturing into the forest, though I am not certain. With so many dead, there will be many things to clean up. It will take time to determine what will happen here. Samron will need to decide if, and when, he brings the rest of his people here.”

“Everything will settle. And then perhaps things will change again,” Kirby said, a cryptic look on her face.

“You look as if you don’t have hope for the islands.”

“I do not know what to think.” Kirby stared at the wall. “I felt the same way at my settlement. Even when we were safe, it felt as though I was waiting for something to take that safety away.”

“You want to leave,” Bray surmised.

“Perhaps not today, but soon,” she admitted. “I cannot live on another land where I have killed so many.”

Bray looked at William, who had opened his eyes as he listened. “I feel the same way,” William agreed, with a certainty in his voice that reminded Bray of how much he’d been through.

Bray watched them with a decision on his mind.

But it wasn’t really a decision.

They’d go together.

“Once we have rested, we will leave,” he said, closing his eyes for a long moment. “For now, we should take advantage of a warm place to rest.”


Chapter 87: Bray

The air was cold and crisp as Bray rode a horse, with Kirby and William behind on theirs, trotting up the sloping road, across the bridge, and over The Arches. Several guards nodded at them from the sides of the bridge, watching them with a fondness, perhaps even a pride. Halifax men. Bray nodded at the men as they rode past, looking out over the deep, raging water. A few days after the war, a hard winter rain had spilled from behind the clouds, filling the river, washing away much of the blood from the roads and melting most of the snow.

Now, the sun shone.

They trotted in silence over the bridge, past several more guards and through the gap next to the boulders, onto the road that was now mostly melted. Bray looked up and down the road, one direction going past the dam and north, the other south; both to places he’d never seen. His bag on his back was heavier than what he’d come in with—filled with supplies, knives, and ammunition taken off the bodies of dead Halifax men, those who had died before using it in the battle. They’d also found some better saddlebags, which they’d attached to the horses. After taking what they could carry, Kirby had graciously let the Halifax men keep the rest.

She adjusted the rifle slung over her shoulder as she followed Bray’s gaze.

“Any ideas on where to go?” Bray asked.

Kirby looked reflective. “When I was in the forest with Jonas, he told a story,” she said.

Bray didn’t hold back his disgust. “I wouldn’t believe a word he said.”

“I never did, but I believed this story, because it was told by someone else,” she said. “It was a story he heard from one of The Important Ones, a dying old man.”

“What was the story?” William asked curiously, from the back of Kirby’s horse.

“Who knows, it was probably a fool’s hope.” Kirby lowered her eyes. “The old man spoke of a place way farther south, where the devices of the people you call the Ancients still functioned. A place of peace.”

“The Ancients,” William said, with a strange smile at Bray that he didn’t understand.

“Jonas thought it was a delirious tale of a dying man,” Kirby said. “And who knows, he’s probably right.”

“It is a nice story,” Bray agreed.

“Perhaps I want to believe it, more than I think it is true.” Kirby shrugged.

Looking down at the pistol in his holster, Bray said, “If you had asked me a while ago, I never would have thought I’d carry a gun.”

“And I never thought I’d be riding a horse,” Kirby said with a thin smile.

“In any case, it sounds as good a direction as any.” Bray shrugged. “Why don’t we head south?”

“It is too bad you lost your father’s map,” William lamented as he looked at Bray.

Bray smiled as he looked over at William and Kirby. “Perhaps we can make a new one.”

William smiled back at Bray as they spurred the horses, riding down the road.
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Chapter 1 - Bray

“Demon soup.”

Bray drew his sword, leaned down from his horse, and dipped it into the brackish sludge. He couldn’t see much of the demons’ remains, but he could smell their rotten flesh in the muck beneath his horse’s hooves. Every so often, a jagged piece of bone floated up from the viscous brown mud, tricking him into thinking it was alive, or a half-chewed head bobbed to the top, then rolled and sank. Behind him, Kirby and William surveyed the scene from the back of the other steed.

“The mutants are starving, like we are,” Kirby said, clutching the rifle slung around her neck. “They’re slaughtering each other to eat.”

“How do you know?” William asked.

“Most of the barbarian tribes use their leftovers; they don’t leave bones behind,” Bray explained.

William nodded. The boy didn’t question him. As always, he listened attentively and learned.

Bray looked around at the yellow, tree-filled marshland through which they now traveled. He wished a luscious rabbit would leap from the brush and into his lap, offering up its juicy meat. It’d been about a month and a half since they left The Arches—the last large settlement in which they’d spent time—and his gut was snarling. In the past few days, all they’d seen were a few scrawny hares, squirrels, and demons. He wanted a satisfying meal as much as he desired a warm, inviting woman.

“Maybe we should’ve eaten that last group of demons.” Bray grimaced at his own suggestion, watching a bone float from the muck, disturbed by his horse’s slogging hooves.

“No,” William said, a faraway look in his eyes. “We can’t.” He wrestled with his thoughts. “I know they’re not my brothers, but I don’t think I could eat one.”

Of course, Bray had only been making a morbid joke.

The infected men were as grotesque as they were dangerous. The fungal warts that littered their bodies and their putrid stench were enough to turn any man’s stomach. In the time he’d traveled with Kirby and William, they’d come across far too many of them.

And one day, Kirby and William would become like them: vile, twisted creatures devoid of all human decency.

The knowledge of his companions’ infection resurfaced every time he watched them sleep, wondering what he would do when he treaded this foreign land alone.

Thankfully, their infection was still at bay.

“In any case, we have to find food soon, or my stomach will eat itself.” Bray turned sideways, giving Kirby a salacious grin. “Even Kirby is starting to look delicious to me.”

Kirby rolled her eyes.

Replacing his sword in its sheath, Bray gripped the rifle he had slung around his neck, reining his mount through mud that splashed up on its flanks, while Kirby and William followed close. Every now and again, the horses snorted, clearly tired of the terrain. They needed rest. They’d traveled in this yellowed muck too long.

Bray surveyed the land ahead of them, searching for higher ground, but the mud lay thick in every direction. Overhead, ominous, gray clouds darkened the sky.

Hoping to distract from the increasingly gloomy mood, he asked his companions, “Did I ever tell you about Nessie?”

“Another one of your pub women?” Kirby made a face.

“No.” Bray laughed. “She’s a legendary animal among us Wardens. Or used to be, when I lived in Brighton.”

William listened intently.

“As you know, we Wardens believe that killing a deer is bad luck. But this creature isn’t a deer; she’s…something else.” Bray lifted his chin, drawing his companions into his tale. “According to the few men lucky enough to have seen her, Nessie is twice the size of a normal deer, with enormous, powerful antlers.”

Kirby frowned. “Female deer don’t have antlers.”

“This one does,” Bray said convincingly.

Kirby looked as if she might argue, before giving up.

Continuing, Bray said, “Some say her horns are wider across than a man’s height. If any man were to get close to Nessie, she’d gore or trample him.”

William opened and closed his mouth. “By the gods…”

“Only a few Wardens and hunters have seen her in the north,” Bray kept on. “The people in Brighton used to place bets on who might spot or kill her. Most think she can’t die.”

“Have you glimpsed her?” William asked.

“If I had, I’d be the hero of a Brighton pub.” Bray smiled good-naturedly.

“Where has she been spotted?”

“Way up near Brighton. Even the demons haven’t been able to take her down. They say that just getting close to her would be a danger. She’s without a doubt the most perilous creature in the north.”

“It’s too bad we are in the south,” William lamented.

They fell silent for a moment, lost in their thoughts, perhaps thinking of how far they’d come. Too many miles stood between them and anything they knew. They’d all made the decision to leave Brighton behind, but every so often, nostalgia struck Bray and William.

After a few more moments of riding, Kirby laughed.

“Wait, did you say your people called the creature Nessie?”

“That’s right,” Bray affirmed.

She chortled.

“What’s so funny?”

“The creature you describe sounds like a moose, but the name you gave her is from a fictitious story that the people in my homeland tell our children.” Kirby made no effort to hide her amusement. “‘Nessie’ refers to the lady of Loch Ness.”

“Loch Ness?” Bray tried pronouncing the strange words. “What is that?”

“It’s a body of water across the ocean, close to where I lived,” Kirby said. “They say Nessie—the monster of Loch Ness—is the last of her kind, a remnant from some strange creatures that lived thousands of years ago.”

“What kind of animal is Nessie?”

“Some say she is a water dragon.”

“A water dragon?” Bray scoffed. “I’ve never heard of something like that. I think your people are confused.”

“Your people were the ones who thought guns were ‘Tech Magic,’” Kirby shrugged, looking down at the rifle in her hands.

“There’s no need to reiterate how my people had no guns, and your people had no horses,” Bray said.

“True, but it sounds like you are conflating a moose with a mythological creature.”

“How do you know Nessie isn’t real?” Bray asked, testing her.

“I just know,” Kirby said.

Swallowing his ego, he asked, “What do you know about these creatures you call ‘moose?’”

“Not much, other than what I told you. They are huge, powerful animals that resemble deer and have giant antlers. We didn’t have any in my homeland, but it is rumored they existed there many years ago,” Kirby said. “They are one of many animals I have never seen, but of which I’ve heard stories.”

“So Nessie—my moose from the north—might be the only one left.”

“If you want to call her Nessie, I won’t stop you. In any case, talking about your northern moose will not solve our problem of hunger, now that we are in the south.”

“And neither will talking about your water dragon.” Bray smiled back.

Kirby waved a dismissive hand, while William looked through the trees.

Stroking his burgeoning beard, Bray proclaimed, “One day, I’ll find Nessie, and you’ll see that my stories are true. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even find your water dragon.”

Kirby laughed. “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”


**




They traveled through the marsh for most of the morning, finding no sign of edible plants or game, pushing the horses further than they intended. At midday, the horses were traveling slower, dipping their heads, making it clear they didn’t want to trot much farther through their wet surroundings.

Searching for drier, easier land, Bray finally spotted an incline through the trees. Pointing it out to Kirby and William, he said, “Let’s head that way.”

They steered their horses in that direction, climbing a rocky, mud-slicked slope that challenged the steeds, finally reaching a summit with thick vegetation. A long, straight path ran north and south, covered in weeds and grasses. On the other side, Bray could see an equally steep slope. Halting their horses, they dismounted and tied them to a tree that grew at the path’s edge. The animals grazed while the riders sipped from their flasks.

Bray stretched his legs. As much as he appreciated riding, it was good be on the ground again. “I wish we’d found this high path earlier,” he said. “It would’ve saved us trouble.” Studying the trail in both directions, he asked Kirby, “What is this path?”

“My guess is that this was built by the people you call the Ancients to run the machines called ‘trains,’” Kirby said, pointing far into the distance, where the path nearly vanished. “They constructed raised beds like these for them to run, in order to navigate the terrain. However, I don’t see any remnants of the metal tracks they would’ve used.”

Bray nodded. It was still hard for him to believe that the Ancients simply left those precious metals in the wild, where anyone could pilfer them. Obviously, the “tracks” had been stolen.

Speaking of trains always fascinated him. Envisioning the enormous, metal monsters roaring over the trail all those years ago, he felt a prickle of awe. Each story Kirby told of the past fascinated him more than the last. As much as he quipped with Kirby, he trusted her.

He looked over at William, who had spotted something by his boot and bent down to study it. “What is it?” Bray asked. “Another of your medicinal herbs?”

“A patch of clover,” William said, sorting through a cluster of round-edged plants. He plucked one up.

Bray grinned. “A four-leafed one?”

William shrugged. “No, but I’m going to keep looking. My mother always told me they were rare.”

“I remember doing the same thing as a child,” Bray said. “I never found one. I think they are as rare as moose.”

“We’ll see,” William said with a confident smile.

“Maybe you can find some more herbs to add to our stock,” Kirby said hopefully, patting the bag on her back.

“Maybe.”

Bray grinned at William’s attentive searching. William had been through so much that Bray often forgot he was a boy, still growing and learning. Leaving him to his diversion, he walked a dozen steps with Kirby toward the path’s western edge, surveying the equally dreary landscape.

Moss and mud grew on the downward sloping bank. Beyond it, swaths of the same dark-colored trees broke up the flat, muddy ground. The area was as desolate as the one on which they’d journeyed. He saw no obvious signs of game, or shelter. Disappointment washed over him.

“At least we found a place to ride easier,” Bray said.

One of the horses snorted and stamped.

Bray tensed. He scanned the marsh below, noticing how quiet everything seemed to have turned.

Down near the bottom of the slope, thirty feet away, a pair of white eyes peered out from behind the trunk of a tree, staring directly at him.


Chapter 2 - Bray

“Don’t move,” Bray hissed.

He didn’t need to tell his companions twice. Kirby and William immediately hushed. The second horse lost interest in the grass it’d been gnawing, becoming as distracted as the first. Slowly, Bray’s hands moved for the rifle slung around his neck. He studied the dark tree trunk and the man peeking from behind it. Dirty, mussed hair stuck up from a bandana tied around the man’s forehead. His face was filthy and bearded. It looked as if he’d rolled through the sludgy liquid around him.

Or had purposely covered himself in it.

Getting his rifle up, Bray slowly aimed at the man. The man’s eyes flicked from Bray, to Kirby, to William, and to the horses, farther back. His muddied face made it difficult to read his expression, or his intent.

“Hello!” Bray called, keeping his gun trained.

The man kept stock-still, judging them. Or maybe he was just as surprised to see them.

“Can you understand me?” Bray asked. Most of the people Bray had encountered spoke a language similar to Brighton’s, but he’d learned that some tribes had developed their own speak.

The man didn’t respond, or look away. Bray’s stomach tightened. He didn’t trust anyone he couldn’t see fully. Waving the tip of the rifle, he motioned the man out from his hiding place. The man hesitated, at first, before inching out from behind the tree.

Tattered pants hung around his waist; a small bag hung at his thigh. His shirt was torn, revealing patches of white skin through the mud. A few fresh scratches marred his arms, probably from navigating the landscape. Bray’s eyes riveted to the man’s clenched fist, where a long, corded rope hung from his fingers, a strange pouch attached at the end.

“What is that?” Kirby whispered to Bray.

“A sling,” Bray said quietly. “They’re almost as deadly as the guns you and I are holding, if the right people use them.”

Kirby nodded, lifting her rifle, while William stayed put.

The sling gently swayed.

“Stay back, or we’ll use our guns on you,” Bray warned.

Bray wasn’t threatening the man twice. He waved his rifle. The strange device usually gave even the most ignorant barbarian pause.

A hiss from Kirby drew his attention elsewhere.

In the time they’d stood staring, more grime-covered men had stepped from their hiding places behind the thick tree trunks below, making no effort to hide the long, rope-like weapons in their hands, or the bags at their hips. All wore thick beards, their clothing shredded and torn.

Clearly, these men weren’t here to talk.

Bray’s pulse pounded as the men wound their slings, preparing to hurl something. Guns or not, Bray, Kirby, and William were in more danger than they could handle.

Lifting his rifle, Bray fired a warning shot. Bark exploded from one of the trees.

The men cried out and ducked out of sight.

“To the horses!” he cried.

Bray backed away a few steps and fired again, splashing up water and mud, while Kirby unleashed a bullet of her own. Neither waited another moment. Turning, they made for the horses.

The restless steeds whinnied, pulling against the ropes tying them to the tree where they stood near William. They were battling steeds, used to fighting, but the sudden appearance of the men had them anxious.

“Get them loose!” Bray yelled to William.

William untied them, keeping hold of the ropes and waiting nervously for Bray and Kirby.

Bray was within steps of his horse when something screeched past him, splitting the bark of a nearby tree. More projectiles whizzed through the air, thudding into the side of the slope he and Kirby had just overlooked.

What were those high-pitched sounds? He had no time to decipher the reason for the noise.

Bray jumped on his snorting, stamping steed, while Kirby and William mounted the other. The horses spun, unnerved, awaiting direction.

Hitting his horse’s flanks, Bray shouted, “Go!”

With effort, he got his steed moving south on the trail, while Kirby and William galloped after him. Bray and Kirby each clutched their reins, ducking low on their saddles as round objects soared past their heads, slammed into the trail’s bordering trees, or disappeared far ahead down the path. Thrusting his rifle behind him, Bray fired a few defensive shots, but he heard no cries of pain. All he heard was the splash of muddy, pursuing feet.

Dammit!

“What are they flinging?” Kirby shouted, over the clop of their horses.

“I’m not sure!” Bray called back.

The horses sped faster, stamping down thick vegetation and overgrown grasses. Bray fought to stay on his jolting saddle. A projectile thudded into the ground in front of him, kicking up debris, leaving a hole the size of a coin.

That hole could just as easily have been in his head.

Bray directed his horse left and right, weaving, while Kirby and William did the same. The steeds were fast, but who knew how far the slings could reach? They rode the trail for a while, zigzagging back and forth, until the whistling noises stopped.

Seemingly out of range, Bray turned, catching sight of their attackers standing on the bank, way in the distance.

The men lowered their slings, staring menacingly after them. Their mud-slicked bodies made them look like demons.

Bray shuddered.

He, Kirby, and William kept riding, until the forest swallowed them up.


Chapter 3 - Bray

“Pig chasers,” Bray swore under his breath as his horse trotted. “That’s what they are.”

Beneath him, his steed grunted and twitched its ears. The galloping had further exhausted the horses. Hoping not to injure them, they moved at a slower pace, navigating the brush-covered trail. Bray looked over his shoulder, but all he saw was the long, empty path down which they’d ridden.

Gluing his eyes to the trail and the descending slopes, William wondered, “Are those men gone?”

Bray followed his gaze. “As dangerous as they are, I doubt they could catch up to our horses so quickly.”

“I’ve never seen a barbarian tribe quite like them,” Kirby observed.

“They’re using the mud to their advantage.” Bray looked down at his stained, brown pants. “If they want it, they can have it.”

“Hopefully there aren’t more of them,” Kirby warned.

Pensive silence followed her words.

For a while, they rode without talking, keeping alert and aware. The trees in the marshes on either side of the trail had grown darker and fatter, with dense moss creeping around their bases, and thick, sprouting branches that veiled anyone who might be hiding behind.

Returning to an earlier question, Kirby asked, “Do you think those were pieces of metal they were flinging?”

Putting something together, Bray said, “They might be stones. A few settlers I met near Brighton used to bore holes in the center of them so they’d make noise.”

“Why?” Kirby asked, furrowing her brow.

“To inspire terror in the demons, or anyone else they faced.” Bray wiped some sweat from his brow. “The noise gives the settlers an advantage during a fight. It unnerves even the boldest enemies.”

“I haven’t heard of that technique,” Kirby said, looking at Bray’s sword. “Though, granted, there are many techniques in this land that I haven’t heard or seen before.”

“The settlers I’m thinking of made their slings from dogsbane, with dried pieces of animal hide to construct the pouches. These men might use something similar.” Bray scratched his stubbly chin.

Kirby said, “It bothers me that our guns didn’t frighten them.”

“We’ve been lucky enough to scare off most of the barbarian tribes we’ve seen, since leaving The Arches,” Bray said, patting his pistol. “Maybe they thought it was worth attacking us to get to them.”

“They might want the weapons for themselves, like too many others,” William chimed in, looking at the pistol at his side and his rifle, which stuck out of the back of Kirby’s bag.

“Or they’re just ignorant,” grumbled Bray, hoping his guess was true.

Bray exhaled. For a long while, they trotted down the trail, spotting nothing but the same dreariness. Here and there, bushes or fallen tree limbs poked up through the brown sludge, like skeletal hands reaching up for mercy. Rotted stumps protruded from the ground where trees had fallen, or decayed. Shaking his head, Bray realized he’d take a Brighton snowstorm over this, any day.

A while later, they saw something else.

“What is that?” William asked, pointing past a slight curve.

Bray tensed. In the distance, a cluster of fallen trees lay sideways, clutching at the last of their dying, brown leaves and blocking the trail. Bray saw no stumps from where the trees might’ve fallen.

“Someone did this on purpose,” he deduced.

“What should we do?” Kirby asked, looking behind her.

The landscape was ominously silent.

“If we turn around, we’ll run into those men,” Bray warned. “And obviously it would take too much effort to remove this blockade. We’ll have to ride around.”

Kirby looked from the impasse to the sludgy marsh below, and then back again.

“If we do it quickly, we might not lose much ground,” Bray said.

With little other choice, they rode the horses down the steep bank, descending to the marshes.


Chapter 4 – The Trail Guard

The Trail Guard looked between his companions and the freshly trodden pathway. The round divots from horses’ hooves were easy enough to follow. Every so often, where the ground was soft, he caught sight of those telltale marks. Of course, he couldn’t miss the freshly trampled weeds.

The man, woman, and boy were still on the path. Whoever these people were, they must be dealt with.

The Guard had seen numerous people traveling this trail in his years, always wearing different clothing, speaking different tongues. Some carried powerful weapons, like these strangers, while others had simplistic ones. All were a threat. Strangers who knew of his people’s existence inevitably found their village and raped, pillaged, or stole the best of their meager stores.

Long ago, his forefathers had offered protection and assistance for anyone who passed through here, in exchange for a toll. Respected and widely known, they even bartered goods and supplies in several outpost buildings.

All that had ended on the Day of the Raid.

The Trail Guard would never forget the generations-old story. On a day many years ago, a pack of strangers had come through his people’s outposts. Rather than bartering, the strangers had pulled out their enormous, jagged knives and slaughtered every man, woman, and child.

But they hadn’t just massacred them.

In some twisted, barbaric message of cruelty that no one understood to this day, the strangers had strung up the dead bodies outside the buildings, leaving them to rot. Only one person had survived to tell the tale—an injured woman who’d broken free and made her way back to the settlement, where she told the tale before dying.

Every last supply had been stolen that day.

By the time the rest of the Trail Guard’s ancestors returned to the scene of decimation, the Infected Ones were all over the dead, gnawing their flesh and turning the outposts into stinking, feral nests. The Trail Guard’s ancestors had abandoned those buildings from that day forward.

They’d never trust strangers again.

The Trail Guard spit on the ground. He and his comrades moved quietly through the whipping weeds, treading close to the top of the trail and preparing to hide, should the strangers come within view. Determination painted their faces.

They were the protectors of their people and the keepers of their wet haven; they performed their duty with a swift finality that made their families proud.

The man removed the tattered rag from his head, soaking up some sweat. Several scars flecked his bearded cheeks and his nose—remnants of previous battles. Without thinking about it, he lowered his hands to his pocket, patting the circular ring of bones he kept stashed there for luck.

The horses would be of great value to his people. They would not harm them, if possible. And the strangers’ weapons would serve an even greater goal.

They’d protect his people from other pillagers. Raiders. Scavengers. Intruders.

All would give their lives as a toll.


Chapter 5 – Kirby

Kirby held tight to the horse’s reins, clutching her rifle and trotting through the water and sticky mud. She kept an eye on her surroundings as they passed the blockade. Every so often, she felt the weight of William’s body behind her as he carefully adjusted on the saddle.

Riding double had taken some practice. Since they left the Arches, her horse had acclimated to the burden of an extra rider, but they still had to be careful about giving the animal mixed signals. An unintended nudge or an accidental kick could send the animal racing in a wrong direction.

The horses’ weariness worried her; if they pushed them too hard, they’d get hurt.

But they had more immediate concerns.

“Another blockade!” William said, calling her attention above.

Kirby followed his pointing finger up the slope. He was right. About two hundred feet ahead and up the incline, another cluster of branches blocked the way.

“Bloody hell,” Bray said grimly.

Meeting Bray’s eyes, Kirby said, “This feels like a trap.”

Bray glanced over from his steed. “My thoughts exactly.”

“They want us—or anyone else coming through here—to stay in the marsh, where it’s harder to travel,” Kirby said, watching the horses’ slow, drudging hooves. “They want to slow us down.”

Bray nodded cautiously.

“Who knows how long they watched us earlier before showing themselves?” Kirby asked. “For all we know, we’re headed into another ambush.”

Too many battles in foreign lands had made Kirby wary. A smart enemy always used the terrain to their advantage.

Keeping close to the slope’s bottom, they passed the second obstruction, prepared for malicious men to spring from behind the trees, or act on an unspoken cue. Nothing. A while later, they spotted a third barrier.

“Maybe we can veer west,” Bray suggested. “We might get lucky and get out of this sludgy mess.”

As if on cue, Kirby’s horse stomped its hoof, tired of the mud. They scanned the distance.

“Do you see that?” William hissed to his companions and pointed ahead. “Buildings!”

Off a ways through the trees, they could just make out several old, upright structures, constructed of cement—what William and Bray called Ancient stone. Kirby scanned the forest around them, but she saw no sign of their mud-slicked pursuers.

“Maybe we can head toward them,” William suggested. “We can rest the horses behind them.”

“Maybe we’ll find some dry land beyond,” Bray said.

“For all we know, those vile men live there,” Kirby warned.

With an intuition that still surprised her, William said, “I don’t think they would live so close to the trail, where anyone passing by might spot them. I bet they live somewhere more secluded, hidden from travelers.”

“We won’t know for sure, until we get close,” Kirby cautioned.

“Or until they brain us with one of their rocks,” Bray muttered.

“We won’t get much farther if we don’t rest the horses,” William persisted. “They’re exhausted, and they never got a chance to graze. I think it’s worth heading that way, if only for a little while.”

After a deciding glance with Bray, Kirby turned her horse. “Come on. Let’s check it out.”


Chapter 6 – The Trail Guard

The Trail Guard and his companions forged faster, avoiding fallen limbs and scraggly brush. The path just above remained frustratingly empty; still, he had faith that he and his brothers would catch up. They’d put their barriers in place for situations like this.

His men ran without complaint, neither slowing nor stumbling. They’d run this path so many times that they moved along on muscle memory.

The sight of the large beasts, and the people’s powerful weapons, felt like an answer from the mire. For weeks, the muddied man’s people had suffered a sickness that had confined dozens to bed, robbing them of strength, resorting them to prayer. The illness had afflicted several of his best hunters, forcing the crop-tending women to take care of them, instead of harvesting from the land.

Because of the illness, their resources were worn thin, and their tribe grew weak.

Were it not for the luck of the heavens, the Trail Guard might’ve missed the strangers and their magnificent beasts. Divine intervention—that’s what it was. The Trail Guard knew how fast those large, graceful horses could travel. They’d allow he and his men to extend their foraging circles farther, to the very edges of the wetland’s bounds.

The muddied man knew about the dangers that lurked outside of the mire. As perilous as the wetlands could be, they were safer than other areas, because they were unwelcoming. Most strangers stayed away from them. Living here kept them safe and apart from the nomadic bands of men and women who might raid them. Now, they had only the occasional travelers—pillagers they could effectively dispose of.

Isolation is the key to salvation. That’s what his father always said.

Keeping that mantra in mind, the Trail Guard led his brothers along a high curve. Every so often, he looked down the slope at the marshland, just in case they’d missed some critical sign.

The horses had allowed the strangers to make quick ground.

But they’d catch up.

They’d prevail.


Chapter 7 – Kirby

Kirby, Bray, and William rode through the swampland, heading farther from the elevated trail and west toward the distant buildings. The horses contended with hidden rocks and branches in the muddy water, pulling short and snorting at the obstacles.

Soon they got a better view of the structures they’d seen. Three dilapidated buildings rose to the height of several men standing on top of one another. Vines and weeds choked the walls. The roofs were mostly intact, except for the building on the far end, which had a tree growing up through the ceiling.

They pressed on, scanning a few glassless windows, even though they were too far away to see through them clearly.

“The entrances must be on the other side,” Bray guessed. “Let’s ride around.”

They clopped through the mud, keeping their distance while circling the buildings. Soon they had a view of the opposite walls. The wide, empty entrances were the width of two great doors, crumbled and overgrown. Cracks weakened the walls. Filtered light dappled the buildings’ interiors; they could detect no movement from within.

They held their breath as a rotten odor became more obvious.

In the time they’d ridden closer, a familiar, cloying stench had filled the air, mixing with the fetid odor of decaying mud and making breathing a chore. No matter how many times she smelled the awful beasts, their stench always turned Kirby’s stomach.

“Mutants,” she hissed.

Kirby perked up her ears, listening, but she didn’t hear anything, nor did she see anything that might indicate the presence of monsters. Still, they aimed their guns at the shrouded entrances, watching.

“Why don’t you two stay here and keep guard?” Bray told his companions, dismounting. “I’ll go inside and check out the buildings.”

Before Kirby or William could disagree, Bray handed them the long rope to his steed and was off, trudging through the knee-deep water.


Chapter 8 – Bray

Bray pinned himself at the edge of one broken wall and aimed his rifle through the building’s darkened doorway, observing irregular shaped patches of light on the floor. This first structure was many times the size of a Brighton hovel, with a ceiling that extended high above his head. The ancient, stone walls were cracked and divoted. Between the windowless holes in the walls, and the light from the doorway, he had some visibility, but the many dark corners, crevices, and piled debris made him nervous.

Bray waded through the putrid mud and water that pooled over the building’s foundation, contending with submerged rocks and other things he couldn’t see.

Along the closest wall, he saw jutting slabs of stone that might’ve been shelves, or tables, at one time. A weed-covered window occupied the space above them. During his travels, he’d seen plenty of such buildings constructed near the old roads.

Perhaps they had served an important purpose at one time.

Following the building’s perimeter with his eyes, he found evidence of what he’d smelled. Demon scat floated on the water and covered the walls in finger-shaped patterns. The monsters were as disgusting as they were vile. Gnawed, white bones jutted up from the water in shallower spots, cracked and picked clean, like the ones they’d seen in the mud. The filthy animals had evidently dragged their meals back to their den, where they’d then resorted to eating each other.

Immoral, soulless creatures.

William was right: this was no place for a man to live.

Finding a similar mess in the second building, he headed to the third.

To the left of the structure, the tree rose from the muddy water, growing up through the half destroyed ceiling. The light of the grim sky striped the room in pale light and deep shadow.

His knees bumped something heavy.

Startled, Bray aimed his gun.

A branch floated idly on the water’s surface.

Something hissed.

Bray spun, retargeting a bulbous, wart-covered head, just visible in a spear of light. A demon slumped against the shadowed wall, half in and out of the water. With effort, the creature reached out a weak hand toward him. Bray crept cautiously closer, finding innards spilling from the side of its torn stomach. It groped at the fatal injury with its other hand, as if it might somehow shove its intestines back inside its body and live.

Of course, it wouldn’t.

Seeing no other signs of movement, Bray relaxed his grip on his rifle and pulled out his scabbarded sword.

Something about this putrid demon made him feel pity. Rearing back his blade, he shoved it into the creature’s head, cutting off its final hiss.


**




Bray cleaned his sword in the water before heading out to his friends.

“We heard a noise…” William said nervously.

“It was just a demon,” Bray explained. “I put an end to it.”

“That’s not all we have to worry about,” William said.

He and Kirby drew Bray’s attention deeper into the forest, where nearly three-dozen naked figures splashed through the water, moving erratically.

“We saw them when you went in that last building,” Kirby explained.

“It looks like going west is out,” Bray said with a curse.

The sight of so many demons gave him an uneasy feeling. Normally, the horses could outrun the filthy beasts, but on this terrain, that was more of a guess. Bray looked back in the direction of the trail. He could just see the last blockade they’d passed, but he couldn’t see another past that.

“Maybe that was the last obstruction,” he said hopefully.

Kirby seemed indecisive.

“I don’t like the idea of riding along that path any more than you do,” he said, keeping his eyes on it. “But one thing is certain: staying near a demon nest is an easy way to die. And the horses can make faster progress there.”

Kirby agreed.

“Let’s head back to the trail,” Bray said. “At least we’ll be able to see what’s coming. Maybe we can get a little farther away, then rest the horses.”


Chapter 9 – Bray

Bray led the way, forging a path through the weeds on the trail. A gentle breeze carried the stench of the marshlands up to their noses, as if the putrid landscape was following them.

On either side, algae and duckweed floated on the sludgy brown. A desperate man might look for sustenance in those waters, but Bray knew the dangers of drinking unclean liquids, or eating questionable things. A hasty or ignorant decision could lead to a horrible sickness.

They rode for a long while, keeping a steady gait and pushing through the more overgrown foliage, as the horses trudged on. Stepping on something uneven, his horse lifted a shaky hoof.

“I don’t think we can put off stopping any longer,” he told Kirby and William. Pointing to the brush around them, he said, “We’ve made some progress. Maybe we can hunker down in the grass while the horses graze.”

The others agreed.

Pulling up on the reins, Bray leapt off his horse, tying it to a nearby tree. Kirby and William followed suit, crouching from exhaustion. Appraising their thin bodies and gaunt cheeks, Bray offered, “I’ll keep watch, if you want to eat something.”

Kirby and William nodded, pulling a few leathery strands of meat from their bags and munching, while Bray sipped from his flask and kept guard. For a while, he surveyed the empty marshland, his thoughts turning inward.

Too many of his battles and memories became confused; events overlapped, melding together, but some had made a bigger impression. On one particular occasion, he’d been outside Brighton, on a long, grassy hill similar to this trail, when some ill-intentioned men had discovered him. He’d met them earlier in a pub, shared some laughs, and drank some snowberry. Now they were following him in the shadows. The glint of one man’s sword gave him away. Suddenly, they’d forced him into battle.

Noticing him deep in thought, Kirby asked, “What are you thinking about?”

Keeping his voice low, he said, “I was thinking about some bandits who attacked me.”

William tilted his head and listened. “What happened?”

“Late one night, I was sitting in a pub, clinking flagons with a few men, commiserating over the watered-down ale,” Bray paused. “The next morning, they were following me through the forest.”

“They stalked you?” William asked.

Bray nodded. “As you know, the rules of a township often lose power once a man passes out of its bounds. The wild has its own law, and this was no exception.”

Of course, William understood. Bray paused, wiping some water from his beard.

“I’d just killed a handful of demons, and I had their scalps in my bag. The dirt scratchers probably figured they could make some coin off me. So, they attacked. We fought for a while. I wounded one man with a slash to his arm, and almost killed another, but the cowards outnumbered me.”

“How did you survive?” William stopped chewing his meat, as if the noise might prevent him from hearing a detail.

“For a while, I evaded them through the forest, but they caught up to me on a knoll. This time, instead of approaching as one, they surrounded me on all sides.” Bray spit into the tall grass. “They wanted to finish me off. By that time, I was angry. I rushed toward the nearest pair, facing them head-on.”

William listened attentively, waiting for the conclusion of the tale, of which he could guess the ending.

The snap of a twig interrupted.

In the time they’d been talking, men had appeared everywhere in the marshlands, creeping up both sides of the bank, north and south.

Bray backpedaled, lifting his rifle.

Maybe his thoughts had been more prescient than mere memory.


Chapter 10 – Bray

Bray aimed his rifle in the direction of the closest men, firing and forcing them behind some trees near the top of the slope. They ducked, but more came forward.

Their plan was clear.

They were walling in Bray, Kirby, and William at two ends.

He hurried back the few steps to his friends, ducking, while whistling projectiles screeched through the air. The men kept coming, twirling their corded ropes and agitating the horses tied to the nearby trees. There was no time to mount the steeds now.

“You take the men to the south! I’ll get the north!” he yelled to Kirby, firing more rounds in defense.

Hiding lower in the grass, Bray faced one side of the trail while Kirby faced the other, their backs to each other. Weapon blasts rang in their ears. Nearby, William untied the horses, trying to keep them from bolting.

A stone ricocheted off the tip of Bray’s boot, skidding away. Another flew past his shoulder. He hunched lower, fighting the feeling that his rounds weren’t making a difference. They were keeping the men from advancing, but too many were using the trees as cover.

Gritting his teeth, he aimed at a man who’d taken one too many bold steps out into the open. He fired. Blood splattered from the men’s leg as he toppled. Two others pulled him behind a tree and out of danger, resuming their attack.

Nearly a dozen men assaulted them on both sides.

There was no way they’d fend off so many.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Kirby frantically warding off the ambush from the other side, while William continued corralling the horses.

They had to ride now, or they never would again.

“Let’s go!” he cried, emptying the last few shots of his rifle and running for the horses.

They scrambled for the animals, nearly falling off in their attempt to get astride them. Bray’s horse spun erratically, spitting and struggling against its bridle. Kirby and William had similar trouble. To the north, the men narrowed the gap on the trail, wielding their slings. To the south, more men moved out from behind their hiding places.

Helping William onto her horse, Kirby yelled, “This way!”

Bray bounded after her, cursing an empty rifle he had no time to reload.

“William! Help clear a path!” he shouted.

From behind Kirby, William pulled out his pistol, shooting at the men in front of them, while the horse stamped furiously forward. Fearing the large, spitting beast, the men scattered to the opposite side of the trail. The horse’s hooves beat the ground.

Kirby steered toward the empty side of the trail.

Perhaps they’d get lucky and make it past the men, or maybe the ignorant bastards would be stupid enough to get caught beneath the horse’s trampling hooves.

As if on cue, one of the slinging men raced out in the open.

William pivoted, taking aim.

The horse bolted.

Kirby pulled down and back on the reins, trying to keep it under control, while William’s boot struck its flank.

Confused by two mixed signals, the horse reared.

William flew from the saddle.

In horror, Bray watched William hit the ground hard, and roll down the hill. He veered for the boy, as if he might somehow stop his fall, but it was too late.

William was gone.


Chapter 11 – William

The world became a blurry mess as William turned end over end, reaching for something—anything—to stop him. Prickly vines and tree roots scratched his hands. His bag shook on his back. Stones gave way underneath him and rolled. None of those stopped his descent or slowed his momentum. His cheek collided with a head-sized rock, making him bite his lip. The fresh, squirting blood in his mouth reminded him of the metallic odor of his gun.

My gun! William had a moment to think about his pistol before it skittered out of his grasp.

He landed at the bottom of the incline, splashing in the mud.

Brown, sludgy liquid soaked his face and his eyes and drenched his clothes. Something clawed at him. Frantic, William kicked and thrashed, certain the men had gotten hold of him, until he realized it was just a loose branch.

Throwing away the offending stick, he dragged his curly, mud-caked hair behind his ears and blinked. He couldn’t locate his gun, nor did he see Bray or Kirby.

“Bray! Kirby!”

Figures appeared at the top of the slope. Enemies. He watched in terror as three, mud-covered figures slid down the side of the hill.

Move!

William got to his feet, sloshing in and out of the muck. His body stung with scrapes and aches he couldn’t see. Blood still ran in his mouth. His only thought was to get away from his pursuers.

It felt as if he was wading through an impossibly thick river in a dream, with no hope of an end. No wonder the horses were exhausted. Looking over his shoulder, he glimpsed his pursuers passing the midpoint of their descent, their slings swinging wildly at their sides. William had seen what those fearful, whistling weapons could do. They’d rip through his soft flesh as if it were goat’s cheese.

He might die, with a single shot.

As if on cue, a whistle pierced the air above him.

William lunged behind a tree, just as something exploded on the opposite side. Gasping, he raced to another tree, and then another, putting as many obstacles between him and the enemy as he could.

More shrieking stones pierced the air, landed in the mud, or splashed up debris.

Swamp, half submerged trees, and wet moss covered the ground ahead. The steep incline rose to his left.

He had a decision to make. If he went farther into the forest, he’d find cover, but might never find his friends. If he stayed near the hill, he might stand a chance.

He looked over his shoulder. The men were gaining ground too rapidly. He couldn’t risk a climb.

With a shudder, William continued running straight into the marshland.


Chapter 12 – Bray

“William!” Bray’s call died beneath the whinny of the horse, and the defensive blasts from Kirby’s gun.

He pulled up on his horse’s reins, halting the beast mid-gallop near Kirby’s, while she fired another round. It’d taken several moments to stop the horses. Now they were almost a hundred feet away from where William had toppled.

Farther back along the trail, one of the mud-slicked men lost his footing and fell, struck by Kirby’s round. Bray drew his pistol, joining her in suppressive fire, while keeping his view on the place where William had fallen.

“We’ve got to get to him!” Bray cried, watching three men veer down the slope after him.

A whistling projectile hit the ground near one of his horse’s hooves, skidding off the path. Shaken, the nervous horse bucked.

“The horses are in a frenzy!” Kirby yelled, trying to control her own animal. “If we take them down to the marsh, we’ll never control them!”

Bray opened his mouth to argue, but she was right. Each whistle agitated them further. Their training no longer mattered.

“We’ve got to do something!” Bray yelled.

He spun, looking around the trail. At the moment, they had a small buffer from the men—a thicket just aside the trail. He fired off a few more rounds, keeping their attackers at bay, but soon, they’d have to reload, and one of their enemy’s stones would bore a bloody, fatal hole in them.

He looked around the landscape until something grabbed his eye.

“Look!” he told Kirby, in between firing his rifle at the oncoming men. “Over there! Do you see it?”

Kirby turned toward the western side of the slope, where no men were positioned. Down that bank, the marshland continued for a while, but after a distance, lush green foliage took over.

“Dry land!” Bray yelled.

Kirby looked back at Bray, realizing what he suggested. “I’m not leaving you. Or William.”

“There’s no point in the three of us dying. Take the horses, Kirby! Do it before they catch up!” Bray fired another shot at the men. Before she could argue, he leapt off his steed and threw her the rope.

“We’re not splitting up!” Kirby said resolutely.

“And I’m not getting back on my horse,” Bray insisted.

Kirby stared at him, anger in her eyes. “This is as stupid as what you did in Brighton.”

“At least I’m telling you what I’m doing this time,” Bray countered.

Before she could argue, he dashed after William. “If I die, you can tell everyone about the brave, handsome man you travelled with.”

“And if William dies?” she called after him.

“I won’t let him die,” he shouted over his shoulder. “I promise. Go! We’ll catch up!”


Chapter 13 – Bray

Bray dashed for the eastern side of the trail, firing a few more, precious rounds. The men had flattened on the ground, temporarily abandoning their vicious attack. Reaching the edge of the slope, he peered down, searching for William. Where is he? For all he knew, he was lying facedown in the mud, a hole in the back of his head.

No!

Bray hit the top of the incline and slid. Rocks tumbled under his boots, causing a mini avalanche. Sticks and weeds tore at his pants legs. Moss gave way. Desperately trying to stay upright, he grabbed at some scraggly weeds, preventing a fall. The gunshots on the top of the trail had stopped. He felt a stab of worry for Kirby. She’d fought in many battles, and even some wars. Still, he knew how emotion could cloud one’s judgment, convincing a sane person to take foolish risks.

Like the one I’m taking now, he thought ironically.

Hopefully, she survived.

Bray splashed into the marsh, his scabbarded sword bouncing at his side. Regaining his bearings, he readied his pistol, glancing along the bottom of the slope, searching for a muddy, fleeing boy. All he saw were fat, dark trees and endless swamp. Something loud and hard pierced the water near his leg.

He glanced back up the hill. One of the slinging men stood there, stuffing his dirty hand into his pouch.

Bray fired, striking the man in the shoulder, sending him tumbling. He didn’t wait for the man to hit the bottom of the hill. He tore through the swamp, heading in the last direction he’d seen William. He leapt over snarled tree roots, fallen branches, and sprawling weeds. Deep in the distance, he saw figures chasing after an unseen person.

Where is William? Is he alive?

The boy had survived situations that Bray wouldn’t have expected. He was smart and savvy. But those skills didn’t ward off death forever. Sooner or later, a person met their inevitable end.

Plunging his boots in and out of the thick water, Bray used the trees for cover, dodging whistling projectiles, until one finally hit its mark.

His rifle slammed against his body.

He grabbed for the strap, steadying the jolted weapon. Rushing toward the nearest tree, Bray found an acorn-sized dent on the gun’s barrel. A few inches in either direction, and he might have a hole in his hand, or in his abdomen.

Dirt scratchers!

More cries filled the air. Splashes hit the water. The world became a cacophony of noise. Somewhere, William’s pursuers were getting farther away from him and closer to William. He was losing ground.

Snarls.

Two mushroom-headed, scraggly demons surged through the swamp and towards Bray, drawn by the commotion. Of course, the gunfire had alerted them. If they’d been in a different situation, Bray would’ve thought twice about using his loud, deadly weapons. But he’d had no choice. And the whistle of the men’s slings hadn’t helped.

He got his pistol up, but not in time to stop the first demon’s reaching hands. The creature swiped and clawed, hissing. Blocking a scratch from its jagged nails, he kneed the beast, knocking it backward. The mutant crashed into its brethren.

Bray fired his pistol, striking the first twisted man in the head, sending it reeling.

His gun clicked empty.

The next demon leapt at him with as much ferocity as its brother. Tangling with Bray’s rifle, the monster clawed at the metal, searching for precious flesh. Bray cried out and pushed the thing back, just as it latched onto the leather strap, snapping the clasps and breaking the rifle from his body.

Beast and gun fell backwards. The rifle landed in the murky water and sank. And then Bray was fending off a voracious, muddy beast with an empty pistol.

The creature’s putrid breath filled the space between them. Its eyes blazed hungrily. Bray shoved it backward, instinctively grabbing for his knife. The demon was on him before he could unsheathe the blade, clacking its rotten, broken teeth and preventing him from doing much of anything. Knobby, fungal warts rubbed against Bray’s arms. The mutant snaked its fingers toward his throat, searching for soft skin to tear, to chew.

Sudden dread filled Bray. A hundred similar moments flashed in his mind.

Maybe this would be his last memory.

No! With a grunt, he heaved the thing backward into the mud, pulling his knife and bending down, stabbing it in the throat. The beast’s final screech died in its windpipe.

Bray looked around for the rifle. Where was the damned thing? The opaque water made it difficult to find. He splashed back to where he thought he’d dropped it, searching with his hands and kicking with his boots.

Hisses drew his attention to the trees, where four more demons skirted through the trunks and toward him. Bray cursed. The men and William were getting farther away.

Dammit! He could either muck around here, or he could rescue his lost friend.

Quickly reloading his pistol, he rushed through the water.


Chapter 14 – William

Run!

William forged through the turbid mire, panting for breath, gripping the small knife he’d pulled out. The six-inch blade would be useless against a long-range attack. William wasn’t foolish enough to think he could handle a vicious group of men.

He’d die before he got in more than a few swipes.

Still, the thought of being empty-handed was even worse.

His legs were tired. His bones ached. He pulled his boots in and out of the muck, searching for easier travel. All he saw was the same, grim landscape. To his left, the slope climbed sharply, but he’d never make it to the path before the men overtook him. They were too close. It felt as if he was doomed to trudge forward forever.

Doomed to die.

Maybe a whizzing stone would strike him and bring on his ill-fated end. The thought brought a momentary reprieve.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the men lower their slings. New fears. Perhaps they meant to capture him alive instead of killing him.

He’d seen the cruel intentions people could have for children in The Arches, and in Brighton. He’d been a pawn for evil people, thrown away after their ends were achieved. He wouldn’t be used again. Anger combined with his fear.

He plowed ahead, swerving around the trees, even though he could feel his pace slowing. The men didn’t have the disadvantage of the infection, afflicting their knees and elbows. They weren’t travel-weary. William stumbled, nearly falling.

And then he heard something.

A hiss!

A cry drew his attention behind, where a scrawny, shrieking monster grabbed hold of one of the men, pulling him into the water while the other men frantically tugged it away. More monsters emerged from the trees, battling them.

Perhaps his prayers had been answered.

William turned forward again, looking at the slope. Ahead, he observed a break in the mossy incline: a tunnel. Shadow filled most of the hole, which looked like it ran from one side of the slope to the other.

Maybe he could escape through it to the other side, where he could climb up more safely. At the very least, he’d hide.

Gasping, he ran for the dark passage.


Chapter 15 – Bray

Twisted men darted everywhere, hunting and snarling. In just moments, the forest had come alive.

The appearance of so many monsters meant more obstacles between Bray and William—distractions Bray couldn’t afford. He kept a straight course, following the bottom of the slope and avoiding most of them. Through the trees, he saw the mud-slicked men engaged in their own battle with the infected.

For the moment, they fought the same enemy.

A snarl alerted him to more danger. Two more of the things barreled in Bray’s direction, their mouths hanging open greedily.

His eyes flicked down to his sheathed knife. He pulled it out and sank it into the first creature’s massive head, saving the reloaded pistol’s rounds. The second creature clacked its jaw as it ran. One eye drooped slightly, evidence of some previous battle.

With a cry, Bray charged the demon, driving his blade through its damaged socket. The creature’s arms slapped uselessly as it fought for life. But it was as mortal as any man.

The creature fell, dead, the blade still embedded in its eye.

Bray bent and retrieved his weapon, cleaning it off. In the distance, he saw the three mud-slicked men engaged with the demons. Beyond them, farther away, was something else: a large, round tunnel in the side of the trail.

A small, familiar figure ran into it.

William!


Chapter 16 – Kirby

Kirby splashed through the marsh, directing her horse while leading the other with the rope. Bray’s hasty exit had given her little time to second-guess their decision. For a while, she’d fired on her attackers, driving them back long enough to get down the slope.

Now she was on flatter, but no less dangerous, ground.

She thrust her rifle behind her, squeezing off more bullets. Back near the slope, several mud-slicked attackers ducked or dove.

Distance. She needed distance. The horses were moving briskly, but she needed to gain more ground. Ahead, she saw the thick patches of foliage that Bray had pointed out. With any luck, firmer ground hid underneath. Maybe he was right; maybe she had a chance at escape. Desperate thoughts followed:

What then?

She hated that she was apart from Bray and William, just as much as she hated their predicament. Horrible decisions.

Her horse whinnied and pulled harder, aggravating one of her old, forgotten wounds. All at once, Kirby was stalking through a different forest, in a different time. In her memory, she and several other soldier-slaves wove between the gray trunks of old, enormous trees in their homeland, the bugs nipping at their sweaty skin. The smell of smoke and burnt skin filled their noses. They passed a wood-walled house, orange flames licking at the sides, screams echoing from within.

Several of her comrades ran out from behind the structure, vomiting. One of the men dropped the torch he’d been given, after setting the building ablaze.

Everyone faced the same fate: follow orders, or die.

Fighting the sick feeling in her stomach, Kirby rushed up to the burning building, grappling with the instinctive urge to run inside and help. Emotions she wasn’t allowed to feel pricked at her, forcing tears, as the dying screams faded.

She couldn’t do anything that day, just as she couldn’t do anything now.

Kirby shook off the awful recollection, pulling herself to the present. Sometimes it seemed her memories crawled away and hid, waiting for the worst time to spring out and torture her.

She needed to focus on her current predicament, or she’d die.

The clop of firm ground beneath her horse’s hooves gave her a surge of hope. She looked around to find green, lush foliage. She’d escaped the mud-covered swamp for smoother, drier land. Bray had been right.

Maybe this was the break she needed.


Chapter 17 – William

William splashed through the tunnel, his mud-soaked clothes and his bag adhering to his body. Dark shadows filled the space, seeming to close up around him. Running in here had been an act of desperation.

Now he questioned that decision.

The tunnel was about thirty feet wide and three times as long, filled with the putrid odor of decay. Long, ropy vines covered most of the opposite entrance, allowing in only a few stripes of light. The parts of the walls that he could see were crumbled and stained, splashed with brown liquid. The deeply pooling water around him made him feel as if he was still slogging through the never-ending river, rather than crossing through a small patch of covered land.

The water in here was higher than it had been outside. It was nearly at his waist.

He trudged slowly through it, heart hammering.

For all he knew, more men waited, half submerged in this dark passage, ready to pull him under to drown.

Or drag me away to their treacherous ends.

He looked on either side of him. Most of the area was cloaked in shadow, but at the tunnel’s edge, he saw a dry, rocky embankment.

Demon snarls and hisses echoed from behind him, still outside. Sooner or later, either demons or men would survive, and the victor would come after him.

Demons he could talk with.

The men, he couldn’t.

William veered toward the embankment, splashing through the dark pool toward the ten-foot-wide strip, hoping to make better speed.

Relief struck him as he found his way from water to rocks, soaked through and muddied and crunching over debris. He glanced frantically behind him. He couldn’t see the mud-slicked men, the demons, nor Bray or Kirby. But he needed to get out of this tunnel, and back to the light.

William tripped over something; he looked down, spotting a discarded bag.

He darted more carefully, keeping to the filtered rays of light, passing a rotted wooden spear, and a person’s shredded scrap of clothing. Something small and metal skittered away from him. A flask?

He hurried, continuing on his path, coming across more abandoned clothing and supplies.

What is this place?

A splash froze him. William spun.

Movement.

Fear washed over him as he saw a pair of eyes watching him, reflected from the top of the water, ten feet away.

Whatever it was glided closer.

William quivered as a dark shape—an enormous, scale-covered head—rose from the murky pool. Lumpy ridges covered its glistening skin, extending far past its eyes and down to its long tail. It was bigger than any demon, bigger than anything he’d encountered. For moments that seemed like forever, William and the thing measured each other.

William shook. Panic shot through his body as he realized his size, and the uselessness of his small knife.

He might as well be defenseless.

William surveyed the remainder of the embankment. More steps than he could count stood between him and the tunnel’s opposite edge. His eyes flicked back to the beast, which had stopped moving. It felt like a single breath might precipitate an attack.

The monster sank slowly, lowering its great length into the water. If not for the dim spark of its eyes protruding above the dark pool, William might’ve convinced himself it was a rock, or a limb from a long dead tree.

Icicles of fear crawled through him; he steadied himself. He had to get out of here.

He took a step. And then another. To his horror, the creature followed him in the water. He’d never reach the end of the tunnel. He’d die in this thing’s awful clutches, ripped to shreds between its jaws: monster food.

The gigantic, ridged tail wriggled back and forth, propelling it closer. William blinked hard. For a moment, he wondered if the spore’s madness had caught up to him, and he was hallucinating.

But this wasn’t madness. This was real.

Some terror from the bowels of the earth had come for him.


Chapter 18 – Bray

Bray cursed. Each moment he fought through the dense marsh felt like an eternity.

William was already out of sight, but Bray was quickly narrowing the gap to the tunnel. A hundred feet ahead, the mud-slicked men continued fighting the demons. Their numbers worked against them—three targets were a better prospect for the demons, who flung their bodies at them eagerly.

But the mud-slicked men were as adept as anyone surviving in the wild.

They drew small, ugly shivs, ramming them into the monsters wherever they could find yielding flesh. Bray watched with trepidation as the demons fell into the water, one after the other.

He was within fifty feet of the tunnel when the three closest men turned toward him, finished with their fight.

Bray aimed his pistol.

One man shouted to another.

They wound their slings.

They stopped.

Stunned, Bray refrained from firing. Fear passed over the men’s faces, as they looked from Bray to the tunnel. Perhaps the small, Tech Magic gun had affected them, after all.

Bray wasn’t spitting on his luck. Huffing in a breath, he beelined for William.


Chapter 19 – Kirby

Quiet surrounded Kirby. The ground ahead was thick with weeds, but mercifully dry. For the first time all day, luck shined on her. Still, she couldn’t rest. She needed to find a place to stash the horses so she could go back for William and Bray.

Each moment apart from them deepened her worry.

Kirby looked quickly around. A thick cluster of trees was all she needed. She’d tuck the beasts away, circle back, and find her friends.

A clearing appeared in the distance, surrounded by a broad, dense brush and something beyond.

More luck?

Kirby rode into the grassy field, thanking the gods for easier travel. She surveyed the land in front of her. Thirty feet ahead, rows of squat, broken-down structures lined the field, comprised of battered boards, pieces of ancient metal, and logs. Mud and rock spackled the spaces between. A few of the doors swung in the gentle breeze, guarding empty homes.

The old village certainly felt empty, abandoned.

She kept her gun trained just in case, riding closer.

Sparrows trilled from the nearby trees, as she led her horses up the path, between the sagging, collapsed structures, hearing and seeing nothing alarming. Moss crept over the windows, claiming the building’s insides. Most of the structures were too small to store the horses, but ahead, she saw a larger building. She’d leave the steeds there and come back.

Kirby rode close to it and dismounted, aiming her rifle.

She reached the entrance, nudging the door open.

And froze.

The foul odor of sickness and the smell of cooking herbs reached her nose first. Too late, she realized she wasn’t alone. Through the light of several glassless windows, she saw rows and rows of beds, occupied by prone, stationary figures. Rags, towels, and buckets sat on the floor nearby them. Coughs punctuated the room. A soft sound drew her attention to a group of frightened, gasping women, who backpedaled down the middle of the aisle, trying to get away from her.

Kirby tensed, training her rifle on people she hadn’t expected to see.

One scrawny, dirty woman took a step ahead of the others, brandishing a knife, shielding the group. Her labored breathing filled the air as she and the women protected a small group of children, who had already retreated against the far wall.

Kirby had seen places like this before.

This was some kind of quarantine bunker.

“Don’t move!” Kirby warned.

A few of the people on the beds rolled their heads toward her.

For a long moment, she and the frightened women, children, and sick people stared at one another, sizing each other up. The knife-wielding woman’s hands shook, as she struggled for courage. The children stared at Kirby with sickly, bloodshot eyes.

Movement at the room’s far side drew her attention. Kirby turned to find one of the sick men sitting up in his bedroll, feebly holding a sling.

“Don’t do it,” she warned, her finger flush against the trigger.

All at once, Kirby was back in her memory, reliving a similar standoff. Shortly after leaving that burning building, she’d broken into a small dwelling, confronting a woman and her three children. In the distance, she heard other doors slamming open, and the screams of the terrified villagers that her people were raiding. Swallowing, she focused on the mother and three children, whom she’d surprised.

Caught unawares, the mother grabbed a metal fork, stabbing the air and trying to keep Kirby away from her children. Kirby trained her long, metal gun on the woman, decisions and conflict hurtling through her mind. For a moment, she was about to carry out her terrible orders, until she remembered the smell of burnt skin and the anguished cries of the dying people.

Instead of shooting the mother and her children, Kirby had pressed a dirty finger to her lips, instructing them to stay quiet. She’d then slipped them out the back, shoving them towards the woods, before carrying out her orders and burning the dwelling. It was a small act of defiance that might’ve gotten her killed, if she’d been caught.

Her memory of that day had given her comfort, a sense of hope, after too many haunting battles.

She blinked back to the present, locking eyes with the knife-wielding woman, and the sling-holding man in the bed. A few more of the bedridden lolled their faces toward her from their makeshift cots, watching with sunken, fear-drenched eyes. Slowly, Kirby lifted her finger from the trigger.

“I won’t hurt you,” she promised. “I’m leaving.” Quietly, she backed out of the doorway, toward the horses.

She never made it.

Too late, she spun to find ten women approaching up the path with slings and knives. She opened her mouth to speak, but words were useless. The people stared at her with malice.

Surprising her with familiar words, a sharp-nosed woman said, “Get the rest of the way out of the ward.”


Chapter 20 – William

William choked back another scream as the monster swam towards him, getting closer. More of its massive back and its long, pointed tail rose above the water. He wasn’t going to wait for it to devour him.

William ran.

His feet pounded the narrow, rocky embankment as he wove in and out of shadows, racing for the other side of the tunnel. The fetid smell of animal feces and decay filled his senses. His boots skidded on slippery monster messes. He had no idea what kind of strange den he’d stepped into, but the thought of straying even a step toward the water terrified him.

The water meant death. That’s all he knew.

Several boulders blocked his way. He skirted around them, tripping over one and landing against the wall, scraping his wart-covered elbow. Pain pulsed through him, threatening to worsen. More large rocks lay ahead, forcing him to watch his feet.

A splash distracted him. He turned to find the creature leaving its murky pool, clambering up onto the bank behind him.

William slammed into something large and hard.

Robbed of breath, he backed away from a chunk of Ancient stone, stunned. Only a few thin streams of light filtered around from it.

To his right was the wall. To the left, the water.

Behind him, the monster.

The beast roared.

Frantic, he lifted a leg, hoping he could climb onto the stone, but it was too high. He couldn’t push the stone, either. No; he had to get atop it.

With a desperate grunt, he heaved himself upward, his fingers frantically searching for a crevice into which to stick his hand, just as water pelted his back.

William lost his grip, falling to the ground and turning.

The terrifying monster faced him.

Blackish-grey scales covered the creature, which lumbered on four, squat legs. Water dripped from its tail. Two cold eyes sat on top of its flattened head. It opened its impossibly elongated jaws, and let out a loud, grunting roar, exposing rows of jagged white teeth. Those teeth could easily rip off an arm or a leg.

Or crush a head like an overripe fruit.

It plodded another step.

Desperate, William held up his pathetic knife.

The creature hissed and closed the gap, mouth agape, ready to rend soft flesh and grind bone. William wouldn’t last more than a moment against this thing. He’d never get away. He’d die.

He spun, frantically jumping and pawing at the rock.

He found a handhold.

And then another.

Barely in time, he pulled with all he had and rolled onto the rock, just as the creature slammed into the bottom. Gasping for breath, William got to his knees.

The creature snapped and hissed.

He looked down to find dark eyes and teeth below him, clawing futilely at the smooth stone, trying to get to him. William scrambled and turned, tumbling over the rest of the rock to the ground.

He hit the pebbled floor hard on the other side, clutching his knife. On hands and knees, he crawled over the embankment. Sharp rocks tore at his palms. His knees burned.

William tried standing, but the beast was already circling the rock. He was too late. He heard the scrape of its clawed feet on the rocks behind him, and smelled its rancid breath. At any moment, it would—

There. A hole.

The perfectly round break in the wall seemed like a gift from the gods. William leapt into it, caring not what might lie there, splashing through the dirty passage at the side of the tunnel, crawling as fast as he ever had. The creature’s throaty growl echoed behind him. William sucked in a breath and scooted through the enshrouding darkness. He continued as far as he could, bumping something. He pushed and pulled, but the obstruction wouldn’t budge.

It was some sort of metal grate.

Too late, he realized the death trap he’d entered. In desperation, he turned; the beast’s foul breath hit his face. It would be the last he would know of this world.

A guttural sound filled the air—not the shriek of a beast, but the battle cry of a human.

A squelch.

The creature threshed wildly, whipping its head back and forth, inches from William’s feet in the small passage, sliding backward. More grunts. Hissing. William turned, but he saw only rapidly moving shadows. Teeth snapped. Claws scraped.

Another round of squelches.

Silence.

William froze, his heart ramming against his ribcage. Then he saw a spear of light at the end of the passage.

A long exhalation broke the quiet. “Filthy, disgusting beast,” a voice muttered.

Bray!


Chapter 21 – Kirby

Kirby eyed the row of women twenty feet away, all of whom clutched their weapons.

“Get out of the building,” the sharp-nosed woman demanded.

Kirby froze. The rifle in her hand could easily pierce through a number of these women, or at the very least scatter them, giving her a chance at escape. What then? She envisioned the rounds ripping holes in the dirty people. A field full of women could easily turn into a field full of the dead.

She might die, too.

In a slow, but surprisingly understandable drawl, the woman questioned, “Why are you here?”

“I came from the trail.” Kirby saw no reason to lie. “My friends and I were passing through.”

“And now you’ve come to raid us.”

“Raid you?” Kirby furrowed her brow. “I came to stash my horses, so I could return to help my friends.”

“I only see you,” the woman accused, looking around nervously.

“We got separated,” Kirby explained. Looking at the sling in the woman’s hand, she put something obvious together. “Your men attacked us, when we tried passing through.”

The women looked at one another cautiously.

“Are these your sick?” Kirby asked, hoping to keep the woman talking.

No answer.

“This is your quarantine building, isn’t it?”

“Quarantine?” the woman asked, not familiar with the word.

“A place to separate them, so they can be treated without infecting the others,” Kirby explained.

“Yes,” the woman affirmed. “They have a severe illness. Any fool could see that.”

Kirby surveyed the woman, whose hair was twisted in knots. She held a bucket in her other hand, and so did some others. Their clothing was patched and stained; their eyes were tired. It looked as if they’d gone to get water.

“Where are your friends now?” the woman asked, anxiously looking around.

“I’m not sure, but I’m just as worried about them as you are about your sick,” Kirby said. “Maybe we can help each other. I have a proposal.”


Chapter 22 – William

William opened his mouth. It took a moment for fear to release its grip on his tongue, once he got out of the passage. Below him, on the embankment, lay the enormous body of the beast.

William recoiled.

In a sliver of light, he got a closer look at the ridges covering nearly every inch of the long, dark beast’s back and its tail. Black, glossy eyes stuck out from the top of the creature’s elongated snout. A long sword stuck out from its head. Bending down, Bray placed his boot on the scaled head and removed his blade with a crunch.

“Vile, nasty thing.”

“What…what is it?” William whispered in disbelief.

“I’m not sure,” Bray admitted. “It’s dead. That’s the important thing.”

“It looked dead to me, too, earlier,” William shuddered, “but then it followed me.”

“Nothing could’ve taken all my stabs and survived,” Bray said, nudging it with a boot.

William furrowed his brow, noticing Bray’s pistol. “Why didn’t you use your gun?”

“I was afraid it would ricochet and hit you.” Bray smiled a bit and beckoned to the passage. “Besides, sometimes it takes a big blade to kill a big beast.” He puffed up his chest.

William nodded, but he still wasn’t getting close to the thing.

Seeing William hesitate, Bray asked, “Are you hurt?”

William looked down at his body, searching for wounds he couldn’t see. His palms and knees stung, but he didn’t feel any other pain. “I think I’m okay.”

Movement outside interrupted them. In the time they’d been talking, a handful of figures had crept close, behind the trees outside.

“We’ve got more problems than a dead beast,” Bray muttered.

William studied the trees behind which the men had stationed, and the furtive men lurking near the tunnel’s opposite end.

“They’re waiting for us,” Bray hissed. “We’re trapped.”

William looked around for his gun, even though he’d lost it on the slope. “Where’s your long gun?”

“Gone, because of the demons,” Bray muttered angrily.

“You’ve got your pistol, though.”

Bray nodded, pulling it out.

The men outside peered from behind the trees, trying to see into the shadowy tunnel.

“There must be a dozen out there. And for all we know, more are coming,” Bray said.

“Where’s Kirby?”

“I sent her somewhere to be safe.”

“So what are we going to do?” William asked nervously.

Looking back at the hole in the wall, Bray asked, “Does that go anywhere?”

“There’s some kind of metal grate at the end,” William said. “We can’t get through.”

Bray swore, looking back and forth at the two groups of men. “If they have any brains, they’ll starve us out instead of rushing in here so we can shoot them.”

“Maybe we can fight them off from the shadows?” William suggested.

“I doubt we’ll have much luck,” Bray said gravely. “There are more of them, and they’ve got a better vantage point.”

William looked back and forth between the groups. Bray was right. The Tech Magic guns held only a certain number of the precious, metal rounds inside. The spare ammo in he and Bray’s bags wouldn’t last forever.

Another shudder coursed through him as he looked from the men to the monster, wishing he could take back a regrettable decision.

Bray followed his gaze, cursing, until a thought struck him. “When you ran into the tunnel, did the men try following you?”

“The demons distracted them,” William remembered, still feeling guilty about the unintended consequences of his actions.

“They definitely saw me, but they didn’t follow me, either,” Bray recalled. A thought became clearer. “Maybe that means something.”

“What are you thinking?” William asked, picking up on the idea in Bray’s voice.

“You’ll see.”


Chapter 23 – Bray

Bray grunted, heaving the magnificent beast through the tunnel. The massive creature was as awkward as it was heavy. Every so often, he set it down, catching his wind. The creature’s thick, leathery skin was unsettling to touch; its oily blood streaked his skin and clothes. Before heading out with it, he’d also covered his face with the thick gore, for effect.

Bray kept his focus straight ahead. He couldn’t see William behind him, but he sensed him, lurking in the shadows, holding his pistol.

Hopefully, the gods would give them luck; sometimes, he knew, they favored the foolish.

Sunlight splashed over Bray’s face as he emerged from the shadows to daylight, carting the beast through the knee-high water. He took a few more steps, making sure he was in full sight of the men, before tossing the ugly creature into the murky water with an exaggerated heave.

The beast landed with a big splash, rolling and floating on its back. “Here you go,” he called.

Awe struck the faces of the men, as they surveyed the monster and the man who had killed it. They kept behind the trees, staring between him and the horrific, dead beast. None moved. Bray looked down at his kill. The beast’s underbelly was surprisingly smooth, but no less menacing than its tough, scaled back. Jagged, chipped teeth lined the interior of its mouth, which hung half-open, stained with the blood of its many kills.

Bray looked between the nervously peering men, waiting for them to come out.

For a long while, stunned silence pervaded, until, finally, uncertainty took over, leading to curiosity. Finally, a familiar, bearded man stepped out from behind a tree. Bray recognized him as the mud-slicked man he’d first seen, recognizable by the scars across the man’s nose and cheeks. His eyes were widely spaced. Bray lowered his hand to his scabbard, while the dirty, bearded man took a few, careful steps through the water.

In a slow, dragging speak, he said, “You have beaten The Gray One.”

Bray’s hand tensed on his blade, as the man’s eyes roamed to the fearsome, floating beast. He puffed up his chest. “It was a hard battle, but in the end, the creature was no match for me.”

“You entered its Shadowed Wall.” A few of the men murmured.

Bray glanced over his shoulder at the large mouth of the tunnel, and back at the man. He didn’t like the way the man was speaking, or the way the men behind him were mumbling and looking at the foul creature’s den.

Maybe this thing was their god.

More movement came from behind the trees, as four others slowly emerged, wading through the water, forming a line next to the man.

In an instant, Bray regretted his bold plan. His heart hammered.

“Only the infected are foolish enough to enter The Gray One’s den,” the man said. “We made a pact to leave it at peace. You have broken that.”

Bray looked between the men, trying to backpedal. “We had no choice. It attacked us.”

The men traded long, indecisive glances.

“You have done us a favor,” the bearded man said, surprising him and speaking for them all.

“A favor?” Bray asked, confused.

“The beast has wounded many of our people, and caused us much fear. No more,” the man said, with a grateful nod.

The other men nodded and lowered their weapons. Bray opened and closed his mouth, relieved.

“There are many of the Toothed Ones in these wetlands, but none as large, or as deadly, as this one,” the bearded man said.

Bray recalled the gutted, dying demon he’d encountered in the building. Perhaps that gaping wound had been suffered by the terrible mouth of this beast, or one of its kind. He threw out his chest again.

The men looked at each other with reassurance, as if a burden had been lifted. The relief and reprieve of hostility lasted until another man stepped forward from behind a tree. Blood spilled from a hole in his shoulder. Anger flickered in his eyes.

“He might have killed the beast, but he wounded me and Alejandro.” The man pointed angrily up the slope, where six men climbed down, helping another. A bullet wound marred the second injured man’s thigh. Relaxed expressions returned to anger.

“We were defending ourselves,” Bray said, taking a step back. “We meant no harm; we wanted only to pass peacefully through these lands.”

“And yet you left your mark,” said the bearded man.

“I told you, strangers are threats,” said the man with the injured shoulder, to his leader. “All who come uninvited must die so that our people remain safe. It is our way.”

The bearded man lowered his head, appraising Bray. “You are right; it is our way.”


Chapter 24 – Bray

A whinny filled the air. Cries arose.

Loud splashes drew the attention of Bray and the men, who looked to the distance to find two horses galloping through the marsh. Kirby sat atop one, while a pack of dirty, ragged women ran alongside her.

“Wait!” Kirby called.

A sharp-nosed woman splashed ahead of the group and ran up to the bearded man, hugging him. The others joined their men.

“This woman found our sick people in the Isolated Village.” The sharp-nosed woman pointed to Kirby. “She could’ve harmed us, but she didn’t. You need to leave them alone.”

The bearded man watched her strangely.

“The woman has a proposal,” the woman continued.

“What do you mean?” asked the bearded man.

“I heard about the plaguing sickness that has infected your people,” Kirby spoke up. “I have something for you.” Unslinging her bag, Kirby pulled out a small pouch, revealing some herbs. “Inside are plants that will ease your sick people’s pain, and lower their fevers. They might even make them recover.”

The bearded man watched her with distrust. “Why would you help us?”

“Consider it a trade, for safe passage,” Kirby said, keeping her voice even.

The bearded man glanced indecisively at his comrades, including the injured ones.

“How do we know you won’t poison us?” the first wounded man asked.

“They’re rare herbs, from up north,” Kirby answered, taking one out to show them. “We’ve had luck with them. I’m not lying to you.”

The men shifted, deciding whether to trust her. The bearded man’s gaze wandered from Kirby, to Bray, to the dead monster in the water. “Give us a moment,” he said.

For a while, the bearded men and his comrades held a quiet conversation, while keeping watch on Bray and Kirby. After a while, one of them spoke up. “They released us from fear of The Gray One,” a man reminded the bearded one.

Addressing his women, and with the consent of the men, the bearded man made a decision. “A long time ago, we bartered with others, offering protection for safe passage. Those days are long over, but perhaps today, they can return. We will accept your trade to help our people. Consider it a truce, for our skirmish.” Patting his chest in a gesture that, apparently, meant peace, he and his men lowered their guard.

Relief washed over Bray and over Kirby.

Looking down at the dead beast in water, Bray grinned and said, “See, Kirby? I told you water dragons existed.”


Chapter 25 – Bray

With their horses safely secured to a nearby tree, Bray and Kirby sat on the edge of another bridge, dangling their legs off the side, while William explored behind them. Bray surveyed the marshland. Many more miles of the trail had tired him of the dreary setting, but soon, they would reach the end. The mud-slicked men had assured them of that. They’d also informed them of the best places to travel safely and hunt. Of course, they wouldn’t have to worry about game for a while.

Plucking another juicy morsel of food from his bag, Bray asked Kirby, “More Nessie meat?”

“I’ve already told you, it’s not Nessie,” Kirby said with a smile she couldn’t hide. “It’s called an ‘alligator.’”

Bray furrowed his brow. “I like my name better.”

Kirby batted his arm.

“Whatever the thing is, it sure beats an empty stomach,” Bray boasted, patting his belly, which was full of the creature’s fish-like meat.

“It was a lucky kill,” Kirby admitted, keeping her smile. Perhaps she was ready to accept the truth about her legend. Or maybe she was coming around to Bray’s charms, after all.

They spoke quietly for a while, cleaning the mud from their recovered guns and enjoying a welcome reprieve, until William interrupted.

“I’ve got it!”

Bray and Kirby spun.

Holding up a small, four-sided plant, William said, “A four-leafed clover!”

“See, Kirby? It’s our lucky day,” Bray said, popping another piece of meat in his mouth. “Maybe we’ll have more luck, and I’ll find a moose next.”

Kirby laughed; it was a beautiful sound. For too long, they’d been hungry, tired, and worn down.

Maybe things were starting to turn around.
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Chapter 1: Bray

“Another ruined city,” Bray said cautiously, as he looked from his perch on the horse down the long, grassy, tree-covered slope, toward the tall, crumbled spires in the distance. “I don’t know whether to be relieved or worried.”

“If this city is as dead as it looks, we probably won’t find much more than rats,” Kirby said from the back of his steed, which they shared.

“And demons, of course,” William added.

Bray looked over at William, who sat alone on the horse next to them, which they’d decided to call Spirit, after the courageous battle at The Arches all those months ago. They’d kept the name Blackthorn for the other steed. It seemed as if those events had happened in another lifetime. Many miles of traveling south had worn down their hopes that they might find anything like the city of which Kirby had heard in the stories, a city where the Ancient’s Tech Magic was preserved, a place where they could be safe. A handful of times since leaving The Arches, they’d seen small bands of barbarian tribes in the forest, whom they’d mostly avoided, but they hadn’t seen any significant number of people.

They saw plenty of twisted men, though.

The demons were everywhere, hunting and lurking. For the most part, they avoided them. Occasionally, the twisted men surprised them, and William yelled some words to drive them away. Bray appreciated the boy’s power. He just wished it hadn’t come at the price of pain.

Ever since leaving The Arches, William’s condition had worsened. Each night, when they bedded down in a crumbled building in some destroyed city, or in the forest, William scratched at his knees and elbows, as if he might claw the infection away. Every time they stopped at a body of water, William gazed at his reflection, as if he might see something different than the warts that had appeared on either side of his forehead. William’s appearance was growing closer and closer to a demon’s. He insisted on wearing his hooded jacket, even though they hadn’t felt the sting of the cold in many months. Sometimes, Bray wondered if finding the miraculous city from the stories was the only thing driving William on.

Several days ago, William had asked to ride Spirit by himself. The request didn’t sit well with Bray or Kirby, but they’d allowed it. Bray pitied the boy.

Reaching up, instinctively pulling his hood tighter around the row of calcified, bumpy warts on the side of his head, William said, “You’re probably right about the rats being the only things we find. I don’t hear any demon cries.”

“Maybe we’ll find some animals we can hunt,” Kirby said hopefully.

“Or a stash of snowberry,” Bray said with a wry smile. “I’m beginning to forget what it tastes like.”

He glanced over at Kirby. In the months they traveled, other things had changed, as well. As he and Kirby spent more time together, sharing blankets, protecting each other, and dividing up game, they had developed a deep affection for one another. Neither of them spoke about the times their hands and bodies met in the night, amidst the distant shriek of demons, in between their watches. Neither spoke about the looks they shared while consuming their meals. For a while after leaving The Arches, Bray’s advances had become a routine, and Kirby had deftly avoided his passes, but each routine contained a truth that neither could deny.

Eventually, they stopped denying it.

They didn’t profess their feelings the way someone might in a fairy-tale story, but Bray’s emotions for Kirby surprised him. She was hardened, jaded by war, but she had a resilience he had never encountered in another woman.

He felt for her the way he had felt for William’s mother. He still missed Ella, but his bond with Kirby felt stronger, because of the length of time they’d spent together.

William, for his part, accepted their closeness. Or perhaps he was too preoccupied with his condition to notice.

In any case, Bray couldn’t picture Kirby leaving in another direction.

Spurring his steed, Bray rode his horse next to William’s down the hill. Lush, overgrown grass swayed with the wind, caressing the horses’ flanks. The sun shone brightly through the tops of the foliage. William adjusted on Spirit’s saddle, pointing out a group of tall, stalky trees with long, straight stems. “More of those strange trees with leaves only at the top,” he said.

“They seem to be unique to this southern region,” Kirby said.

“And some of those strange fruits we’ve been eating,” William said, gesturing toward another tree on the hill. “It looks like the demons took most of the fruits from the lowest branches.”

“If we don’t see any danger, we’ll come back and pick some,” Bray promised, wiping sweat from his brow.

From her perch behind Bray, Kirby said, “The temperature will get even hotter, the farther south we ride.”

“You’ve said that before, and I certainly don’t miss the cold temperatures,” Bray said. “But how can you know?”

“It is the same way in the land I came from,” she answered. “The sun shines brighter on this portion of the earth. I am not sure why.”

Bray had long ago accepted that Kirby had knowledge outside of what he’d learned in Brighton. Although some of her stories seemed extraordinary, he saw evidence of her knowledge all around. He trusted her.

“Perhaps if we ride farther south, I’ll win my wager.” Bray grinned.

“You still think you’ll find the edge of the earth.” Kirby was amused.

“If I do, you owe me my horses back.”

As they got farther down the hill, which was situated on the city’s western edge, they got a better view of the city. Bray chose an indirect path, hoping to avoid the obvious roads, and to locate any threats before they were upon them. Overgrown grass sprouted around the towers. The buildings were tall, looming, and spaced at even distances. Weeds snaked and climbed around them, poking from the dark recesses where windows had been. The city seemed as dead as it had when they’d first seen it from the top of the hill.

They aimed their horses through an overgrown path between two edifices on the edge of the city’s middle, keeping their Tech Magic guns drawn, even though there was nothing at which to aim them. Through the buildings, Bray saw a pockmarked road that might have belonged in any other city. Small trees and bushes jutted out wherever the stone had cracked, devouring a place that had probably once been grand, but had now fallen to ruins, like so many others.

“It is strangely quiet,” Bray said.

“Perhaps there are fewer demons this far south,” Kirby suggested. “Though I am not sure why.”

A few scared birds took flight as they approached. A nervous squirrel skittered away through some weeds. Riding out from between two tall, looming monoliths, they entered the street. Bray looked up and down the empty road. A few flattened bushes next to a building spoke of a deer’s resting place. Demon footprints imprinted the mud in various places, but none seemed fresh. Bray smelled no foul odors, and he saw no boot prints.

Turning left, they rode through several debris-strewn streets, filled with metal that would’ve been worth more than a few meals in Brighton. Rats scuttled through the overgrowth; chipmunks ducked back into holes. For a while as they rode through the city, the towers looked the same—tall, with an equal number of windows on each floor, constructed of the same type of Ancient stone, like houses stacked on top of one another. As they kept going, they found roads with shorter, plain buildings. A crumbled bridge ran overhead of one road, slanted sideways, as if it might pitch to the ground, with plants growing from gaping crevices.

“You’ve never explained how they made bridges like that,” William said to Kirby as he pointed at it, and they trotted underneath.

“Perhaps I can explain it to you tonight, around the fire,” Kirby offered.

“I’d like that,” William said.

They passed cautiously below, looking at the mounds of dirt hanging from the bridge’s underside.

After clearing it, William pointed to a building a hundred feet past it. “That building looks different.”

Bray followed his gaze. A large structure about the height of several Brighton homes sat at the road’s edge. A half-circle of Ancient stone curved over the entrance, with ornate, weathered carvings etched into the beams. Bray studied the designs at the front of the building, but time had worn away most of their features. The building’s ceiling, which sloped back from the entrance, was mostly solid, but had a few obvious holes, and probably more that he couldn’t see. Through the building’s gaping entrance, he saw some more of the same, strange trees.

He saw no signs of life.

“I’m going to check it out,” William said, riding ahead.

“Wait,” Bray called.

William looked back at Bray to argue. “We haven’t seen evidence of anyone traveling here in a while. No fresh demon tracks, or scat. I know how to take care of myself. I’ll be fine.”

Bray hesitated. It was hard for Bray to accept that William wasn’t the same, scared boy he had encountered in the woods outside Brighton all that time ago. He yearned for independence, like most kids his age.

“Be careful,” Bray said.

“I always am,” William assured him as he trotted off.

Bray and Kirby watched him go.

“I’m worried about him,” Bray said, as they followed slowly behind.

“He’s certainly proven himself,” Kirby said. “But I’m worried, too, about his condition. I’ve been watching him closely. Most of my people in New Hope showed signs of deterioration: warts on their back, their knees, or their spine, like the ones I have. But none of us had warts on our faces.”

“He’s progressing more quickly than others,” agreed Bray, with a solemn nod.

“He reminds me of Jingo, the man we met outside of Brighton all those months ago.”

“You mean the smart demon?”

“Yes,” Kirby said. “We met him on separate occasions. I met him with the group I was with, and you met him in the Ancient City.”

“I remember. I almost killed him, before I killed William’s mother,” Bray said, looking away before the memory could sting him again. “I’ll never forget that day.”

Kirby nodded gravely. Returning to her original point, she said, “Jingo kept his faculties, even though the spore afflicted him. In fact, he was smarter than anyone I’ve met, before or since.” She stared off into the towers as if she’d given the matter a lot of thought. And why wouldn’t she have? Kirby was infected, too. She had as much to lose as William.

“Do you believe Jingo was really three hundred years old?” Bray asked.

“I believe he was telling the truth. He was extremely intelligent. But William is, too.” Kirby lowered her head, clearly thinking about her own fate. “I have long ago accepted that the spore will turn my mind to madness—whether it is a year from now, or several. I do not share William’s intelligence, or his gift at speaking with demons. Perhaps his special gifts—and his appearance—mean there is hope for him.”

Breaking from what often became a morbid mood, with no good answers, Bray asked, “Is that another of those tunnels you told us about?”

He pointed past the building where William had entered, toward a wide, weed-filled depression that ran in a straight line underneath another bridge and continued as far as the eye could see. A few trees grew diagonally from that pocked, hole-ridden crevice.

“Yes,” she answered. “Part of the place they called a subway, collapsed, like most of the ones we’ve seen. It extends throughout the city, most likely.”

Bray nodded as they rode their horse over to the building where William had tied his. He still had trouble picturing the objects Kirby had described, which she called subway cars, carrying people from one place to another at speeds far faster than horses. He couldn’t fathom why people would build some of those structures underground, where nasty things might live.

“I don’t know if I would travel in one of those tunnels, if I lived in the days of the Ancients,” he said, not for the first time. “I’ll take a horse—and the warm sun on my face—over a device like that, any day.” Bray smiled.

“If the cities were as crowded as the stories tell us, you wouldn’t travel as quickly.”

Bray looked at the place where William had entered. “I wonder what significance this building had?”

“It was probably the train station, where people went inside,” Kirby explained. “Sometimes they entered above ground before descending to the devices below that ran in the tunnels. They say these underground devices carried more people than you can imagine. So many people lived in cities that they needed them to get from one place to another. At least, that is what our stories say.”

“Did the devices carry them to different cities?”

“I don’t think so.” Kirby frowned as she thought on it. “The underground tunnels always seemed to loop back to one another. That part was always confusing to us.”

“Perhaps it was too much effort to build them that far.” Bray shrugged.

“It is possible.”

Bray halted their steed and he and Kirby dismounted. He tied it next to William’s and adjusted the bag on his back. “In any case, I don’t think we’ll have the answer anytime soon.”

A shout interrupted them.

Bray’s heart hammered as he recognized the voice.

William.


Chapter 2: Bray

Bray spun and aimed his rifle backward, suspecting a trap, but he saw nothing except the quiet, ruined city. The horses adjusted nervously as the shout came again, from deep in the building.

Neither Bray nor Kirby hesitated any longer.

They darted through the building’s wide threshold on foot, sending a few rats skittering. The enormous, damp room was filled with trees and weeds. Sunlight speared through parts of the broken roof, creating alternating bands of light and shadow. Bray scanned the edges of the wide room for threats. Along the walls, he saw the frames of a few dilapidated rooms, now decayed and open, but he couldn’t see everything, and he couldn’t see William. He kicked some dried demon feces as he ran. He inhaled the air for the noxious odor that usually alerted him to nearby demons, ready to chew their flesh.

“William?” he called.

William answered, sounding as if he was in some distant place.

They kept moving through the large room, weaving through some more trees, crossing a distance of a hundred feet before they reached the room’s end, which stopped abruptly at a steep ledge. Rotted, broken stairs descended perpendicularly, away from the center of an overlook high enough to break a leg, or worse. The building extended much farther back than Bray realized. He looked over the edge, as if he might find a crumpled, wounded boy somewhere at the bottom. Perhaps the cry had been a plea for help. All he saw were more trees, brush, and scraps of jagged metal on the lower level of the building.

Much more space lay beyond the stairs.

Beneath the room they’d traveled, there seemed to be rooms Bray couldn’t see, but past the bottom of the perpendicular staircase, going farther back, Bray saw a walkway leading left and right, constructed of Ancient stone. Beyond the walkway was a recessed area—a place where the strange devices called subway trains must have whipped from one place to the next. In the middle was a raised platform, beyond which was another steep area. On either side of the recessed areas, far off to the left and right, were dark tunnels, home to who knew what kinds of creatures. Portions of the ceiling that had once contained glass were broken, allowing some light to seep through.

But there were still too many shadows. And the tunnels—those were dark.

The cry came again—louder, and clearly from the lower floor.

Bray and Kirby descended the stairs carefully, avoiding divots large enough to catch a boot and hold onto it, or trip them and pitch them off the edge. Bray got a better look at the lower level. In a few spots in the recessed areas and the platform, the ceiling had caved completely, leaving mounds of rubble.

Reaching the floor, Bray scanned the walkway left and right.

“William!” he called again.

Another, indecipherable shout echoed to his left.

They followed the source of the voice, crunching over debris, animal scat, and wilted weeds. To their right, the first recessed area where the devices ran was a ten-foot drop, filled with debris. To their left, a solid wall with no doorways presumably hid rooms underneath the large one they’d traveled upstairs. They had gone thirty feet when Bray saw a single doorway on the left-hand wall. Something moved inside a small room, speared with a few rays of diagonal sunlight.

Surprise hit Bray as he got close enough to see William, his hood pulled mostly over his face, aiming his long gun at a person. At the end of the gun’s long tube was a skinny, dirty man with torn clothing.

Bray and Kirby crossed the threshold, holding their guns.

“What’s wrong, William?”

“I stumbled on him,” William said shakily, recovering from what must have been a surprise encounter. “He’s unarmed. Or at least, I think he is. I kept him here while I shouted for you.”

The strange man’s face was covered with so much grime that Bray could see only the whites of his eyes. Tattered clothes hung from his scrawny frame. The man’s eyes darted from Bray, to Kirby, to William. They kept their guns pointed as he held up his hands weakly.

“Who are you?” the man asked in a thin, ragged voice.

“Travelers, passing through,” Bray said vaguely.

“Please don’t use the weapons on me.” The man’s eyes were full of fear as he studied the guns. He clearly spoke their language, and he understood the danger of Tech Magic. But Bray didn’t trust him.

“Are you with others?” Bray asked.

“The rest are dead.”

Bray glanced around the small room, and over his shoulder, expecting to find more raggedy corpses. “The rest?”

“I didn’t see anyone else,” William confirmed.

Hearing William speak again, the man returned his attention to him. He dragged a hand over his dirt-stained eyes, as if he might clear an unsettling delusion. “I’ve never seen a talking Plagued One.”

“Plagued One?” Bray asked.

“He has the lumps.” The man pointed at William’s face. “He’s infected.”

“He’s infected, yes. But he’s no demon,” Kirby assured him. “His name is William. He won’t harm you, any more than Bray or I, unless you force us to. I am Kirby.”

The man quaked in fear.

“What is your name?” Bray asked.

“Cullen.”

“What are you doing here, Cullen?”

“Hiding.” Cullen’s lips trembled as he spoke the words. He looked around. “From them.”

Bray and Kirby scanned the small, battered room again, as if they hadn’t noticed someone the first time. The room was empty.

“The Plagued Ones, you mean,” Bray said.

“Not them. The ones who dragged my brothers away. The ones who killed them.”

A fear stabbed Bray’s gut. “Men?”

“If that’s what you call them,” Cullen said, looking as if he might scurry past them and into the tunnels, if he didn’t have guns pointed at his face.

“Are they still around?”

Cullen swallowed, more fright in his voice. “I’m not sure. But you won’t get far, if they see you. You won’t leave the city.”

“We saw no one outside,” William said.

Bray frowned. No rational man would lurk in tunnels in such filth. The man was clearly on the brink of starvation; perhaps he was delusional, too. Whatever the case, Bray didn’t like the feeling he was getting.

“We should get back outside,” he told Kirby and William quietly. “I don’t like leaving the horses alone.”

“Horses?” Cullen picked up on the word.

“You know what they are?” Kirby asked.

“I’ve heard rumors of people riding them, but I’ve never gotten close enough to try.” A hope burned in Cullen’s eyes. “If you have horses, perhaps you can outrun them and escape. And you have those metal weapons to protect you. You have to take me with you.”

Bray traded an apprehensive glance with Kirby.

“I can help you,” Cullen promised.

“It looks as if you need more help than us,” Kirby said. “When did you eat last?” She appraised Cullen’s scrawny, filthy figure.

Cullen’s eyes looked far away. “I’m not sure. I find whatever I can. I mostly keep to the shadows, looking for puddles, or wounded rodents. The rainwater in the tunnels keeps me alive. Sometimes it makes me sick.” His eyes darted around the corners of the room. “Please consider my offer. I do not want to die here.” Cullen looked as if he was a man chucked in a foaming, spitting river, looking for a hand to pull him out. “I only wish to leave this city. I can show you a way out. After that, we can part ways. I will not follow you.”

Bray traded a deciding look with Kirby.

Delusional or not, the man was clearly on the road closing in on death. “We will take you as far as outside to talk, but that is all we can promise,” Bray said. “If you try anything, we will kill you.”

Cullen nodded. “I understand.” He sucked in a pained breath as he stood on brittle bones that looked as if they might snap.

“Walk ahead of us,” Bray reinforced, already second-guessing his decision to take this man anywhere. The man must be delusional.

They fell in line behind Cullen, keeping their guns aimed as they stepped out from the room onto the walkway next to the tracks. Bray saw nothing suspicious, and he certainly didn’t smell anything as they returned through the alternating bands of light. Soon they returned to the area filled with debris, with the steep staircase in the center, leading perpendicularly up to the looming upper floor that recessed farther back to the entrance where they’d come in.

Cullen paused, trembling.

Bray inspected the upper floor. The height looked even more considerable from down below. Jagged pieces of stone stuck out from overhead at all angles. Beams of light illuminated the silhouettes of many trees, and even more shadows on the upper floor. Any one of them could be an attacker, lying in wait.

Hearing nothing, Bray told Cullen, “Walk.”

Cullen gave them a nervous look, but he ascended first. Bray went up the steps after him, followed by William and Kirby. Cullen’s breath came in ragged gasps. More sunlight hit Bray’s face as he peered through some of the trees on the higher level, catching the first glimpse of daylight at the building’s front entrance, but he couldn’t see the horses yet. A small animal he couldn’t observe clicked as it wound through the brush on the floor above them.

Cullen seized with fear.

“What is it?” Bray whispered.

“That noise,” Cullen said, pointing a bony finger.

“A squirrel, running away,” Bray guessed.

Cullen hissed, “It’s not a squirrel. It’s them.”

“Who?”

“The Clickers.”

Cold fear prickled Bray’s nerves as another click echoed through the building from somewhere above them. A second later, another, louder click answered. A shadow darted from one tree to the next on the upper floor. A horse whinnied. An arrow whistled by Bray’s face, hitting the stairs nearby.

William cried out.

Bray thrust his gun up as several man-sized shadows emerged from around the trees, pointing bows. In a spear of daylight, Bray saw a man’s face, a mouth open to reveal sharpened, jagged teeth. He recalled those strange, monstrous men he’d seen with his father, on the fringes of the campfire all those years ago, up north. He’d thought his eyes tricked him.

They must not have.

Something much worse than death was waiting for all of them.

“They’re coming!” cried Cullen. “Run!”

Bray fired a few rounds, hitting the ancient stone and scattering the men. But more were coming. He might have a Tech Magic gun, but they had the advantage of high ground, and they clearly knew the area. A well-placed arrow would pitch him off the steep stairs.

Cullen struggled to get past Bray and rushed downward.

Outside, the horses squealed.

The men ambushed us, Bray thought angrily.

Bray turned and fled down the stairs, following Cullen, William, and Kirby. Arrows flew past, striking the ground below. Bray kept a fast pace, avoiding holes in the stairs that would send him sprawling. He’d just reached level ground when an arrow struck the back of his leg.

He cried out, falling into a limp. “Filthy dirt scratchers!”

“Come on!” Kirby shouted, turning behind her as she fired several shots at the upper level to protect him.

They barreled down the walkway, heading in the direction of the room where they’d found Cullen.

From somewhere outside, the horses squealed.


Chapter 3: Cullen

Cullen ran next to the strangers. He couldn’t push away the images of The Clickers’ jagged, sharpened teeth, or their cold, merciless eyes. What little, broken sleep he’d gotten was plagued with memories of those men.

And now they were back, come to drag him away.

“Let’s hide in the room!” the talking Plagued One named William cried, as they fled.

“Not a good idea,” Kirby answered. “Our ammunition won’t last forever. They’ll trap us.”

Ahead of them, the walkway ended at a solid wall. To the right, the recessed area went into one of the pitch-black tunnels.

“Down here! Into the tunnel!” Kirby yelled, veering toward the ledge over the first recessed area. She got close, bent, and turned to lower herself.

The drop from the walkway was about ten feet—enough to roll an ankle, or snap a bone. Cullen knew how easily an unseen piece of metal could cut or impale. He’d been in the tunnels long enough. Kirby dropped successfully.

“I’ll help you!” Kirby cried, turning and reaching up to Cullen.

He stared at her hand for a moment before he acted. Cullen wondered if this was his end. Perhaps the woman was a ghost, come to collect him and bring him to his final resting place. Or maybe the Plagued boy was some twisted god, sent to judge or punish him. And who knew what the man named Bray was here for? The clicks of the men snapped him to reality.

Cullen allowed Kirby to help him down.

On the walkway, Bray and the Plagued boy made loud noises with their metal weapons. Cullen heard a pained cry in the distance as one of The Clickers fell. When Cullen was safely down, Kirby assisted the others in getting to the ground. Bray grunted as he landed, contending with the arrow in his leg and clearly in pain.

They ran in the recessed area through patches of sunlight, but up ahead was darkness.

Instinct warned Cullen against dangers in the tunnel. Most of the tunnels were filled with large, rusty pieces of debris. Sometimes the metal was shaped like a large tube, blocking the entire passage. Occasionally, the long pieces of metal that extended one behind the other were crumpled and twisted, creating a hazard that could cut, or impale.

A few times, The Clickers had spotted him, but he’d evaded them by slipping into the slimmest, grimiest hole he could find, staying still until they left. A few times, he wondered if they had seen him, and were savoring a kill. But now they had three more people to chase.

Far behind them, footsteps slapped the floor as their attackers leapt from the walkway to the tracks.

Just before the blackness of the tunnel engulfed them, Kirby found his sleeve.

They entered.

Cullen ground his teeth together to distract from the pain of too many blisters on his feet, caused by the holes in his boots. His clothes barely hung on his body. His stomach was a hollow, empty thing he couldn’t remember filling. The men behind them had given up on arrows. Perhaps they were saving them for the end of a trap. Or maybe they’re tiring us out, like wounded, cornered animals.

They moved as fast as they dared, their boots crunching over objects they couldn’t see. Every so often, Cullen heard the scrape of Kirby’s, Bray’s, or William’s rifles along the wall as they got too close to the sides of the tunnel, or a burst of noise as one of them used their weapons. Every few feet, one of his comrades slowed, avoiding some fresh, new obstacle, stretching the human chain. Cullen looked over his shoulder, finding nothing but dark. They’d never lose the men. Each time he thought he’d avoided them, they returned. Each time he slept, he awoke to the voices of men on the hunt. The Clickers wouldn’t rest until they found and slayed them all.

A piece of metal scraped Cullen’s calf. He cried out in pain.

“Are you okay?” Kirby whispered.

“Fine,” he breathed, with no time to assess further.

Distant light drew their attention. Getting closer, Cullen saw a large, gaping hole in the ceiling that he recognized, about thirty feet over their heads, where the road above had collapsed. “I know this part of the tunnel,” he said, instinct taking over for fear.

“Is there a place to get out?”

“There is a long device up ahead,” he remembered, thinking. “Or at least, the remains of one.”

“A train?”

“Is that what you call it?”

Kirby asked, “Where is the next exit?”

“Much farther.” Cullen shook his head as a memory returned through his haze of fear. “I might know another way out, through the object you call a train.”

An arrow skidded past them on the floor. Cullen waited for the cry of one of his companions, or a new, stabbing pain in his back, but neither came.

They reached the large area of sunlight. On the edge was the hulking wreckage of which he’d spoken. The rotted, tube-like device occupied most of the tunnel—a giant, looming behemoth. Time had eaten away most of its bones, sparing only the strongest metals. Through a gaping, rusted hole in the front, more debris than Cullen could see clearly lay inside. The object went further than the eye could see, curling into the darkness. Last time, he had almost gotten bitten by some vicious, small animal he couldn’t see. Who knew how many creatures were inside? But too many predators chased behind.

“There is a way out through the device,” he told his companions. “We’ll need to go inside.”

They lost hold on each other, moving quickly and crossing the last fringes of sunlight.

When they reached the large object, Cullen rounded the right-hand side, found a familiar step on a piece of metal eaten by rust, and boosted himself inside. The others followed. Through the rusted empty frame of the front window, Cullen watched The Clickers emerge into the far edges of the sunlight, a hundred feet from the train. A few arrows thudded into the metal, sending rippling echoes through the tunnel. Bray, Kirby, and the Plagued boy used their metal weapons through the front of the object, knocking down a few of their attackers. Cullen looked around. He’d forgotten how many holes in the object’s floor might catch a foot. Too many Clickers chased them. They’d never escape. They’d never—

“Cullen! How do we get out?” Kirby snapped him to reality.

“Follow me!” he hissed, leading them farther back into the strange object.

They watched their feet as they ran with what little ambient light they had. Occasionally, a hole in the tunnel’s ceiling allowed light to filter through the time-battered device. One metal tube led to another, and then another, with some gaps between them that forced them to leap. Each time they jumped, the person in front caught the next one behind as they landed. Cullen’s feet ached with each jump, but he pushed on.

Eventually, Cullen climbed on a piece of metal in the middle of one of the tubes that he remembered, a square box that was high enough to reach a part of the device’s roof. The others followed him with effort, climbing onto the box, and then up onto a new, rotted floor high up in the air.

“Be careful where you step,” Cullen warned. “We are on the object’s roof.”

Daylight glimmered overhead.

“The tunnel collapsed here, worse than in other parts,” Cullen explained, pointing. “Above this spot, you can catch hold of a ledge. If we grab it, we can crawl up and sideways to the street.”

The others paused, uncertain.

Footsteps beat the tunnel outside the train.

More arrows slammed into the sides of the device next to them, or from inside.

“They will catch us with an arrow, if we do not move,” Cullen insisted, his voice wavering. “With or without your weapons.”

“I’ll boost you,” Bray said, grunting from the arrow that was already in his leg. “Lead the way.”

Bray cupped his hands, making a foothold for Cullen. Using it to gain leverage, Cullen jumped, catching a ledge he could barely see. He hung for a moment, struggling to heave himself over on weak limbs. And then he was crawling on a bed of dirt and stone.

“Come on!” he hissed behind him.

The others followed, boosting each other up, joining him in the near dark.

Their ragged breathing filled the air behind him as they crawled.

The smell of rusted metal and damp earth filled his nostrils, but Cullen kept going, padding over the debris on hands, boots, and knees, his new companions behind him. He kept his eyes on the patch of light at the end of the tunnel. The terrifying thought hit him that the ascending piece of stone might collapse and throw all of them back in the hole, burying them, or sending them into the arms of The Clickers.

And then they were in the sunlight.

They emerged, shaking the dirt from their clothes and faces. Only tall, crumbled towers greeted them. No monstrous men with jagged teeth. No bows with arrows pointed at their chests.

“They aren’t here,” said Cullen in shock.

“Let’s move, while they haven’t seen us,” Kirby said.

Noises echoed behind them.

She spoke too late.


Chapter 4: Bray

Several filthy, jagged-toothed men emerged from the hole, getting up their bows. Bray spun and fired a few rounds from his long gun, knocking one man backward and into another. His leg burned from the protruding arrow, but he had no time to deal with it. Beside him, Kirby and William used their weapons, sending a few more Clickers sprawling onto the street, or ducking back into the hole. A man’s cry echoed from somewhere beneath the earth as he fell. But more were coming. Past the collapsed street above the subway tunnels, clicks emanated from some buildings. The men were everywhere.

“Follow me!” Cullen said to Bray and the others. “I will try to lose them!”

They continued down the street. Pieces of stone lay everywhere, tangled with green vines. On both sides of them, tall towers rose high above the earth, with multitudes of glassless windows. More of the footsteps came from behind.

An arrow skidded across the ground near Bray’s foot.

He turned right, catching sight of a man waiting in an alley, crouched beside a block of Ancient stone, raising his bow. Bray fired his gun. Bullets ricocheted off the concrete boulder, chipping off pieces of stone and striking the man with debris, a bullet, or both. He fell writhing.

On the other side of him, Kirby used her gun on another man lurking in the opposite alley. Bray looked behind, noticing most of the pursuing men were farther back. He fired a few rounds at their attackers, sending more men scattering.

“There are too many,” Kirby said. “We are better off running.”

They moved more quickly through street after decrepit street, looking over their shoulders, scanning the buildings, the windows, and the alleys. Bray pushed through the pain of the protruding arrow, keeping pace with the others. Cullen led the way, taking a few rapid turns, bringing them through a street with smaller, squat buildings that were far less impressive than the towers in the city’s middle, but offered too many places to hide. Every so often, they broke their rule and picked off a few men who seemed to appear from nowhere, nocking arrows. Bray fired at a few men who got close enough to aim their bows from behind. After a while, the clicks faded in the background.

The city fell silent.

“Maybe they are reconsidering battling people with guns,” Bray said quietly.

“Or they are biding their time,” Cullen warned.

At the end of a street on what seemed like the city’s southern side, they saw forest. More tall towers breached the sky around them.

“The woods are thickest on this side of the city,” Cullen said, his eyes darting about nervously. “I think it might be safer than other ways. Perhaps we can get out undetected. I will take a few more turns to ensure we lost them.”

“Have you tried leaving this way before?” Bray asked.

“I’ve never gotten this far,” he admitted. “I didn’t think I’d live this long, after they trapped me.”

They kept to the road’s edge, moving quietly and quickly, but they saw no more men behind them.

Reaching the end of the road, they passed a set of beams, one on either side. The beams were about twice as tall as a man. Numerous marks notched the sides, as if they’d been hacked away at, or perhaps they were a warning to whoever dared venture in the city. A few were spattered with old, dried blood.

Cullen’s eyes darted nervously around. “Hopefully we won’t get an arrow in the back on the way out.”


**




Bray glanced over his shoulder at the tall, fissured monoliths, certain that vile men with sharp teeth were lurking in doorways, or poking through the weed-covered windows, watching. The air was quiet and still. Even the birds seemed to have ceased their squawking. A demon shriek would have been preferable to the uncomfortable silence. William, Kirby, and the strange man named Cullen hurried next to him under the beating sun as they followed a road away from the city. Bray watched the strange man that had led them away. Cullen might not have his full faculties, but he had saved them from what had been a certain death in the tunnels. He rubbed at the dirt caked to his face.

In front of them, the road curved more sharply, turning from ancient stone back into forest. Plenty of the tall, long-necked trees sprung up on either side of the road, surrounded by swaths of tangled brush. Bray was grateful for their concealment.

“We might have lost them,” Kirby said, still looking over her shoulder at the tops of the buildings, visible down the curved road.

“For now,” Bray said, favoring his wounded leg.

“We need to get that arrow out of you,” Kirby told him.

Bray looked at the long, thin shaft protruding from the back of his calf. A circle of blood stained the fabric of his pants around it. “We’ll do it when we’ve covered more ground.”

Breaking a silence he’d kept since the tunnels, William said, “The horses.”

Bray turned and looked behind them, as if the steeds might be galloping after them.

“We have to go back for Spirit and Blackthorn.” William’s fear turned to anger as he pointed his rifle, as if he might fire his Tech Magic weapon down the empty path behind them.

Bray felt a similar sting of anger. He wanted to find the men and kill each of them. He wanted to make them feel the pain of the arrow in his leg that burned with each step. But he knew better. “The horses might be in another city by now. They will take our lives, if we stop.”

“They took our horses, and the supplies in our saddlebags,” William said. “Almost all our spare ammunition, except for what we have in the bags on our backs.”

“We do not have enough resources for another war like the one at The Arches,” Kirby warned.

William clenched his teeth and averted his eyes. Bray felt sorry for him. But there was no time to discuss it now.

“We should veer into the forest,” Bray suggested.”There isn’t much of a road here, besides pebbles, but it is a worn trail that can easily be followed.”

They transitioned from the overgrown road into the dense woods, avoiding leaving obvious tracks, while William fell silent again. Thankfully, the ground in the forest was hard. The trees were a mixture of those Bray had seen up north, and some leafier ones, with different foliage or stems. He looked up at the boughs, afraid that the strange men might be perched and watching, ready to leap, grinning around red, crooked teeth. The chirp of a bird startled him. He turned and aimed his gun.

“I hear the clicking noises even when they aren’t there,” Cullen whispered. “I hear them in my sleep.”

“They mean death,” Bray said solemnly. “The blood of the men’s kills is written on their faces, and in their vicious, flying arrows.”

“Those clicks can mean many things,” Cullen said. “At least, that’s what I think.”

“Do you believe they will follow us?”

“I wish I knew.”

For the majority of the day, they hiked through dense forest, putting as many thick trees between them and the dangerous men as they could. Occasionally, a squawking bird made them jump, or a squirrel wove through the underbrush, earning the attention of their rifles. Each noise reminded Bray of the monstrous men. He’d seen plenty of attackers, but none so stealthy.

After making enough headway that he thought they were safe, he asked Cullen, “Who are those men?”

“I don’t know their true name, other than what I call them,” Cullen said.

“The Clickers,” Bray repeated. “I didn’t see their tracks, in the city. We looked.”

“They are very careful. You will not normally see them until they are there.” Cullen shook his head. “That’s what I’ve noticed.”

“You said the people you were with got dragged away.”

“My brothers,” Cullen said. His face twisted in pain as he dug up a memory. “Both are dead. I am sure of it.”

“What happened?”

“Mason, Lincoln, and I lived in the forest, northwest of here. A few days ago, we went on a hunt. When we came home, we found those men in our house, going through our things. For as long as I’ve been alive, we have heard rumors of the people in the forest with sharp teeth, but we had thought they were stories. Some say they eat the flesh of men. Others say they sacrifice people like us to The Plagued Ones. No one knows for sure. Seeing those men, we knew the stories were real. We backed away, trying to get far from them. But they spotted us. More men came from the trees—enough that we wouldn’t be able to fight them all.”

Cullen looked over his shoulder, clearly reliving the fear of the story.

“We fled as far and as fast as we could, but the men pursued us through the forest. We took a route that we had planned in case of danger—a path between a few hills. We survived long enough to keep ahead of them. Eventually, darkness settled in. We were too afraid to light a torch. I still remember huddling in the dark behind a fallen log as the men passed by us, clicking. We held our breaths, certain they would hear us. Even our long knives and bows felt useless against so many. They kept going. Or so we thought.” Cullen smeared something from his eye. “When the moon hid behind the trees, they appeared with torches, overpowering us. They dragged us in different directions. I tried to fight, but they beat me, tore my clothes, and took my weapons. All I heard were Mason and Lincoln’s cries, mixed with my own.” Cullen twitched, as if the memory caused him physical pain. He lowered his head. “I think my brothers fought hard enough that they were killed. Somehow, I escaped and ran into the woods. I wanted to help my brothers, but their screams stopped. The clicking men were everywhere. All I heard were those awful noises. And so I ran.” Cullen stared at the trees, as if his brothers might rematerialize.

“Is that when you reached the city?” Kirby asked.

Cullen nodded. “Most of us live in houses that are far away from the cities, to avoid the constant threat of wandering Plagued Ones, or other dangers. But I had no choice. The men followed me through the night and to morning. I didn’t know where I was going until I reached the first buildings. I was just trying to get away. I am not sure why they cared about me. Perhaps it is a game they play, or something worse.” Cullen shook his head, as if he could erase the memories. “I made it through a few buildings, stumbling over the rubble. Eventually, I reached a building dark enough to crouch in without being seen. I watched a group run by me. And then I waited.” Cullen swallowed. “I’m not sure how long I stayed there, but eventually, I crept into one of the tunnels leading underground. I kept to the shadows, eating whatever I could find. I avoided the clicking men who hunted me. I stayed alive. Barely.”

“You are fortunate,” Bray said.

“Sometimes I wish I could trade my life for my brothers’.” Cullen lowered his head. “I tried to escape a few times, using the hole in the road I showed you, and other routes, until I saw them. I snuck back into the tunnels to avoid death. I am not sure how long I was there before you came.”

“I am sorry to hear about your family,” Kirby said.

Cullen nodded, but his grief was accompanied by fear. He looked nervously over his shoulder. “A part of me believes these monsters are part of a dream I am having.”

“It isn’t a dream,” Bray said, gesturing at the arrow in his leg.

Cullen’s eyes darted around the forest. He didn’t answer.

“You said there are more people like you,” Kirby remembered.

“We are spaced throughout the forests.” Cullen nodded. “Sometimes we trade with one another. A few of us are families. Others are people who have taken up with each other to survive. I fear the rest of the people are dead, killed by those men.”

“You are settlers, then,” Bray said with a definitive nod.

“Settlers?”

“People who live outside, in the forests, away from the cities,” Bray explained.

Cullen seemed confused. “It would be foolish to live in the cities. They are a place of danger, and too often a place The Plagued Ones roam. Except for a few cities, like the one we left, which are strangely empty. No one is sure why. But we don’t trust them, either.”

“So there are no cities filled with people?”

“None that I’m aware of.”

Bray couldn’t hide his disappointment.

“Your people don’t have guns,” Kirby surmised.

“The weapons you carry?” Cullen guessed, looking nervously at the rifle in her hand. “I saw them, once, but we do not have them. If I had one, I would’ve fought harder. Perhaps it would have made a difference, but probably not.”

“Where did you see the guns?” Kirby asked, clearly surprised.

“A few men I had never seen carried them through the woods a long time ago. We hid as they passed by, afraid to come out. We saw them using them on a few Plagued Ones. They were as incredible as yours.”

Kirby watched him intently, processing something. “Did those people wear green and brown jackets?”

“Our attention was stuck on the weapons. I cannot recall their features. But I do not think so.”

Kirby looked as if she wasn’t finished with the questioning. “Did their guns look the same as ours?”

“They might have been different,” Cullen said, dipping back into his confusion.

“More people with guns might mean more Tech Magic, even if they aren’t your people,” Bray said.

“Perhaps,” Kirby said.

“I do not know what those words mean,” Cullen said. “I am sorry.”

Bray studied Cullen. His eyes were sunken. His cheeks were sallow. His body was gaunt enough that he resembled some of the poorest people in Brighton, paupers who worked from meal to meal. Bray had felt similar hunger, eating scraps where he could find them, drinking rainwater from puddles, like he’d done in the Ancient City, or plenty of times as a Warden. Too many days of living like that was enough to drain a man’s will. It was easy to see how Cullen’s sanity had been shredded after the loss of his brothers, and the terror he’d faced at the hands of The Clickers.

Looking away, Bray noticed the sun sinking below the horizon. They’d hiked most of the day without reprieve.

“We should find a place to camp soon,” said Bray. “And I need to get this arrow out. Do you know the area?”

“Not well,” Cullen admitted, looking nervously around. “I’ve only been to the city where you found me a few times. As I said, we usually avoid cities. But I think there are some broken-down buildings to the south of here of which Mason and Lincoln spoke.”

“Let’s keep going. Hopefully we can find them.”


Chapter 5: Bray

After traveling the forest for a while, thick, leafy trees gave way to a grassy slope with weeds as high as their knees. They trekked up the rising hill with the same caution they carried through the forest. Chirping insects sang around them, in alternating patterns of loud and quiet that followed their footsteps. They’d almost reached the top of the hill when Bray saw the tops of the buildings of which Cullen spoke.

Several dilapidated, stone houses stood farther back on the hill. Weeds and trees seemed to have melded with the sides, as if nature were trying to reclaim the small, squat buildings. Tall grass grew up around them. The houses were a mixture of rocks dug from the forest, mixed with pieces of Ancient stone that might have been pulled from a larger building.

“These buildings were empty years ago, when Lincoln and Mason found them,” Cullen said. “But I can’t promise they’re safe now.”

Bray looked on the other side of the buildings. Past them, the hill sloped downward, leading to more forest farther away.

They aimed their rifles.

They saw no shifting shadows behind the buildings’ numerous cracks.

Approaching the side of one of the buildings, Bray noticed one of the walls missing. A piece of angular Ancient stone that had once been the wall lay haphazardly over a pile of rocks, broken into large pieces. Weeds grew over an empty floor. He saw a rock formation in the corner that might’ve been a crude fireplace, at one time, but was now collapsed. He saw no sign that anyone had built a fire recently, or made a bed. In the front of the structure was a door leading out onto the same grass hill, which sloped gently down into the distant forest. The second building had all its walls. In addition to the open doorway, Bray saw a hole in the wall on the opposite side, big enough to see through. It looked like a person had made the opening long ago to keep watch.

“We’ll have visibility here of both slopes,” Bray said. “And our position on the hill will allow us to see if anyone approaches.”

“Good enough,” Kirby agreed.

They sloughed off their bags in the building. William and Cullen agreed to keep watch while Bray and Kirby tended to the arrow in Bray’s leg. Bray chose a large, flat rock near the wall and sat, inspecting the ugly weapon protruding from his calf. The tip was constructed of a long, slender bit of bone. The shaft was made of wood.

“It looks like the arrow tip is barbed,” Kirby said, bending down next to Bray.

“Bastards.” Bray cursed at the dull pain in his leg. “I’d like to stick it in the gut of the man who shot it.”

“It will be tricky to get out, but I should be able to manage.”

“I’ve been shot worse,” Bray said with a grunt. “I don’t think it hit the bone.”

“Still, it is not a pretty wound. This part will hurt. I wish we had found your snowberry.” Kirby smiled sympathetically.

Bray returned the gesture.

After watching her work on the arrow for a while, he looked out the door and down the side of the hill at some thick forest, doing his best to ignore the pain in his calf. They were far enough away that they were out of the range of a bow attack. Still, he didn’t trust anything around them. The fading daylight glanced off the side of the building and shone through the building’s crevices. William kept a vigil next to the doorway, clutching his Tech Magic gun as he glanced in all directions.

“We should probably skip a fire tonight,” Bray said, to no arguments.

Cullen peered from the hole in the wall opposite William. Bray was surprised to find he was still on his feet, and not resting, or passed out from exhaustion.

“You can sleep, after we are finished with the arrow,” Bray offered, feeling more than a little pity for the haggard man.

“I do not trust our safety. I will keep awake,” Cullen said.

“Are you uncertain about us?” Bray asked, taking another meaning from that statement.

“I know you are better than those men.” Cullen nodded through his fear. “Even if that is the only thing I know.”

Bray couldn’t argue.

“Where are you people from?” Cullen asked.

Bray felt as if he owed the man a better explanation, now that he’d earned some trust. “We’re from a township up north.”

“You mean a city?” Cullen seemed as if he was in shock.

“Yes, a place similar to a city. Many people live there. But we are not going back.”

“Why not?” Cullen asked.

Bray recalled the burnings, the heads on spikes, and the war outside of Brighton. “We were hoping to escape some of the violence where we came from. And some of the infected we call demons.”

“Do you have many Plagued Ones?”

“Hordes,” Bray said, with open disgust, until he realized William was listening. Softening his tone, he said, “Enough that our lives are at risk daily. That seemed to be the case most of the way here, until we reached the last city.”

“Like I said, there are fewer Plagued Ones here, and in a few cities to the west,” Cullen agreed. “I am not sure why. Perhaps The Clickers kill them. I do not normally venture there to find out.” Looking from Bray’s wound to the rifle he’d placed next to him, he asked, “Does everyone in your city have those weapons?”

“No,” Bray said, deciding to add, “In fact, I think these might be the last of them. What weapons do you have here?”

“We have knives and swords, things that were passed on.”

“Have you seen many others, besides us? People you don’t know?” Bray thought of how Cullen had seen travelers with guns.

“We usually stay away from those people we don’t recognize. Most have crude weapons, or strange tongues. Some have different clothing. Most are passersby who go through the cities, looking for things to steal. It is why we have learned to stay away.” Cullen studied him. “I could tell you were from far away.”

“How?”

“Your weapons, of course. But you also look as if the sun burned you,” Cullen said, patting his neck. “Normally, we keep to the forest during the day’s hottest hours.”

“We learned that quickly,” Bray said.

“But not enough to heed my warnings,” Kirby muttered.

It was true. During those first few, hottest days, when the scorching weather was new to them, they had gone to sleep with red necks that eventually led to hot, flaky skin. Bray recalled several uncomfortable days of sleeping afterward. It wasn’t enough to warrant complaining, but it was different. Keeping to the forest wasn’t always an option when they were in a new place each day. They still burned, but not as badly as they first had.

“How do your homes look?” Bray asked. “Are they similar to this one?”

Cullen looked around. “They are made of stone, yes. We have used them for years. We keep them up. We use the rocks we find in the forest, and things we can safely pull away from other, fallen buildings on the outskirts of the cities. We only move if we have to.”

“Do you have animals?”

“A long while ago, in the days my parents were alive, we had goats. Most died. Even if we found some more, we don’t have a good enough way to protect them.” Cullen shook his head. “They make too much noise. The Plagued Ones hear them, and they come feast. To have them is to risk our lives.”

Bray grimaced as Kirby finished what she was doing. “Okay, I finally have the arrow out,” she said, setting the offending weapon on the ground, pulling out a flask and bandage. Bray looked down at the bone-tipped shaft, which contained too much of his blood.

“If they had shot you at closer range, this would’ve been worse,” Kirby said. “I think you will heal.”

Cullen seemed as if the conversation had expended the last of his energy. In the time they’d talked, he’d sunk lower in his position against the wall. Every so often, he glanced out the hole, or looked cautiously out the front door where William watched, unwilling to give up his obsessive scanning.

“We will keep watch, if you want to rest,” Bray said.

“I am fine,” Cullen said, as his eyelids fluttered.

In a few more moments, he was asleep.


Chapter 6: Bray

Bray inspected his bag, taking a mental tally of the remaining supplies. The metal objects called magazines were too few—enough that he didn’t want to speak it aloud. Glancing up, he noticed William had stepped outside the doorway. Every so often, William switched his rifle’s aim, keeping a close eye on the distant tree line. He was intent on his vigil. Or perhaps some part of him thought he would see the horses again. Bray needed to talk with him about that.

Speaking softly so as not to wake Cullen, Bray looked over at Kirby, who was keeping watch out the hole in the wall, and said, “William’s upset.”

Kirby looked at him. “I do not blame him for missing the steeds.”

“Travel will be slower without them,” Bray admitted. “And we will not have the height advantage.”

“Unfortunately, true.” Kirby sighed.

“I am not convinced we aren’t being hunted,” Bray said. “We should leave at first light, in case.” Looking over at Cullen, who was bent over, asleep, and around at the rubble-strewn house, he said, “Stone houses. Knives. Crude bows. No animals of which to speak. It is not the golden palace of which your people told stories.” Bray shook his head. “I’m starting to think there is no great city, no last great civilization, only barbarians scavenging the ruins of crumbled cities.”

“Do you wish we had stayed at The Arches?” Kirby asked.

“No.” Bray was adamant. “If this is all we were meant to find out here, then so be it. I’ve already traveled beyond any place a Warden has explored. I have stories, even if they won’t make it back to the grizzled tavern keepers in Brighton.”

Kirby smiled thinly. “They’ll be disappointed.”

“Let them be.” Bray shrugged. “I do not regret anything I’ve done. And I do not regret meeting you.”

He smiled warmly. Looking behind them at the dilapidated, rubble-strewn house, Bray said, “We will have to clear a spot in the rubble to sleep on. Take your pick. I’m going to speak with William.”

“Okay.” Kirby smiled back. “I will let you know if I see anything.”


Chapter 7: William

William gazed down the long, sloping hill, lit golden by the last of the dying sunlight, as if Spirit and Blackthorn might come running up it. When he sniffed his hands, he could still smell a hint of leather from their bridles, and he could still see a bit of dung on his boot on which he’d unwittingly trodden yesterday. He knew they weren’t coming back. He was more likely to see swaths of sharp-toothed, vicious men, come to kill him and his friends, than his horses.

Good. Let them come, he thought, gritting his teeth.

Maybe they could taste the end of his Tech Magic gun.

William clung to his anger, because it was easier than guilt.

He hated himself.

Too many had died because of him. He might not have handed over the horses to those vile men, but he’d left Spirit outside of that building, which had caused Bray and Kirby to leave Blackthorn. The horses might be roasting over a bonfire right now, gristle between sharp, uncaring teeth. They’d died for nothing, just like the demons at The Arches, or the demons at the battle of Brighton. They’d died because of him.

Just like mom.

Tears slid down William’s cheeks as he stared down the quiet hill. Reaching up to smear them away, he brushed the warts on his face. He was a monster. A bruised, smudged boy who had no business being around anyone. He was all the things that the people in Brighton said about the demons. Too many had died to protect him. And for what?

Cullen’s first reaction of fear would be shared by anyone William met. No one would accept a demon-boy. They might say they did, when they were sharing meals or hiking next to him. But they’d sleep with an eye open, faced in his direction. They would look at him strangely when he said the wrong thing, thinking he’d gone mad. They would never fully trust him.

William was destined to become a person to be feared and reviled. An abomination. A paltry hood wouldn’t hide the infection on his face. And nothing would stop the infection from taking over his mind, if that was what the gods intended. He might be lucid now, but he could still hear the whispers.

Who knew when intelligence turned to madness?

Sure, there was the man named Jingo they’d met all those days ago in the Ancient City, the one who had lived through the spore’s insanity. That man was more intelligent than almost anyone William had met. But William had hung his dreams on too many falsehoods to believe he might be the same. None of his dreams ever came true.

Only nightmares.

Too many mornings, William had woken up first, thinking about setting off with his horse, or just his bag. But he stopped before he did it. He recalled how Bray and Kirby had showed up after the battle of Brighton, or how they’d come for him during the battle of The Arches.

If he ran, they wouldn’t stop looking for him.

He might get away, but they would keep searching.

And they might die following him.

Somehow, staying with them was protecting them, or at least that’s what William had convinced himself. Or maybe he was a lonely, infected boy, scared of dying alone. Damn his curse.

He’d stay with Bray, Kirby, and Cullen until they had to make the decision to kill him. Movement behind William startled him. He turned to find Bray approaching.

“William? Are you all right?”

William pulled his hood tighter, hiding his tears. “I’m fine,” he said, as he turned.

“You’re upset about Spirit and Blackthorn.”

William nodded without answering.

“I know you miss them,” Bray said. “But it isn’t your fault.”

William touched the side of his face, feeling the rough edges of his warts through the fabric of his hood.

“If it didn’t happen then, it might’ve happened some other time,” Bray assured him. “Those men followed us. They snuck up on us. They might have been watching us longer than we know. You can’t feel bad about what happened.”

“I know,” William said quietly, avoiding Bray’s eyes.

“Why don’t you go inside and get some rest? I’ll keep watch.”

William nodded, then went back inside the stone building.


Chapter 8: Kirby

Morning sunlight crept over the long, sloping hill, sneaking through the cracks between the house’s patchwork stones, illuminating William’s, Bray’s, and Cullen’s sleeping figures. Kirby envied their rest. She had spent most of the darkest hours tossing and turning and thinking, certain that attackers would creep from the forest. During her nightly watch, the moonlight canvassed the hill, but it hadn’t penetrated the tree line, or anything past it. Too many shadows seemed to be moving in every direction of the dark forest. Occasionally, she’d heard the screech of a mutant, but none came close. Now, standing at the doorway, with dawn on the horizon, she was grateful for the light, and a chance to move farther away from the strange men who had taken too much from what little they had.

To what?

Kirby wasn’t certain.

Maybe crumbled, rubble-strewn houses like the one in which they’d spent the night were the best hope. Would it be easier to accept that this was their fate, find a half-ruined house, and fix it, defending the land the best they could?

Looking at William, she knew things wouldn’t get easier. The warts were spreading faster than he was growing. He would spend too many years battling off danger to enjoy what little was left of his childhood. Maybe it was time to find a place from which they didn’t have to depart each morning, before the earliest birds broke into song.

Looking at the house in which they’d rested, she didn’t hate it. A place like this might be good enough to keep for a while.

Perhaps not this house, but another.

Bray cracked his eyes, sitting up. “I’m alive,” he grumbled. “No thanks to the savages who attacked us. I guess I’ll find breakfast.”

“I already found some,” Kirby said, holding up a rabbit in her hand that she’d caught, after the sun broke.

“I knew there was a reason I brought you along.”

Kirby smiled. “How is your leg?”

“It is sore, as I expected,” Bray said. “It will heal and become a scar, as with most wounds. Until a wound kills me.”

“Hopefully you will be old and grizzled before that happens.”

“I think you would miss me, if I died,” Bray said with a grin.

“Perhaps.”

Kirby padded over to William. He had fallen asleep with his back to the others, next to a pile of rocks he’d cleared. His hood was pulled firmly over his face. His gun lay beside him. Crouching, she patted his arm.

“William?” she whispered.

She backed off a step, waiting for William to reacquaint to where he was. He rolled and looked at her with a clarity she only saw first thing in the morning, before the horrors of his past and the pain of his condition caught up to him.

“Are we safe?” he asked.

“We’re safe,” she assured him. “How did you sleep?”

“Okay.”

He turned so he wasn’t facing her. Movement behind her caught her attention. She was surprised to find Cullen awake and looking at her. The thin blanket they’d lent him lay next to him, unused. His hair stuck up at odd angles. He scrambled to his feet, scurried over to the door, and peered out into the emerging sunlight. Kirby regarded him. They hadn’t spoken about how long Cullen would stay with them, but as long as he provided another set of eyes to keep watch, and another set of hands to help with things, she had no intention of forcing him to leave. Besides, she felt sorry for him. He had lost his brothers, his home, and the land with which he was familiar. He was more similar to her than she first realized.

Cullen’s clothes were so loose it looked as if he might shrivel inside of them and disappear. Parts of them hung off in tattered strips of fabric that looked as if they might tear away at any moment.

“We should find you some better clothes,” Kirby told him.

Cullen glanced down at his naked, filthy skin. “I didn’t think I would live long enough to care. Maybe we will find some on the way.”

Hearing the conversation, William sat up and said, “I have an extra shirt.” He dug through his pack, pulling out a spare garment he’d taken from The Arches. “It is a little large for me.”

Slipping on a piece of clothing that didn’t fit perfectly, but fit well enough, Cullen said, “Thank you.” He glanced at William, trying not to stare, but obviously having trouble. “I hope you aren’t offended by what I said about you when we met. It’s just that I’ve never seen someone talk with your condition.” Cullen pried his eyes away from William.

William shrugged, looking as if he wanted to escape the attention. “And I’ve never met a man who lives in the tunnels,” he said, with youthful honesty. He remained quiet a moment, before asking, “Have you known many infected?”

“Only a few.”

“What do you do with them?”

Cullen looked as if he was caught in a question with no good answer. He looked at Bray and Kirby, but neither stopped him from responding. There was no use in hiding anything from William. They never had. “Over time, some of them grew confused, and we were able to lead them away in a ritual we called The Walk,” Cullen said. “But that wasn’t possible with all, or even most of them.”

“What happened to those you couldn’t lead away?” William asked.

“We took them away forcibly,” Cullen said, quickly adding, “We didn’t harm them.”

“Did they come back?”

“If they did, we never saw them.” Cullen looked grave. “Most of our people hide in the spring and fall, when the spores float on the wind, hoping we aren’t infected. We cover our faces, though it doesn’t always work.”

“Our people tried that, too,” William said with sadness. “Eventually, they accepted that the spore was the will of the gods, and they stopped fighting it.”

An uncomfortable silence settled over the room as Cullen stared at his dirt-stained fingers, and William looked away.

“We should probably get moving, while we are fortunate,” Kirby said. “We can eat our breakfast once we get out of the house and into the forest.”


**




Before leaving, they scattered some rocks over the floor in the dwelling, obscuring traces of their stay, and then they hiked from the building down the long, sun-covered slope, heading farther south.

The rising sun warming Kirby’s face was certainly preferable to bitter cold, but that didn’t quell her uneasiness. Months of travel in a saddle, high above the ground, left her feeling vulnerable on foot. It was strange traveling without horses. There was less of a chance of outrunning an attack by more mutants—or men.

“We should keep heading away from the city,” Bray reinforced. “Perhaps The Clickers are territorial.”

Cullen nodded, but he looked sad.

“What’s wrong?” Bray asked.

“I’m thinking about the others.”

“Your brothers?”

“Not them. They died. I heard their screams.” Cullen swallowed. “Our neighbors, the others that lived in the forests. I am afraid they met the same fate.”

“Perhaps they heard danger, and escaped,” Kirby suggested.

“I hope that is true. Some day, I will go back and search for them.” Cullen’s shoulders sagged and guilt crossed his face.

Turning around meant death.

They all knew it.

The slope segued gently down into forest as thick, leafy trees surrounded them. They kept to the thickest areas of the woods, holding branches instead of snapping them off, avoiding streambeds, or areas of thick moss, where a boot might leave a track. They traveled for another day and another night, stopping only long enough to sleep and build small cooking fires. They had long passed any place of which Cullen had knowledge.

Trees surrounded them as they set off on a new morning, under an auburn sky and a rising sun. Bugs circled their heads, nipping at their bare skin. The air was already humid.

“The bugs are much more persistent than the ones up north,” Bray said, swatting away a buzzing gnat.

“And larger,” Kirby answered.

They walked in a single line, following a trodden game trail, until they reached a sparser area of woods, and spread out. A long, grassy field appeared through the trees. Stopping long enough to catch a squirrel, they built a small fire at the edge of the tree line, ate a quick breakfast, and rested. Ahead of them, the broad field of brown grass extended as far as the eye could see, going up a slight incline. They were putting out the fire when William spoke up.

“Over there!” He pointed.

Kirby followed his finger. Deep in the distance, a few hundred feet away, the top of some stone structure was just visible through the sun’s rising glare, rising above the hill. Finishing with the fire, they hiked toward it.

“What is it?” Bray asked, as they got closer.

“Some sort of building,” Kirby said, as they made their way up the slope.

“The remains of one,” William clarified.

The structure came into view the closer they got, enough so that Kirby could decipher some of its features. The stone—perhaps once a building—was now three enormous beams. Two were evenly spaced and rose high into the air, while another connected them at the top, forming a door-shaped structure with nothing in the middle, or around it. Somehow, the weathered frame had outlasted the rest of whatever building had accompanied it. All around the enormous door was large, rocky rubble. The same tall, brown grass that covered the field grew around it.

“It is tall enough that a giant could go through it,” Kirby mused as they got close.

“A giant?” William asked.

“A very tall person, many times larger and wider than any of us,” Kirby said. “Clearly you do not have the same stories.”

“I haven’t heard that one,” William admitted, marveling at the enormous entrance. “Is it true?”

Kirby shook her head and smiled.

Thinking on it further, William said, “But some of our stories are proven true, like the stories of the Tech Magic that you showed us how to use. And to you, horses were legend.”

“A fair point. But I do not think the large people exist,” Kirby said with a half-smile. “More than likely, this was an important building, important enough that it deserved such a magnificent entrance.”

“And now it is just a door,” William said with a shrug.

“Perhaps it means there is a city nearby,” Bray suggested.

They walked around some of the rubble, marveling at the strong, stone structure, which was many times taller than either of them. Birds circled and cawed around the top, or perched on its ledges.

“My father had a superstition about doors,” Bray said.

“Oh?” Kirby asked.

“He believed you should utter a prayer to the gods before walking through them. Too many Wardens were shot, or struck down, when they walked into a building. He considered them bad luck.”

“Do you believe the same?”

Bray shrugged and smiled. “Some of my father’s stories were hokum. When I got older, I became smart enough to know which was which.”

Walking around the nearest, enormous beam, William said, “My mother believed doors are lucky. Perhaps this door will lead us to something better.”

“Or at least farther away from those men,” Bray muttered.

With several large, determined steps, William stepped from one side of the massive doorway to the other.

“Perhaps you were right about the city,” Cullen said, calling their attention elsewhere, as he pointed south at the horizon.

It took a moment for Kirby to see to what he was referring. The ground sloped downward, turning from field to forest, with trees spackling the landscape. But trees weren’t the only things beyond that slope. Deep in the distance, a single, tall building rose majestically above the skyline.

“Maybe the door is lucky, William,” Cullen said.

“Is that a building?” William asked, putting his hand above his brow to block the morning glare.

“I think it is,” Bray said.

Kirby cupped her eyes, looking.

“Another tower,” Bray said, with a tone that showed his hesitation. “Maybe another city we cannot see from here.”

“Something is different, though,” William said, walking forward as if he could discern more from a single step.

“What do you mean?” Kirby asked.

“Most of the buildings are crumbled at the top. But not that one.” William walked farther, looking. “Do you see the edges? They are sharper than any I’ve seen. And it seems to shimmer in the sun’s light.”

“It is probably the distance,” Bray said with authority. “You cannot see the defects from here, and there is too much glare from the rising sun. I’m sure it is just as crumbled as the other buildings we’ve come across.”

“I am telling you, something is different,” William insisted. “It looks like it is glowing. Maybe it is the city of the giants.” Wonder filled his voice.

Kirby wasn’t foolish enough to believe his words, and she certainly didn’t believe in giants, but she couldn’t deny that something seemed different about the building. Before anyone could say anything, William moved. Grass whipped against the others’ pants as they followed. William hiked as if some invisible force spurred him onward. With each step, he traveled faster, forcing them to keep up.

“I think that building is farther away than you think,” Bray warned. “It will take us some time to get there.”

“I know,” William said, but he was clearly focused. “But I want to see what it is.”

William’s enthusiasm was contagious.

Kirby couldn’t deny it.

The building was intriguing.


Chapter 9: Kirby

They moved at a cautious speed as they reentered the relative safety of the forest, scaring up small animals, and a few birds that cawed as they burst from the overhead boughs. Kirby looked for markings on the hard ground, but she couldn’t tell if anyone had traveled this way in a while.

Seeing the tall building seemed to have sparked something in William. Gone was the depressed, forlorn boy who had lamented the horses, or spent hours in silence. He moved as if he hadn’t spent the previous days running from merciless monsters. He moved as if he weren’t an infected boy without a future, but a young man on the verge of discovery.

Even Cullen, who was clearly exhausted, trekked at a faster pace, hope in his steps.

They followed the forest for most of the morning, finding a few piles of mutant dung, and some bent branches. They didn’t see any signs of humans, though. If people lived in the building they’d seen, Kirby couldn’t envision it.

The forest slowly thinned.

Eventually, they saw the outline of the gigantic building through the trees, unmistakably the one they’d seen from the hill. William moved faster again as the building grew in prominence.

They halted at the tree line, on a small hill.

No one spoke.

Beyond the tree line and the hill, a patch of grass extended from the forest for a hundred feet. Past it, green corn stalks rose up higher than any of their heads, thick and planted in rows that went almost all the way to the building.

They’d reached what had unmistakably been a city.

Or still was.

Beyond the magnificent building, a few more edifices rose into the sky, though none were as grand as the first. The other buildings were behind a wall that extended out from either side of the shimmering building, in the structure’s midpoint. The building was clearly the central point of this place, whatever it was, but the wall coming out from its sides prevented a view of most of what was behind it.

The towering, central edifice speared the sky, with sides smoother than most buildings Kirby had seen. Sunlight gleamed off the windows, which extended up and down the building’s sides. Awe filled her as she realized how many were protected by glass, except for those on the first few floors, which were covered by stone from inside. She saw the tops of a barricade of boulders that seemed to extend across the building’s bottom floor, protecting it. The building wasn’t flawless, but it was maintained better than anything Kirby had seen since her homeland.

“By the gods,” Cullen whispered, as he stared.

“That building has glass!” Bray said, shaking his head in awe as he pointed at the upper floors.

“And not just a few windows, like the richest people in Brighton,” William said. “I can see the gleaming everywhere!”

“Incredible,” Cullen said, looking as if he’d never seen such a spectacle. “You were right about the building, William. It is different.”

“Look over there!” William said, pointing in another direction. “What are those?”

A ways between them and the building, on either side, two enormous, turning devices rose above the cornfield. A single sheet of metal led up to the round center of each, which was surrounded by blades that turned in the wind.

Kirby’s jaw dropped in wonder as she found a new spectacle at which to look. “Windmills,” she said.

“What?” Bray asked.

“Devices that provide power,” she said, realizing that she might as well have been speaking another language. Explaining, she said, “They use the wind to do things without the touch of men.”

“Windmills,” Bray repeated, with obvious amazement.

“There are more buildings behind the wall,” William said. “Although it is hard to see them from this distance.”

It was true. The shimmering building was the only one in clear view, at the forefront of the place, whatever it was. Kirby looked for a place one might enter. She was too far away to see a door on the building’s sides, but it didn’t look like the barricade of boulders covered them. She also saw what looked like a gate in the wall on the building’s left side, leading to whatever lay beyond.

“It is definitely a city.” Kirby was robbed of more words. She blinked, as if the gleaming building, the ones behind the wall, and the windmills might disappear, but they remained.

Perhaps Kirby’s golden palace in the clouds did exist.

Perhaps the stories were true.


Chapter 10: Rudyard

Rudyard dragged his finger along the thin, stiff page, following the symbols and pictures with his eyes. Midday sunlight reached through the window of the tall building in which he sat, illuminating the pile of books next to him on the eighteenth floor of the Learning Building. Turning the page, his eyes roamed from one drawing to the next.

He knew that understanding came with time. All around him, shelves full of books reminded him of the knowledge yet to be gained. The odor of his untouched food wafted from the plate on the grand table across the room, the last plate not yet eaten. Soon, it would lose its heat, and it wouldn’t taste as good.

Tearing his concentration from the books, Rudyard stood and stretched his legs. He had to get back to his duties. He walked to the table, retrieved the plate of food, and brought it back to his desk by the window, careful to slide it away from the books, so he wouldn’t damage them. Steam rose from a plate of potatoes, corn, and meat. Spearing a bite with his fork, he shoved it into his mouth. He chewed.

And stopped.

Far in the distance, past where the windmills turned, the crops grew in the sun, and the patch of grass led to the forest, something moved through the edge of the trees at the top of the small hill. He watched for a moment, certain that he was envisioning human shapes in the foliage. Or maybe the sun was playing tricks with his eyes.

More movement.

Clothing.

Rudyard dropped his fork with a clatter loud enough to echo across the vast room. He looked behind him, as if someone else might’ve noticed, even though he was alone. When he looked back out the window, the human figures were gone, but he could still see them in his mind, peering at the building. His home. Their home.

He ran to get the others.


Chapter 11: Kirby

The enormous windmills spun in slow circles, driven by a breeze. A few clouds rolled across the blue sky, pierced easily by the sunlight, some of which cast a glare off the windows of the magnificent building. Kirby couldn’t hold her awe.

“It was a smart thing to build the windmills here. There is a nice wind.”

“Whoever lives here is intelligent,” William said.

“Not like the barbarian tribes we’ve seen,” Bray muttered. “Or the men behind us, if they are still there.” He looked over his shoulder, as if he might catch a glimpse of The Clickers, though enough time had passed that Kirby doubted they’d see them.

“The building is remarkable,” Cullen said, wiping his eyes as if he might have dirt in them. “I have never seen anything like what covers those windows.”

“You haven’t seen glass?” William asked.

“Not in that shape,” Cullen admitted. “Most has been in fragments, or ground beneath a traveler’s boots. I have never seen the sun reflect something so brilliantly.”

“Only the merchants had glass in the windows, from where we came,” William explained.

“Merchants?” Cullen asked, hearing another foreign word.

Avoiding a more detailed explanation, William said, “The windows were rare.” Pointing at a place a few floors up from the bottom of the magnificent building, he noticed something else. “What is that little room jutting out from the rest of the building, without a roof?”

Kirby stared the distance between the forest and the building, scanning the place where William looked. “A balcony,” she said. Seeing another question on William’s face, she added, “A place where people stand. And a railing to protect them from falling. Perhaps it is a place to keep watch.”

She regarded the balcony, and the tops of some of the smaller, less grand structures behind the long, extending wall that came out from either side of the building. Farther down from where they stood, a dirt path divided the rows of corn in half, seemingly running from the crops to the building.

“With knowledge like these people have, they must be intelligent, like you said, Kirby,” William suggested.”Maybe they can teach us.”

“Or kill us,” Kirby warned.

Staring at the city, it was easy to imagine either of those scenarios. Kirby kept a firm grip on her rifle as she weighed options. They could turn, go back into the woods, and forget what they’d seen. But they would always wonder.

“I can’t say this is the same as the stories you heard at The Arches, Kirby, but it is the closest thing we’ve found,” Bray said.

“I agree. But now that we are here, I am uncertain.” Kirby’s face was hard as she looked at the grand building, and those distant buildings behind it. She wished she could see the truth behind the glass windows and the large wall, which seemed to go in an enormous square, and was obviously protecting something.

“We can turn and go back into the forest, keep looking, but what if there is nothing left to find?” Bray couldn’t stop his eyes from wandering over the sights in front of them. “We might spend months wandering from one sleeping place to the next, keeping our eyes open for men like the ones we escaped.”

Cullen said, “I only know half of what you are speaking about. But I have never seen a sight such as this. If you are going forward, I will come with you.”

“We should check it out,” William agreed.

Kirby hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Let’s go slowly. If we see something we don’t like, we’ll turn around.”

They crept from the forest and toward the dirt path between the crops, which was about fifteen feet wide, moving quietly. Kirby looked behind her at the relative safety of the trees. A gust of wind spun the distant windmills faster, creaking their turbines. The field felt empty, as if they were the only inhabitants, and the place had long been abandoned, even though Kirby couldn’t believe that was true. She eyed the long, swaying stalks of corn. She hadn’t seen crops so high since her homeland. But those crops had fed armies, people intent on pursuing land and bloodshed. Who knew what type of people these crops fed?

The wind continued blowing. Getting a better view down the path’s center, Kirby saw an endless row of crops, extending for about half the distance to the buildings. Beyond the corn stalks, she now saw shorter crops in uniform rows—what looked like wheat, tomatoes, and several fruits and vegetables. The magnificent building lay at the end of the dirt walkway, lifeless, windows gleaming from the sun’s glare, the wall jutting out from either side. The windmills were about twenty yards from it, diagonally on either side.

Kirby, Bray, and William walked with their guns pointed low. Cullen hung in the middle, protected.

“Boot prints,” Bray said, pointing as they walked down the path.

Unmistakable boot marks littered the dirt path as they continued. Halfway down, Kirby saw other prints, too. She shuddered as the breeze blew again, carrying the scent of soil and corn. And something else.

“Do you smell that?” Bray hissed, as they stopped.

Something moved to their left. Kirby snapped her gun toward it. Deep through some of the corn stalks, a naked, wart-covered figure snuck through the tall stems. Another noise drew her attention to the other side of the path, where something else wove between the crops, following them. Kirby caught a glimpse of red, vicious eyes, and sharp, cracked teeth.

Mutants.

They froze as creatures padded between the corn stalks, hissing. The spinning windmills creaked and creaked. Kirby aimed her gun, a bad feeling growing worse as she looked over her shoulder, realizing they were closer to the building than the forest. Running was a fool’s hope.

More mutants than she could count appeared through the corn stalks around them. The snap of a stalk to their left surprised William, who leapt back, losing his hood.

“Stay back!” he cried, holding up his gun at an encroaching mutant.

The mutant hesitated, but it didn’t look as if it was listening. It stared around, sniffing the wind. All around them, demons clustered in the corn, not charging, but lingering, waiting.

“What’s wrong with them?” Bray asked.

“I’m not sure. But they’re not listening to me,” William said, his fear growing deeper.

Cullen’s voice ripped away their attention. “Up there.” He raised a shaky hand, pointing at the building, now a hundred yards away. Up on the balcony, high off the ground, a door opened, and six silent, robed figures emerged. They stopped a few feet from the railing, peering out from beneath their dark hoods. The sun’s glare bounced off the magnificent windows, barring a better view. They made no move, or gesture.

The air fell silent, save the low hiss of the demons and the creak of the windmills.

Bray, Kirby, and William held their guns level, while Cullen looked as if he might dart in another direction. They watched the figures on the balcony for several silent seconds, sizing them up, looking every so often at the mutants, who hadn’t gotten any closer, but weren’t leaving.

“We mean no harm,” Bray called across the distance to the balcony, loudly enough that the figures might hear him.

Kirby realized the guns in their hands contradicted that statement, but she wasn’t about to lower hers. The figures stared at them from beneath their shadowy hoods. They didn’t answer.

“Perhaps they speak another language,” Bray muttered. Raising his voice, he tried again, “We mean no harm.”

The figures stared.

One of the figures walked forward ahead of the others.

In a deep, authoritative voice betraying old age, the person called down from the high balcony, “Come closer.”

Kirby looked on either side of them at the lurching, snarling demons, none of which had moved. She wasn’t walking any closer to a mutant’s jaws.

“Come closer, and you will not be harmed,” the person promised, waving a robed hand.

Kirby traded a look with Bray.

“We will likely die if we run for the forest,” Bray hissed quietly. “I don’t think we have a choice but to listen.”

Kirby didn’t need to question the truth of that statement. With tentative, cautious steps, they approached until they were within twenty yards of the balcony.

“Who are you?” The person’s voice contained a strange accent, but she could understand him.

“We are travelers from up north,” Kirby called up. Hoping to solidify their intentions, she said, “We are here to talk, nothing more.”

The figure looked back at the others. They traded some quiet words.

Turning back to face them, he asked, “How many are with you?” He looked past them and toward the edge of the forest.

Kirby knew a lie would be of no use. “The four of us,” she said.

“Are there any more like him?” The man stepped back, raising a slow hand and pointing at William. “Are there any more like our brother?”

“Brother?” asked William.

The authoritative man pulled his hood off, stepping to the edge of the railing and out of the glare of the sun.

Underneath, a mass of warts covered his ruddy skin, obvious enough that Kirby saw them even from a distance.

William and the others stood aghast.

The man lowered his hands to his sides. The demons hissed louder, looking from William to the man high up on the balcony. The other figures on the balcony slowly removed their hoods, revealing faces covered with the results of the infection. A woman stood among them.

“We are all blessed with The Gift. Just like you,” the man boomed.

“The Gift?” William whispered.

“I saw you speak with our brothers in the corn. But do not attempt to control them,” the man warned as he cocked his head. “They would not listen, anyway. They are our Plagued Ones.”

William kept his gun trained on the closest mutant, which still looked as if it might spring from the crops and attack. The man was right: the mutants were clearly obeying his orders.

“They will not stand down without our word,” the man said. Finally, he pointed at the mutants and shouted, “Be still.”

The demons relaxed. Their shoulders swayed as they watched Kirby, Bray, William, and Cullen, but they no longer hissed.

“Are you emissaries?” the man called down to them.

Bray traded a look with Kirby, Cullen, and William. Before Kirby could tell him otherwise, he said, “Yes. We are emissaries.”

Kirby swallowed. The man exchanged another look with the others, as if he was deciding something, before waving a hand.

“Stay where you are,” the man called. “We will send someone down for you.”


Chapter 12: Kirby

Kirby, Bray, William, and Cullen watched the robed figures disappear from the balcony. The demons fidgeted, scratching themselves or looking at one another. A few stared at Kirby with hunger. She didn’t trust that a few wouldn’t break from the horde, disobey the man’s orders, and go in for a kill, especially with no one around to stop them. It wouldn’t take much encouragement for the others to join them, once they saw warm flesh and spilled blood.

She could already see more than enough demons to outlast their ammunition. Since they’d spoken with the man, more mutants snuck through the corn stalks, watching. They’d never outrun an angry horde. They might shoot a few, or outpace some of them, but not all.

“Do you know what an emissary is?” Kirby hissed to Bray.

“It sounded as if it wasn’t dinner.” Bray shrugged. “That’s enough for me.”

“It means a representative,” Kirby explained. “Someone who comes to represent their people.”

“That’s what we are. Representatives from Brighton,” Bray said with a firm nod. “That should be enough to keep us alive, until we can figure out more about this place.”

Kirby wasn’t comfortable with his lie, but she’d gotten used to his ways. She knew that he was trying to keep them safe. Looking between some of the corn stalks, she saw a few piles of feces, and some chewed ears of corn. The generous crops could surely feed an army of disgusting demons.

But the army of demons wasn’t even the most incredible thing.

These people looked like William.

For all she knew, the building contained floors filled with bulbous-headed, talking men and women, like Jingo.

William seemed as if he was processing an illusion. “They were infected, like me,” he said to Kirby, reaching up and touching his head, feeling the warts that created a ridge from his hairline to his temple. “Six of them. My brothers. And sister.”

William stared at the demons between the corn stalks, running his fingers over the bumps, as if he was convincing himself of the reality around him.

Kirby turned her attention back to the empty balcony, and the building from which it protruded. She looked along the protective row of rubble and boulders at the building’s base, and then toward the side of the building, spotting a door on the left-hand side, now that they were closer.

Would someone come from there, or from the wide gate in the wall about ten yards from it? Both remained closed.

All along the wall, she noticed strange pieces of metal that looked like decorations, tied in several places. She hadn’t noticed them from a distance.

Kirby was almost starting to think they were waiting for no one when the door on the left-hand side of the building opened, and one of the robed men stepped through. His hood was off, revealing a shock of blonde hair that she had only caught a glimpse of high up on the balcony, through the sun’s glare. He didn’t seem to be the main person who had spoken with them.

The robed man walked down the end of the dirt path, watching Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen, seemingly unaffected by so many demons around him. His arms were toned and tan; his robe fit snugly over his frame. Kirby noticed a long knife hanging from a sheath at his side. He stopped at a safe distance.

“I am Rudyard,” the man said simply. He studied their weapons, their faces, but mostly, William. “I speak for The Gifted. You might say I am the emissary here.”

Kirby looked up at the empty balcony, and through some of the windows, which seemed strangely tinted. She couldn’t see the strange people; only shadows. Still, she was certain they watched them from somewhere behind the glass.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“This place is called New City,” Rudyard said.

New City.

“Thank you for speaking with us,” Bray said courteously.

“I will not lie. We are bothered by the items you carry, the guns,” Rudyard said.

“I understand your caution,” Bray said. “As I said when we arrived, we mean no harm.”

“Where did you get them?”

“They came from across the ocean.” Kirby pointed east, to the right of the building and in the direction of the coastline, which she assumed was a distance away. “My people made them. But these are the last of them.”

Rudyard nodded. He inspected the weapons in their hands. Looking up at the balcony where people had been, he gave some signal they couldn’t interpret. “We know what those weapons are. We even have some of them, though we seldom see people carrying them. They upset The Plagued Ones. Which colony do you represent?”

“Brighton,” Bray said without hesitation. “A colony up north.” He nodded over his shoulder.

“You wish to trade.”

Bray reinforced his lie with a nod. “That was our hope.”

“Are you here on the recommendation of another colony?”

Perhaps reconsidering another falsehood, Bray said, “We are explorers in search of resources. We discovered this place on our own.”

“Interesting.” Looking at William, Rudyard said, “We have never seen another Gifted One, outside of those who live here. You must excuse our fascination, but we would like to speak with you.”

William nodded.

“Come with me, and I will take you to a place where we can talk further.” Without another word, Rudyard turned, making it clear they should follow.

Bray exchanged a deciding glance with Kirby and the others before they walked after him. They kept their guns at their sides. On either side of them, the mutants watched from the corn, shifting from foot to foot. A few scratched at the warts on their bodies. Kirby couldn’t recall a time she’d been in such close proximity, without swinging a knife or firing a gun.

“Is all this food for the mutants?” she called ahead, hoping to get more information about what they were walking into. Past the corn stalks, she got a closer view of other vegetables preceding the building.

“The Plagued Ones, you mean?” Rudyard assumed.

“Yes,” Kirby said, noticing he used the same term as Cullen.

“It is for them, and the other people who live here.”

“I don’t see anything besides demons,” Bray said.

“The rest are safely in the back. Protected.” Rudyard watched them. “We are done with the day’s work. We prefer to work before the midday heat sets in, as I assume your people do.”

“True.” Kirby knew the same was true of farmers in her homeland. She looked up at the magnificent building, which could easily hold a large population. And that didn’t count the other, crumbled buildings behind the wall, which could easily house more. Hoping for more answers, she asked, “How many live here?”

“Enough that we can accommodate them all,” Rudyard said vaguely. “Come. There will be time for more questions, if you agree to the terms of our discussions.”

Cutting through the surface pleasantries, Kirby asked, “What are they?”

“In the ground level, we have a room to lock up your weapons.” Rudyard nodded as he looked over his shoulder. “We do not allow weapons in The Learning Building.”

“How do we know we are safe, and that we will get them back?” Bray asked.

“Surely you emissaries know the risks,” Rudyard said with a knowing glance. Probably hoping to assuage their concerns, he added, “This is a place of peace. We Gifted believe in violence only when it is absolutely necessary. We defend the land we have, but we do not delight in war.”

A few of the demons snarled at them with rotten, cracked teeth.

Rudyard continued. “In any case, you can see the protection we have here. We have enough Plagued Ones to ward off any enemy’s army, probably even a few armies. While you are a guest, you can travel unimpeded. But know you are being watched.”

“We appreciate your hospitality,” said Bray simply.


Chapter 13: Bray

Rudyard led them toward the door on the left-hand side of the building. Bray got a better glimpse of the wall jutting out from its sides, extending for a long ways. At some point, it appeared to end, presumably turning at a perpendicular angle and walling off the city. Along the wall, he saw a few bins that looked as if they might hold compost, along with a closed gate about ten yards away. Turning his attention to the building and the door, Bray studied the barricade along the base of the front—chunks of heavy rock that would take more than a few men to move. The edges of the building were cracked in a few spots, but the building was notably intact. Bray marveled at the array of windows on the upper floors, which caught the sun in such a way that he wondered if it was a different type of glass. Even up close, he could barely see through the dark shade of it.

Catching his stare, Rudyard said, “I can see the glass fascinates you. We construct it here, among other things. Many wish to trade for it, to adorn their buildings. The coloration on it allows us to see outside, while the people outside cannot see in. It is helpful for keeping watch, among other things.”

“It is a rare sight,” Bray noted.

“Perhaps something to keep in mind, if we decide to trade.”

Bray looked at Kirby. Judging by her expression, she was equally impressed.

“The building is in remarkable shape,” Kirby commented.

“We maintain it using pieces of some of the more disheveled buildings beyond the wall, to the south of our city,” Rudyard explained. “Much of the old city was destroyed by a large storm many years ago. The foundations of many of those buildings weren’t salvageable, so we took what we could and concentrated it on this building, and the others behind the wall that we could protect and build.”

“A worthy goal,” Bray flattered.

“Considering what is out in the wild, we are fortunate,” Rudyard said.

Reaching the thick door on the building’s side, Rudyard opened it to lead the way. Bray was surprised to find several uninfected men standing in the room, waiting, or perhaps keeping guard. They nodded at Bray and the others as they walked in. One of the men was burly, with chiseled features and dark hair. The other was taller, with light blond hair and freckles. Both of them had sun-gilded skin, and wore serious expressions.

They seemed intimidating, but not threatening.

Bray halted as he caught sight of several small, strange glass devices on the ceiling. The devices were rounded and attached in various places.

“What are those?” Bray asked, pointing above them.

William and Cullen peered at them. Kirby held a look of disbelief over his shoulder.

“Lights,” Rudyard said, with obvious pride.

“Tech Magic,” William whispered.

“I don’t understand,” Bray said, looking as if Rudyard was playing a joke.

Judging by the look on Rudyard’s face, he was used to explaining. “We Gifted created them, among other things, some of which you will lay eyes on, but not all of them.” Pointing at the lights, none of which were lit at the moment, and some windows higher up in the room, he explained, “We only use the lights when we need to. Things in other parts of the building run them. But we will need to agree on the terms of our tentative arrangement before you can go further.”

Bray looked around the rest of the room, spotting a large box built into the far wall, situated between two doors. The lock on the box resembled some of the strongest he’d seen in Brighton. The light-haired man unlocked it, opening the thick top and revealing an empty space.

“This is where you will leave your weapons,” Rudyard said. “We cannot pass from this room until you secure them.”

Bray hesitated. He looked at the others.

“Those are the rules of our arrangement.” Seeing the uneasiness on their faces, Rudyard said, “If you need a moment to discuss it, I can grant you one. We will wait in the room while you speak privately outside.”

He motioned behind them at the open door. Bray glanced across the threshold and into the part of the crop fields he could see. In between some of the rows of shorter vegetables, demons lurked. Some stared unabashedly, and others wandered, but none left.

“Give us a moment,” Bray said.

He led the others outside, where they walked partway down the path until they were out of earshot. They formed a cautious circle. Before he could say anything, William cut in.

“The lights are magic,” he said, wonder in his face.

“Not magic.” Kirby shook her head. “Though it might seem like that.”

Cullen’s face mirrored amazement.

“You have told us men built devices such as the ones behind us.” William pointed at the enormous windmills, directing his comment at Kirby. “And you have told us plenty of other stories about incredible things, like cars and planes. But in all these months traveling, all we have seen are crumbled buildings, and men with sharp swords, or sharper arrows. Even the guns we hold weren’t built in this land. You might not think of these things as magic, but to us, they are.” William looked as if he was releasing an emotion he’d held back as he wiped his eyes. “The people inside look like me. They called me brother. I do not know if I believe that, but I want to go inside. Even if I am alone, I am willing to talk with them.”

Watching William, Bray fought a pit in his stomach that he hadn’t expected. In William’s short life, he had seen only death, war, and suffering. He had spent too much time running from those who wished him harm. And through all that time, I’ve done him the worst harm. I killed his mother.

If hope lay inside that building, he owed it to William to find it.

“I will go with William,” Bray said, a solemn expression on his face. “If you choose to remain out here, Kirby and Cullen, I will not fault you for it.”

Kirby looked as if she was working through a doubt. “You are not the only one who needs hope. If we will go, we will go together.”

They started walking until William stopped them.

“They do not know you are infected,” William whispered to Kirby.

“We do not need to add another complication,” Kirby said. “I will not tell them. Let us talk with them and see what they have to say.”

Bray agreed, and they walked back toward the door.


Chapter 14: The Clicker

Movement through the trees grabbed The Clicker’s attention. He stopped, signaling some of the others as they crept through the forest. Reaching a tangle of thick brush, they stopped and raised their bows. A lone, bedraggled man huddled next to a stream bank a dozen steps away. The Clicker hoped it was the people who killed his brothers, but this was someone different.

No matter.

The man’s torn pack lay behind him, along with his rusted knife. Smoke lingered in the air from his doused fire. He seemed alone. Another traveler, perhaps.

The Clicker looked behind him through the trees. His brothers with the horses waited farther, out of sight. He adjusted on his haunches. They had been traveling with their newfound steeds, in search of the people with the metal weapons, when they’d seen spirals of smoke above the tree line.

The sky gods had been fortunate.

First the thunder beasts, and now this.

The Clicker wanted retribution for the men those others had killed in the city, but that would come later.

The Clicker traded a look with his closest brother, who gave him a subtle, soft click through his sharp teeth. Taking the man’s cue, The Clicker drew an arrow. They watched as the traveler dipped his face in the water, clearing some of the day’s heat from his brow.

The Clicker sent a signal in his native tongue.

They slid from the bushes, walking on quiet, bare feet.

They got within a few steps of the traveler before he spun. His eyes lit with terror. He reached for his knife. They didn’t let him get farther. One of The Clicker’s companions swung a dirty fist, striking the traveler in the temple, knocking him over. On his knees, he lunged for his long knife, but The Clicker stomped on his fingers, eliciting a cry of pain. One of his brothers kicked his ribs, collapsing the man to the ground. Blood ran down the man’s face. The Clicker reached down, retrieved the long knife, and kicked the torn bag out of the man’s reach.

The man’s eyes lit with fear as The Clicker exposed his pointed, sharp teeth, and made his eyes wide.

The Clicker was not stupid. He knew his appearance was frightening to The Hunted.

The other Clickers grabbed the traveler’s arms, keeping him restrained while they frisked him, looking for any other weapons that might prick or harm them. The man screamed out in terror, writhing, but he was weak from hunger, and the other Clickers had a firm grasp.

The Clicker bent down, still without words, and held up the man’s long knife. Sticking out his own tongue, he made a dragging movement in the air above it. The traveler bit down on another scream as he realized he would lose the soft, pink piece of flesh if he made another noise.

Pain was a great motivator for silence.

Looking back over his shoulder, The Clicker made a few, sharp clicks with his tongue. The clopping of horses’ feet echoed through the distant trees as the rest of his brothers joined them. In his language, The Clicker informed them the traveler was alone.

Retrieving the dirty bag from the ground, he sifted through the belongings, stuffed a dried piece of meat into his mouth, and chewed. Inside were a few, dirty garments, and a small knife. He pocketed the beaten tool, but kept the other belongings in the bag. He tossed the bag over his shoulder while the traveler watched.

When he was finished, they dragged the man away through the forest.


Chapter 15: Bray

After leaving their belongings in the secured box, and reluctantly agreeing to a frisking, Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen followed Rudyard through one of the two doors, which he unlocked. On the other side was a stairway, surrounded by walls. Bray listened as the door clicked closed behind them.

“I hope you brought your strength,” Rudyard said as he led them up a steep flight of stairs. “There are eighteen floors in the building. We are working on a better way to get up through it. But for now, this is what we have.”

Bray wasn’t certain what he was talking about, but he didn’t voice the question.

“How long have you lived here?” Kirby asked.

“Several hundred years,” Rudyard said, looking over his shoulder as he led them.

“Like Jingo,” William whispered in Bray’s direction.

“Are there more of you?” Kirby asked.

“There are ten of us Gifted,” Rudyard said. “The ones you saw on the balcony, myself, and three others you haven’t seen. As I said, your appearance is a great surprise to us. We have many questions for you, as I am sure you have for us.”

William stepped up the stairs with a hope Bray hadn’t seen him wear in many months. Bray, Kirby, and Cullen walked more reservedly, eyeing the thick walls on either side of them. Every so often, they passed a landing with a closed door on one side, or a window overlooking the corn and crop fields on the other. Outside, the demons scrounged between the tall stalks, chasing small animals, or eating the remnants of a few corncobs. A strange, humming noise started from somewhere outside.

“What is that sound?” Bray asked, thinking he heard voices, as well.

“One of our machines,” Rudyard said simply. “They must have turned it on.”

“Machines?”

“The way we produce things, or make things work.” Rudyard looked back at them. “Like our lights downstairs. Perhaps we can talk more about it when we get upstairs. I’m sure you have as many questions as we have.”

They passed another door, and Bray glanced at it, wondering what other miraculous devices might lie behind. A guarded look crossed Rudyard’s face.

“The doors you see are secured. Only we Gifted know the locations of the keys. Rest assured, you would not get out alive if you tried to take them. I say this only so that you know we are serious about protecting what we have.”

“As any man would be,” Bray agreed, though it didn’t stop his imagination from wandering.

Perspiration dripped from their brows as they climbed a few more flights. Bray stared out the next window, watching the corn stalks and the demons grow smaller. The humming noise got slightly quieter. He studied the forest from which they’d emerged, realizing how far away they were from it.

“How high up are we going?” Kirby asked.

“To the highest floor,” Rudyard said. “Our Library Room. We are almost there.”

Reaching a door near the top of the building, he stopped and rapped four times. Bray waited. He dragged a hand across his sweaty forehead as he traded a look with Kirby, William, and Cullen, their faces a mixture of trepidation and curiosity.

The door opened.


**




The authoritative man who had spoken to them from the balcony stood in front of them, his robe billowing behind. He no longer wore a hood. Thick, calcified bumps ran the length of either side of his face. Warts protruded from several points around his mouth and nose, but his blue eyes were strangely bright, as if they alone had been spared the weight of the infection. He raised a hand in greeting.

“I am Tolstoy,” he said.

Despite being prepared for the man’s appearance, Bray was taken aback. Had he a sword, he might’ve been tempted to pull it. Or maybe it was the sight of so many of them. Behind Tolstoy, the eight others stood in the center of the room, all waiting, all wearing an expression that was difficult to read under the mask of the infection. One woman stood among them, her smooth, feminine features mostly covered by her long, dark hair, which she’d tied back. Warts covered all of the people’s faces. A few men’s heads were larger than a normal person’s, swollen with the weight of infection and cocked sideways as they studied the newcomers.

Tolstoy stepped back to allow them in.

Bray’s wonder grew as he saw the remainder of the room, which comprised most of the building’s floor. Windows ran the length of three sides of the room, save a lone, solid wall on the right-hand side, lined with bookshelves. In the middle of that wall was a single, open doorway leading to another room he couldn’t see. Each of the bookshelves contained thick, bound books that filled almost every space.

That wasn’t the most amazing thing.

A large, opulent table sat in the room’s center, with smooth, contoured edges. Intricately carved chairs surrounded it.

More of the strange, unlit lights hung from the ceiling, and other gadgets sat on smaller tables in various places in the room. Small desks lined the windows, filled with piles of books and other devices. Bray stepped in with awe, unable to pry his eyes from the people, the metal objects, or the books, any of which would have commanded a fortune in any township or village.

A few taller, freestanding pieces of metal similar to the ones called windmills—only much smaller—stood near the windows, turning, providing a coolness that Bray had never felt inside, in Brighton, the wild, or anywhere else.

“Fans,” Tolstoy explained as they stepped farther in. “I told our people to turn them on so we could use them, and you would be more comfortable.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth on too many questions.

Beckoning to the large table in the room’s center, Tolstoy said, “Have a seat.”

Taking his cue, The Gifted ones walked on feet Bray couldn’t see beneath their robes, taking seats. Had he been in a snowberry-induced stupor, Bray might’ve convinced himself they floated. A part of him wondered if he was dreaming, destined to wake up on a bed of rocks and dirt in the wild. Cullen looked as if he had been caught mid-bite in a stolen meal. He walked with his mouth open, his eyes wide, following Kirby, William, and Bray.

Before sitting, Bray glimpsed more of the ruined buildings out the back windows, which extended as far as the eye could see. Farther back, he thought he saw the end of the protective wall. Tolstoy and the rest sat, while Rudyard stood in a position by the door, seemingly relaxed, but probably guarding.

“Welcome to New City,” Tolstoy said, smiling through his warts.

Another man, with a bulbous head and thin, wart-covered lips spoke up. “To clarify, the name probably held more meaning when we first decided to call it that, many, many years ago. Now it is more of a misnomer. We have been a city for many years.”

“It is beautiful, no matter what you call it,” Kirby said politely.

“We are impressed,” Bray said.

Tolstoy gestured to the people sitting around the back half of the table, his brethren. “These are the rest of The Gifted. Some you saw on the balcony. Others you have not met.” Motioning to each in turn, he said, “Their names are Herman, Simon, Walter, Alfred, Henry, Leonard, Barron, and Amelia.”

A few of them nodded at their names, or moved their misshapen heads to acknowledge the introduction.

“I am Bray, and this is Kirby, Cullen, and William,” Bray said.

“William,” Tolstoy regarded, latching on to the name. “We are very interested to speak with you.”

The others switched focus, watching him. William shrank down in his chair, uncomfortable, or nervous. Despite that, he kept his hood off his head.

“In the Beginning Time, before The Collapse, we saw more like you, like us,” Tolstoy said, with a faraway look in his eyes. “Most were destroyed by people who didn’t understand what we were. If they had been given time, perhaps we could have built a city filled with our people.”

William nodded slowly.

“I’ll admit, it has been almost a hundred and fifty years since I have laid eyes on someone of our type,” he continued with reverie. “Someone with your appearance, but with an intact mind. Someone who can speak with The Plagued Ones, or apparently so.”

Sitting forward, possibly containing a thought, the woman named Amelia said, “In all my years, I have never seen one as young as you.”

William stayed silent.

“Have you been infected long?”

“My mother found my lumps when I was eleven.”

“Many, many years ago,” she assumed.

“Not that long ago,” William said, confusion crossing his face. “It was only in the past year.”

“The past year?” Tolstoy asked, incredulous.

Looking at Tolstoy, Amelia said, “The spore might have changed, so many years after The Collapse. Or perhaps he is an anomaly.”

“I don’t understand,” William said.

“Usually our appearance takes more time to develop,” Amelia continued. “Our thought was that you’d come from before The Collapse.”

Tolstoy cut in. “The spore causes all our telomeres to mutate and form the telomerase enzyme, which stops us from aging, but for a very few, it makes us more intelligent. Usually that process takes years.” Tolstoy paused as he saw William’s confused face. “My apologies. We are speaking in terms that are probably bewildering. It is just that we have not seen another of our kind in so long. Sometimes the sickness we get in the beginning kills many of the youngest of us. Obviously that did not happen with you.”

After a silence, William said, “I was sick for a while, but I got through it.”

“The sickness affects the intelligent ones the worst,” Tolstoy said, adding, “You are a strong boy to survive it.”

Bray felt as if he was listening to a conversation in another language. But some part of what he heard, he understood. He knew William was special. He’d seen that from those first days, when William had shown his aptitude for tracking and hunting. William had picked up on things that most kids his age ignored, or had no time for. Kirby was infected, too, but she didn’t have the appearance of William, or his degree of intelligence. And she certainly couldn’t speak to demons.

William was like Jingo, like these people.

These Gifted.

“I saw some of our power in you, when you were outside,” Tolstoy said. “And I see in your eyes that you are smart. I assumed that was why your people had chosen you for an emissary. I am surprised they allowed someone so young far from home. They must have confidence in you.”

The compliment allowed William to relax a bit.

“You do not need to fear us,” Amelia said to William, to all of them. “We have plenty to learn from each other. I think we will find that, in our visit.”


Chapter 16: Bray

Bray stared at some of the strange, blowing devices that flung a breeze against their faces, unable to help some trepidation as he wondered what caused the strange contraptions to move on their own. Noticing his attention, Tolstoy pointed at the nearest, which had a long, snake-like object behind it.

“The devices provide a bit of a respite from the heat outdoors,” Tolstoy said. “They aren’t enough to cool a room, especially on a building’s upper floor, but they are something. We mostly use them when we have guests.”

“How do they work?” Bray asked.

Looking as if he was gauging their reaction, Tolstoy said, “Electricity.”

“Electricity,” Kirby muttered the word quietly, in awe.

Tolstoy seemed surprised. “Have you heard of it?”

“I have heard of the word, though I only have a vague idea of what it does,” Kirby said, probably hiding the extent of her knowledge. She knew many things Bray and William didn’t, but as supposed emissaries from Brighton, they were playing a role.

Reinforcing the statement, Bray said, “We have heard stories.”

Intrigued by the topic of conversation, Tolstoy said, “We have some machines that work on steam power, which provides us electricity. Others work on wind, such as the mills outside.”

“What do the windmills do?” Kirby asked.

“One of them pumps our water, and one of them grinds our grain. They allow us to produce food and drink much faster than a man’s hands could.” Tolstoy looked proud of his accomplishments. “We choose our resources, and we prioritize survival. For that reason, we do not use the lights or the fans often. We use them for hospitality. The majority of our efforts are focused on products that we can trade. I will admit, not many of our trading partners have a deep enough understanding to discuss these things.”

“Most of what we’ve heard are from stories,” Kirby reiterated.

“Stories are many, in this world,” Tolstoy said. “Some are true, but many are fabrication.” He gazed at the bookshelves.

“How did you build the devices called fans, and the windmills?” Kirby asked, pointing at the circular, moving objects.

The infected man named Herman shifted in his chair. “Reclaimed metal, mostly. The majority of the materials to build these types of devices was worn away, stolen, or pulled into the forest over hundreds of years. But over time, we found places that preserved some of them—places underground, or tucked away from men, in conditions that were better than the wild. Most people were more concerned with food, drink, or a place to hide. Many things that were hard to reach were left behind. Sometimes we have substituted materials, where we do not have them. We improvise.”

“The knowledge of much of man’s history is preserved in moth-eaten books,” Tolstoy said, nodding at the bookshelves. “We are familiar with the things from before The Collapse, but that does not make them easy to recreate. Most of man’s great inventions took years to progress. Even before The Collapse, each invention was built on the shoulders of someone before it. Without the shops to make some of the specific parts, or the technical knowledge of each process, we are left to learn and make do. But we have had plenty of time, and we are gifted with intelligence that makes learning easier. We use what we can. In addition to our reclaimed materials, we have built a few others by modifying the processes, or reverted to older, more archaic methods, such as the ones used long before the years of The Collapse.”

Bray gazed up at one of the round, bulbous lights on the ceiling. “I have never seen anything like the lights.”

“Would you like to see how they work?” Tolstoy asked.

Bray nodded wordlessly.

Eager to demonstrate, Tolstoy stood, walked over to the side of the room, and touched a strange object on the wall next to one of the bookshelves. In an eye’s blink, the lights glowed from behind the round, glass casings, illuminating the area underneath each device.

“They are more impressive at night, of course,” Tolstoy said.

Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen sat back in their chairs, enrapt.

“You might have heard that humming noise coming from below,” Herman said. “That is the sound of a steam-powered generator that we located and modified, which feeds the copper wiring in the walls. Most copper has degraded over the years. But we found some that had survived the looting, in the shops that produced it before The Collapse, or preserved in conditions where it hadn’t degraded. We use an old method of wiring called knob and tube, encased in glass insulators that we produce here. The wiring method is actually safer than some of the later processes used closer to The Collapse—especially in large, old buildings such as this. Glass is one of our major pieces of trade. Along with our crops, of course.” Herman sat back in his chair. “We don’t have nearly as many luxuries as you might have found, hundreds of years ago, but we have a few. Perhaps one day, as our knowledge grows, we will have more.”

Tolstoy hit the same thing on the wall again, and the lights stopped glowing.

“I have never seen something so fascinating,” Bray said. “And I admit, I have never heard some of the words you used.”

“The process of electricity dates much farther back than The Collapse. In fact, some speculated that a people called the Egyptians used it, thousands of years ago,” Tolstoy said. “However, that theory is unproven.”

“Perhaps if you stay longer, we can explain better,” Herman said.

Bray looked at some of the other objects in the room, sitting on the desks by the windows, on a few of the small tables in other places, or on the shelves next to the rows of books. “What are some of these other metal things?”

“Microscopes, telescopes, lamps. Some have survived the ages, but others we have created.” Tolstoy nodded sagely. “Too many relics have been destroyed by time. But we have made some fortunate discoveries.”

“Is that a weapon?” William pointed at one of the devices to which Tolstoy had referred, a tube attached to a curved metal base with various pieces of metal and strange knobs coming off it.

A half-smile crossed Tolstoy’s face. “That device has many different uses, but killing a man is not one of them. We found it intact in one of the underground buildings.”

“What is it called?”

“A microscope.”

“A microscope,” William repeated with wonder.

“It allows you to see very small things easier,” Tolstoy explained. “Perhaps later we can demonstrate for you.”

“I have never seen so many books.” William gestured at the seemingly endless row of spines on the bookshelves, some of which were open and left out on tables. “It is no wonder you know so many things.”

“Can you read?” Tolstoy asked.

William shook his head immediately. “I wish I could. Only the wealthiest, or those who have the time to learn know how. But I can count.”

“I am surprised you weren’t taught to read, as an emissary,” Tolstoy said, frowning.

“We were chosen for our survival skills,” Bray interrupted, hoping to smooth over what might be considered suspicious. “We are good at navigating the wild.”

Tolstoy nodded. “The wild is a vicious place. William’s way with The Plagued Ones must help you. In any case, it is rare that we come across anyone who can read at all. Most of the people with whom we trade are more interested in the food we produce, or occasionally, luxuries such as glass. Rarely do we receive an offer tempting enough to trade some of these devices, or our knowledge of these things. Most are interested in the books, but only long enough to see they cannot interpret them.”

“And we wouldn’t trade them, anyway,” Amelia added. With a smile, she said, “It sounds as if your people are intelligent. Perhaps it is time you told us about where you are from.”

“A township called Brighton, from up north,” Bray said.

“It seems as though you had a long journey to get here,” Amelia said, her eyes settling on Cullen’s dirty face.

“We had a few stops along the way, but none as glorious as here,” Bray said flatteringly. “Our hope is to bring the best offers to our Council, so that they might decide with whom to trade.”

“What sorts of items do you produce in Brighton?” Tolstoy asked.

“We have all manner of crops, and a variety of swords and knives,” Bray said. “We have animals, goods made of leather, and coins that allow us to trade for these things.”

“And you have guns,” Tolstoy said.

“Unfortunately, only a few,” Kirby said.

“Not enough to trade,” Bray added.

“We have some ourselves,” Tolstoy said, with a nod that showed the devices were not new to him. “Found, or collected over the years. We built some simpler ones.”

Tolstoy and the other Gifted exchanged glances, but none of them seemed impressed. Bray felt a sense of inadequacy as he looked around at the miraculous objects. The resources he’d mentioned didn’t seem worthy of trade—at least not to a room full of people with fascinating devices, and the knowledge to build more. Bray’s gaze wandered to William. Gone was the look of dejection he’d carried through the woods for too many months. Of all the places they’d traveled, these people—these Gifted—were William’s best hope.

Fearing they might be kicked out before they had a chance to learn more, Bray said, “We have precious relics, too. Things that some of our collectors saved from the Ancient times.”

A few of the wart-covered people lifted their heads.

“What type of relics?” Tolstoy asked.

“Many are made with metals such as what you have here.” He pointed around the room at the objects whose names he couldn’t recall. “Some we do not know what to do with. Perhaps in time, we will discover some of their uses. Or maybe we can trade them, for the right offer.”

“Those objects would be of great interest to us,” Tolstoy said.

“A sample or demonstration of what you know would be fascinating,” Herman said.

“Perhaps that is something we can arrange, on a future meeting,” Bray said, hoping he’d bought at least a night’s stay.

Tolstoy traded a glance with a few of the others. They bobbed their heads. “It sounds as if we have more things to discuss.”


**




After more time talking and sharing stories, the sun lowered in the sky, glinting off some of the room’s fascinating objects. The breeze from the fans didn’t cool the heat of more than a dozen talking people, but it was certainly better than hiking through the forest in the scorching, late-day heat, Bray thought.

They’d spoken more of Brighton, careful not to say anything that might insinuate they were less than four emissaries.

After a conversation in which Tolstoy explained more about the windmills, Tolstoy asked, “Are you hungry?”

Bray recalled the squirrels they’d shared in the morning, on the way to that enormous, fascinating doorway. “We haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

“A meal is in order,” Tolstoy said decisively.

Rudyard, who had been quietly observing, said, “I will have something prepared.”

“That would be excellent,” Tolstoy said, as Rudyard turned and departed, closing the door behind him. “While we wait, I would like to show you some more things.”

Standing, Tolstoy beckoned for the others to join him as he crossed the room toward the open doorway on the right wall. The other quiet, bulbous-headed men, along with the woman Amelia, followed, with Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen behind. Bray’s mouth hung open as he walked into a room as large as the first. Rows of wooden, perfectly crafted display cases, covered in thick glass, extended from wall to wall. The remainder of the walls contained windows.

“This is a library of a different type,” Tolstoy explained.

Bray walked over and peered through the first display case, glimpsing weapons of numerous shapes and sizes. He had never seen a collection so impressive in his years of travel as a Warden. Many were clearly swords, knives, and arrows, in shapes he recognized, or that he’d seen in the forest. Others were in strange designs, or etched with patterns he had never seen. A few had sharp points, or grips for one or two hands. Some had handles made of wood, while others were made with metal, or contained spikes, or balls. A few weapons had links of chain, or multiple ends with which to stab. He saw a few other items he couldn’t identify. The cases were secured with a thick glass. He might break his hand before he got inside.

“What are these things?” he asked incredulously.

“Gifts from some of the tribes with whom we’ve traded over the past two hundred years,” Tolstoy said, beckoning to the items inside the case. “It is strange how much of human history has gone backward, or sideways. Or how many new uses have been made for old things.”

Kirby said, “Incredible. These are all from people on this land?”

“Yes,” Tolstoy confirmed. “Some are from tribes or colonies that still exist today, but not many. Some of these objects were found in the forests, or brought to us after the tribes died out. Lots fought wars with each other. Some have succumbed to disease, or fallen to The Plagued Ones.”

“I am curious,” William said. “You said two hundred years. But I thought you were all much older.”

“We are,” Tolstoy said. “Unfortunately, we spent the first century or so surviving, like everyone else. We traded for the essentials we needed. We stayed alive. We didn’t have the time to obtain, or preserve such weapons or trinkets. It took us a while to settle down here, in the building you see, and those behind it, creating what we have. And it took even longer for us to find each other.”

Amelia added from behind with a faint smile, “A hundred and fifty years.”

Herman said, “I was the last one they found, a century and a half ago. Before that, I lived in one of the underground rooms I spoke of. They found me out scavenging for supplies.”

A grim expression crossed Tolstoy’s face. “In those first years after The Collapse, and since, we Gifted were persecuted, or hunted as if we were common Plagued Ones. So we learned to hide, given our appearance. Over time, more and more people died, and things became a bit safer. Unlike others, we did not have the worry of The Plagued Ones. Once we figured out we could control them, we ventured further. That is when we found each other—not at the same time, but through many trips out into the ruins. I suspect there are others out there like us.”

“Maybe one day we will find more people, like we have met you,” Amelia said, with a smile at William.

Tolstoy pointed to the windows facing the south. “A last thing to show you.”

They followed him to the glass panes, which Tolstoy had told them were made of reclaimed materials and seashells.

Tolstoy pointed through the windows and below as Bray and the others looked on. Outside, numerous rows of buildings extended into the distance—not in as grand shape as this building, but certainly more hospitable than most places in the wild. Most of them were single-story, square buildings that seemed as if they had been built from the remains of larger structures and maintained. Others, mostly to the right, were taller and older, with larger chimneys than the others. Bray figured those were places where things were produced, like the blacksmith shops in Brighton. Directly below them, Bray saw a balcony similar to the one in the front of the building, which jutted out over a dirt courtyard. On the right of the dirt courtyard was a separate, fenced-off area that seemed as if it might contain animals, but was empty now. The entire city was cordoned off by the impressive wall he had seen from the front of the settlement, which extended from the sides of the building in which they stood, far in the distance. More buildings of all shapes and sizes lay past the perimeter, but most were crumbled and destroyed—the remains of some great city, perhaps. Their silhouettes were backlit in the dying glow of the sun.

The buildings weren’t the only spectacle.

Bray saw people.

Some carried buckets of water, while others carried sheets or blankets near their single-story homes, or in the dirt courtyard. More hovered by two large pits of fire. Bray guessed there had to be a few hundred that he could see, probably many, many more in the buildings, judging by the number of them. He couldn’t see every detail from up high, but most were dressed similarly to those of The Arches, or Brighton.

“The People of New City,” Tolstoy said simply.


Chapter 17: The Clicker

The Clicker ignored the whimpers of the traveler behind them as they pulled him along. Every so often, they struck him when he refused to move his legs, or stuck the tip of a knife at his back to keep him walking. The sun set over the horizon, disappearing below the tips of the trees, casting an amber glow over the forest, creating shadows.

The brothers with the horses trotted ahead, clearing the way, looking for threats. They rode over several trails where weeds poked through fragments of old stone. Occasionally, they skirted around crumbled larger stone, where the foundations of old buildings lay. In none of those did they find any more of The Hunted, or the people they’d seen in the city.

They kept moving south, breaking once by a stream to splash water over their faces, resting on their haunches. The thunder beasts drank from the water, still agitated, but they were getting used to their new owners. The Clicker hadn’t owned horses since the days of his father. The thunder beasts were a boon.

The gods of the sky blessed them.

Spotting a clearing to the left of a rugged trail, The Clicker communicated with the others, who broke from their formation to travel the forest line. They hovered in silence, inspecting the branches for recent breakage, or the ground for the unmistakable marks of The Hunted’s boots. The Clicker didn’t need to wear such contraptions. His peoples’ feet were hard and calloused. His toes were wider and more splayed, and he ran more naturally. His prints, when he left them, blended with the Sick People’s. It was one of the reasons his people had survived so long, and would outlast many others.

They were halfway down the clearing when The Clicker noticed a few scattered embers, less than a day old. He clicked his tongue. The others broke from their inspection and joined him. They would keep journeying until it was too dark to see. Perhaps they’d find some of The Hunted before camping.

In the morning, they’d continue south.


Chapter 18: Bray

Rudyard carried in a tray with several plates of food and drink and set it down in front of Bray, Kirby, Cullen, and William, each in turn, before excusing himself. Two men at the doorway—the burly, dark-haired man and the tall, freckled man they’d seen when they first arrived—held trays with more. Bray looked down at the warm plate in front of him, which contained a steaming portion of potatoes, a cob of roasted corn, and a helping of meat. Had he been in a finer pub in Brighton, he might not have gotten such a meal.

“Fresh boar, and corn and potatoes from our crops,” Tolstoy announced.

“You are fortunate to have such a bountiful harvest,” Bray complimented.

“We spent years clearing the farming fields, weeding out the rubble. Thankfully, we are on the edge of an old city, which helps.”

“So you have animals?” William asked.

“Yes, we do.”

“Do the demons bother them?”

“We mostly keep the Plagued Ones outside the wall, except for a few circumstances.”

“A difficult task, I am sure,” Bray said as he eyed the boar on his plate.

“Not as difficult as you think, after so many years,” Tolstoy said. “We have trained The Plagued Ones the way some might domesticate animals. They listen when we command them, but they have also learned to listen to us often without sounds, the way farm animals might anticipate their owners’ directions.”

“What do you feed them?”

“Mostly corn, of which we have a surplus. But they get some game in the woods.” Somewhere in the distance, Bray heard a faintly audible bell. “Do you hear that? That is the sound we use to signal their feedings. Go ahead, start on your meals. You do not have to wait for us.”

“This is delicious,” Cullen said, as he chewed a bite of potato. Bray wondered if he had ever seen a meal as grand, scrapping it out in the wild, as his people did.

“Do you have many boars in Brighton?” Tolstoy asked Cullen.

Cullen looked confused for a moment before he nodded.

Hoping to redirect the conversation away from Cullen, Bray said to Tolstoy, “You’ve talked some of The Collapse. We have some understanding of it, at least from stories. But I am interested to hear more.” He looked at Kirby. She had told him many things. She’d even told him that his people were the Ancients, which he was hesitant to believe, but he was starting to.

“After so many years of living, you would think some of the details blend together,” Tolstoy said, a sadness entering his voice. “I have lived three hundred and fifty-eight years, the most of all of us. And yet, I still recall The Collapse vividly. Perhaps my memory is a by-product of the spore, in addition to the intellect I was lucky to receive.”

“Or perhaps we have so many visual cues around us that we cannot forget,” Amelia suggested.

“Were all of you alive during The Collapse?” Kirby asked, looking around.

“Yes, though a few of us were infected in the later years,” said Herman, nodding to several of the others.

“We have heard stories about those days, and the great devices our ancestors built,” Kirby said.

“They are mostly true,” Amelia said. “But of course, you’ve probably seen the evidence all around. We had devices that could carry us from one place to another in a way that most in the forests can only dream. We had cures for many sicknesses, and ways to prevent them. Unfortunately, much of that knowledge disappeared when so many people died. Many took food and security for granted. The times before The Collapse were those of great prosperity. There were hardships, and there were wars, but the people who lived then didn’t realize the comforts they had, until the spore ripped it away.”

“Where did the spore come from?” Kirby asked, probably trying to verify what she’d heard from Jingo, the smart demon.

“Us,” Tolstoy said, with a grave shake of his head. “It was supposed to be a cure for fungus, but no one knew the outcome. The cure was another fungus, engineered by genetic code. It worked at the cellular level. It cured an undesirable fungus for the feet that led to the discoloration of toenails, but it did more damage than good. It changed some of the things we talked about earlier. It turned men into monsters.”

“So the stories we’ve heard are true.”

Surprise hit Tolstoy. “You knew this?”

“Only from legends, which we didn’t know were true until you confirmed them,” Bray clarified. He didn’t see a reason to bring up the smart demon named Jingo, who was probably dead.

“Your people must have a strong lore,” Tolstoy said, continuing. “Unfortunately, the infection spread quickly, creating The Plagued Ones. The Collapse didn’t happen at once. It took time for the symptoms to show, as it does for most today. By the time many recognized the signs, The Plagued Ones were already turning. Many people protected their loved ones until it was too late. They thought they could cure them, or quarantine the infection. They saved relatives who would later kill them. Perhaps if people had taken swift measures, they might’ve stopped what was happening. But denial is a powerful thing. It led to doubt, which almost killed humanity.”

Amelia explained further. “Eventually, the infected numbered too many, and most of the humans fell. I survived with my family for a while, but all of them died.” Her face grew sad. “Some of them were killed, while others grew rabid with the spore. Eventually, I was the only one left. I was infected, too, but I didn’t die. It took me time to realize I could control The Plagued Ones. I hid in an underground room called a bunker for as long as I could, much like Herman.”

“We felt our intellect growing, but we didn’t know the reason,” Tolstoy explained. “If we had learned sooner, perhaps we would have had an easier time surviving.”

Looking at William, Amelia said, “You are lucky to determine your power so young. It means fewer years of hardship.”

William nodded, but he didn’t seem so sure.

“Your people don’t fear and hate you, as ours did,” Tolstoy said, gesturing at Bray, Kirby, and Cullen. “For that, you are fortunate.”

Kirby shifted in her seat.

“William is a special boy,” Bray said, and he meant it.


Chapter 19: William

William followed Amelia through the open doorway back into the Library Room. For a while after dinner, they’d discussed more of the things under the glass, in the second room, but now she had something to show him. William was unable to contain his excitement at everything he was shown. The trinkets, baubles, devices, and weapons were things that would have been a dream to him a year ago, or even a day ago. Each device was a beautiful mystery. And these people held the secrets.

William had never dreamed he might find people like him.

Amelia seemed curious every time he spoke—respectful, even. She gave William more courtesy than most people they had met in the wild. More than once, he felt himself smiling. He was happy.

For too many months, he had hidden in his paltry hood, certain that his life ended in death, or madness. But these people meant hope. If they were to be believed, life was just beginning. Perhaps there was no madness behind the spore, after all.

Amelia brought him past the wall of bookshelves, to one of the tables with the devices. Picking up the strange, metal tube with the curved base and the knobs, she said, “I wanted to show you the microscope you seemed interested in before.”

“Tolstoy said it makes things look bigger?” he remembered.

“Yes. It allows us to see many things, like the cells we spoke of earlier.”

“You talked about them when you mentioned how long we lived.” William nodded.

“You are smart. Our mutated cells are the reason we live hundreds of years.” Amelia placed the object back on the desk. “I wanted to show you what cells looked like.” Amelia stuck her eye against a round piece on top of the object’s tube, squinting with her other eye. She put her finger on a flat section of metal, underneath another round tube, and twisted some other pieces of metal. William frowned.

“What are you doing?”

“Making some adjustments,” she said.

“Adjustments?”

“I’m setting it up so you can see. Put your eye where I had mine.” Amelia backed away, but she kept her finger on the flat metal.

William hesitated. “I think this might be a trick.”

Amelia laughed in a way that made her seem much younger than three hundred years. “It is not a trick. Does this seem like it hurts me?”

“No.” William shook his head, but he still wasn’t sure.

“I’ll do it again, if you don’t believe me.” Amelia demonstrated again, putting her eye next to the metal.

William looked over his shoulder, through the doorway, where Bray, Kirby, and Cullen spoke with the others near the glass cases. They were in a place where he could shout for them, if needed. But he didn’t think he’d need them. With a deep breath, he placed his eye against the object.

He couldn’t believe what he saw.

Through the tube, beneath some sort of magic glass, long lines made circles around a skin-colored object. Several times, he backed away and stared at Amelia’s finger, as if she might have placed something else there.

“Is this really you? This must be a trick.”

“It is really me,” Amelia said with the same smile. “It is my finger.”

“But there is water on it. Your finger isn’t wet, is it?”

“Those are my pores,” she explained. “The microscope shows some of the sweat on top of my skin. You wouldn’t be able to see it, with your naked eyes, unless you looked through this device. The microscope makes things larger. Isn’t that incredible?”

“It is,” William said, taking another glance. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Our bodies are made of tiny organisms called cells. They are so small that you wouldn’t see them, without a device like this, or even a more powerful one. But they are there.”

“These things, these cells, live on our skin?”

“Not on us,” Amelia said. “They are us. Our bodies are made up of them. And our unique cells are the reason we Gifted will live longer than almost everyone else you see. You see, William, our cells are different from the others. Unlike The Plagued Ones outside, they have made us more intelligent. We are the lucky ones.”

William stepped away from the object. He wanted to believe, but too many wars and too much violence made him skeptical. “I’ve never heard what happened to me described as luck.”

“Believe me, it is,” Amelia said, in a way that almost convinced him that were true. “Surely your leaders believe you are lucky. They trust you.”

“They do.” William nodded through an answer he didn’t believe.

“They must have seen your intelligence, through the spore, unlike too many other tribes.”

William thought of the Council of Elders, most of whom wouldn’t even know his name. He knew for a fact one was dead, and he suspected the others were, too.

“Do you have many leaders in Brighton?

“Three of them.”

“Are their names as normal as yours?” Amelia smiled.

“Yes. Their names are General Blackthorn, Father Winthrop, and Minister Beck.”

“Those are easy to say. Some of the tribes near here have names that are almost unpronounceable.” Amelia shrugged.

“Not us,” William said, adding, “but I guess everyone would think that of their own people.” For all he knew, everyone else in Brighton was dead, too. A voice called his name from the other room. Turning, he saw Bray and the others coming in his direction.

“Are you ready, William? Tolstoy has offered for us to stay the night.”

William hesitated, looking at Amelia, who smiled.

“Almost,” he said. Before Amelia could leave, he looked back at her. “Can I put my finger under the device this time? I’d like to take a look.”


Chapter 20: Bray

The room Rudyard set them up in wasn’t quite as ornate, or furnished, as the one upstairs, but it was still impressive. Five large wooden beds sat on the far wall, unique carvings whittled into their bed frames. An equally adorned dresser accompanied each. Dark glass windows covered the walls of the floor on either end of the room, facing north and south.

“The Gifted one named Barron carved the beds,” Rudyard explained to Bray, seeing his attention to the furniture. “Each of us has our passions, or skills, in between doing our regular tasks.”

“What is your skill?” William asked.

“I am good at organizing and leading,” Rudyard said. “I am the keeper of The Plagued Ones. I make sure they are fed. They listen to all of us, but I have a special bond with them. I have learned other skills, as well.”

“It is a surprise you haven’t mastered everything by now,” Bray said, meaning it as a compliment.

“In time, we will,” Rudyard said assuredly. Making a demonstration of the lights, he turned a strange knob. “This is how you work the lights. Since we are on a lower floor, they will draw less attention. You can shut them off when you are ready to sleep. I will come get you when we wake up in the morning. We can give you a proper tour of the crops, and perhaps show you some other things. My hope is that we will become great trading partners.”

“Our hope, as well,” Bray said.

Rudyard was at the entrance when he stopped and turned. “We lock the doors at night, for obvious reasons. But if you decide you need something in the night, knock loudly and someone will hear you. The men you met earlier can get you what you need. We also have a few guards that keep watch on the floor below The Library Room. Do not hesitate to ask them for me.”

And then Rudyard was gone.

Bray listened as he closed and locked the door.

William tested the lights several times, turning them on and off and staring wondrously at the glow. “Incredible,” he said. When he grew bored with the lights, he tested the bed, seemingly just as impressed as he had been by the objects in the other room. “I’ve never had a bed that was lifted from the ground this high.”

“It is a nice bed,” Bray agreed.

“Will I roll off?”

Kirby laughed softly. “I do not think so.”

Cullen looked as if he was lost, or maybe just overwhelmed. He circled the room. Every so often, he checked the room’s corners, or peered underneath the beds. Bray figured he had spent too many nights in the wild. He was just happy that Cullen hadn’t spoken too much at dinner.

“Usually when I am in a large building, I am hiding,” Cullen said, noticing Bray’s gaze.

“We do not have to worry about The Clickers here, at least,” Bray said.

The others chose their beds, setting down their belongings. Bray wondered how he would sleep, with so much running through his mind. He couldn’t stop pondering The Collapse, or the things The Gifted said about the spore. He couldn’t take his mind off the devices, which were as enthralling as they were mysterious.

Kirby walked over to the windows to the north, and Bray joined her, looking out over the dark cornfields. A bright, emerging moon glinted off the turning windmills. Every so often, a shadow skulked through the tall crops, or skittered through the grass leading into the forest.

“Perhaps this is the place for which we’ve been searching,” Kirby said, looking as if she were waiting for Bray to dispute it.

“I never imagined a place like this, when we left Brighton,” Bray admitted. “I’ll admit, I’m hesitant to embrace anything after the places we’ve traveled. I do not like the demons roaming so close. It unnerves me. But no place can be perfect. Maybe it is time to accept that something better exists than Brighton, or New Hope, or anything else we’ve encountered.”

“Does that mean you are thinking of staying?” Kirby asked.

“If we can figure out a way to make it happen, perhaps,” Bray answered. “But as it stands, we need to keep our guise as emissaries.”

“They might kick us out if they know the truth,” Kirby agreed.

After looking for a while, they moved to the south side of the room. The moon glowed over the small buildings, the larger ones to the east, and those in the distance past the small houses, all of which made up New City. Bray’s eyes wandered to the balcony directly below them, which mirrored the position of the one in front. Farther down, in the dirty courtyard, a few hundred people surrounded bonfires, cooking or conversing.

“I wonder if we could be happy here,” Kirby said.

Overhearing their conversation, William came over to the window, smiled, and said, “I feel safe in this building.”

Bray hesitated a moment before speaking. “It certainly seems safer than the wild.”

If anyone deserved a place of safety, it was William.


Chapter 21: Kirby

Kirby lay on the soft mattress, on her side, staring through the glass windows at the moonlight.

Bray was quiet.

He’d volunteered for the bed closest to the door, promising he would mostly doze.

Cullen was getting what little, fitful sleep he managed. Every so often, she heard him turn. William was asleep, too, after tiring himself out talking about the fascinating contraptions and the people they’d met. Kirby was the only one awake.

Outside, the wind keened through the blades of the windmills, producing faint squeaks that seemed to grow louder, the more Kirby focused on them. She attempted to drown the noises with the thoughts in her head, but those thoughts fled to the demons, roaming around in the darkness, glancing up at the building with hungry eyes.

Unfortunately, she knew that one day she might roam among them.

William might’ve been granted some hope, but his path was extraordinary. He was one of The Gifted. Kirby’s path seemed to follow the same one that all her people traveled. Her lumps were no different than anyone’s. She might age more slowly, due to the spore’s interference, but sooner or later, she would succumb to her people’s madness. She didn’t foster any false hope that her intelligence would blossom after fourteen years of infection.

She considered the best scenario. If this was truly a place of respite, William deserved to stay. She wouldn’t leave him or Bray. She would do what was necessary so William could have a better life. And any place where she wasn’t forced to fight in wars, or kill other infected, was better than where she’d lived. At least she’d be free for the rest of her lucid days.

But those demons, roaming among the crops…

Between the squeak of the windmills, she thought she heard the soft, padded crunch of footsteps. Whether real or imagined, she wasn’t sure.

Plaguing thoughts.

At some point without realizing it, her thoughts drifted away and she succumbed to sleep. Eventually, the morning sun planted the first rays of light on her face. She opened her eyes and stayed in bed for a while, listening to the windmills and the breath of the people next to her, sleeping. She wasn’t used to the feeling of security she was getting.

Their belongings still lay on the floor next to each of them. All three of her companions were safe.

Rising, Kirby walked over to the set of windows on the northern side of the room, looking out over the endless rows of crops under the glare of the morning sun.

And stopped.

Her heart jackhammered.


Chapter 22: Bray

“Bray! Wake up!”

An urgent voice hissed in Bray’s ear. His eyes snapped open to find Kirby hovering over him, looking as if she had just laid eyes on a horde of demons. He sat up and looked around the room, but saw nothing. The room seemed as calm as it had when he closed his eyes, all those hours ago. William and Cullen slept soundly. Their belongings were untouched.

Casting aside his blanket, he followed her beckoning arm as she led him across the room and toward the northern windows. Warm rays of light bled from the east through the glass, promising another scorching day. But something else alarmed her.

He followed her finger to the area just below the window. Rudyard stood at the head of the dirt path, near the base of the building, where he had greeted them the day before.

“What is he doing?” Bray asked.

“Look over there,” she said, gesturing past him, toward the distant tree line where they’d approached.

Under the glare of the morning sun, several figures on horses trotted toward the dirt path leading to Rudyard. Bray didn’t need to see the details of their faces to recognize the men sitting atop them. The Clickers. Several other Clickers followed behind, pulling a disheveled, beaten man.

“Are those our horses?” he asked, surprise leading to anger.

“I’m almost positive,” Kirby replied. “They are the same color. And I recognize Spirit’s gait.”

“Who is that other person they are with?” Bray asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe they are looking for us.”

They watched the savage, bow-wielding men come up the dirt path. Demons lurked at the edges of the cornstalks and crops, watching The Clickers the same way they had watched Bray, Kirby, Cullen, and William. Rudyard held the same spot, neither moving, nor making any gesture. Bray looked downward, toward the balcony where The Gifted had perched the day before. Empty.

They watched The Clickers progress down the pathway until they stopped ten feet from Rudyard. Rudyard made some motions with his hands, speaking words they couldn’t hear, or perhaps communicating some other way. The Clickers tilted their heads and moved their hands. Bray stared at the scene with anger. He could still feel the sting of the arrow wound in his leg. He wanted the demons to spring from the fields and rip those vicious men from their horses. He wanted vengeance, and he wanted Spirit and Blackthorn.

He could only watch.

After a while of communicating, The Clickers on horses stayed atop them, while a few others brought the dragged man toward Rudyard. Rudyard stopped motioning with his hands. He surveyed the man for a few moments without speaking, looking him up and down. He gave an order.

The Clickers let go of the dragged man, and he started running. Rudyard shouted something. Several of the demons raced from the cornfields, cornering the man before he could get further than a few steps. He stopped, holding his hands up as hungry demons made a circle around him.

Rudyard yelled something else, and they stopped. The frightened man remained still, looking from one to the next, clearly in distress, but afraid to run.

The Clickers on horses hopped down. Rudyard turned and headed for an area of the wall out of view, probably to the gate they had seen.

“What’s he doing?” Bray asked.

“I don’t know,” Kirby said, shaking her head.

The Clickers waited quietly, watching the captured man trapped by the threatening demons. Moments later, Rudyard reemerged into view from somewhere in back, pulling a large pushcart full of crops. The Clickers loaded the vegetables into the horses’ saddlebags. Our saddlebags, Bray thought as he gritted his teeth. Finished with their business, The Clickers made some concluding gestures to Rudyard, and then they rode back up the path. Before they left, the captive man called out to them, reaching his arms as if they might help, but The Clickers ignored him.

“Maybe he is an enemy of The Gifted,” Bray guessed. “Or a sacrifice.”

A cold fear hit him.

“This is no sacrifice,” Kirby said, her voice turning to ice. “That man is a slave. They have traded him for crops.”

A sick feeling took root in Bray’s gut as he watched Rudyard pull his long knife, threatening the man who was circled by demons. “How can you know?”

“I have seen too many trades like that in my homeland.” Kirby looked around as a guess became more certain. “My bet is that more in New City are slaves. Perhaps more than we know. But not The Gifted.”

“I do not like the feeling I am getting,” said Bray, his fear growing.

They watched as Rudyard started herding the man, with the assistance of the demons, in the direction of the wall.

“We might only be receiving this treatment because we are emissaries,” Kirby guessed, as the people and the demons outside headed in the direction of the gate. “Who knows what they might do to us, if they find out we are not from Brighton.”

“How can you be certain?” Bray shook his head, not ready to believe the intelligent men and woman they’d met were capable of something like this.

“I’m not certain, of course,” Kirby admitted. “But if I am right, we are in danger.”

A new fear tugged at Bray as he looked over his shoulder at William and Cullen, still asleep. He knew William could keep a story. But he wasn’t sure about Cullen. With one tongue slip, they might be at the end of a knife, or under a demon’s maw.

“At least The Clickers left,” Kirby said.

Keeping his voice low, Bray said, “I am worried about Cullen. I am afraid if they start asking too many questions, his story will unravel.”

“I have the same worry. We need to wake him and warn him. And William. We need to keep our appearance.”

Before they could make another move, a knock sounded at the door.

“Who is it?” Bray called across the room.

“It’s Amelia,” a voice called from the other side of the door. “Can I come in?”


Chapter 23: Bray

“Are you awake?” Amelia asked, taking a polite step back as she waited.

Bray looked around the stairwell behind her through the cracked door, expecting to see Rudyard with a long knife, or worse, a horde of waiting demons, but she was alone. He had the fear that she had overheard some of their conversation at the window. But they were far enough away, and speaking in low enough voices, that he doubted it. Behind him, Cullen and William wiped the sleep from their faces, awoken by the knocking. Amelia smiled through her warts and bumps. She looked as if she might have been awake for a while, perhaps rising earlier than the rest.

Or maybe there was a nefarious reason she was up so early.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your sleep,” Amelia said, pulling back some of her hair into a clip.

“We are awake, Amelia,” William called from his bed, before Bray could warn him otherwise. William gave a friendly wave as he sat up, cast aside his thin blanket, and leapt from the bed, coming into view. “The beds here are incredible.”

Amelia smiled. “I am glad you are comfortable. I was hoping we might take you on a tour of our crops this morning.”

“Tolstoy mentioned that. Of course,” said Bray. “We need a little time to wake first.”

“I will come back in a little bit,” Amelia said. “We will have breakfast when we return. Hopefully we can beat the day’s heat.” With another smile at William, she said, “I will see you soon.”

Bray shut the door. A calm he didn’t believe swept over the room. Bray waited until Amelia’s footsteps had faded before he ushered Kirby, William, and Cullen to the northern windows. They looked outside, but The Clickers, Rudyard, and the captured man were gone. Moving to the south, they watched more people in the yard far below, waking and emerging from houses. Bray saw no sign of Rudyard, or the strange man taken against his will.

“What’s the matter?” William asked.

In a low voice, Bray said, “We need to leave this place.”

“Leave?” William looked as though he had misheard. “We’ve only just arrived. And Amelia promised to show me some more devices.”

A fearful expression crossed Cullen’s face. His eyes were red-rimmed and exhausted. Bray wondered how much of the night he’d spent tossing, fidgeting, and adjusting. Perhaps he was wise to avoid sleep. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his eyes darting between them.

Bray and Kirby briefed them on what they’d seen out the window, starting with the horses and The Clickers, ending with the man Rudyard led behind the wall, and her theory that the people were slaves.

“You saw Spirit and Blackthorn?” William repeated.

“Yes, but they are gone with those men,” Bray said. “They dropped off the slave, and then they left.”

William fell silent.

“Slave,” Cullen said, twisting the strange word on his tongue. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It means a person who is owned by others.” Disgust and fear crossed Kirby’s face.

“We don’t have that term in the forest,” Cullen said, swallowing a lump in his throat. “Are slaves killed?”

“Slaves are the most expendable part of a war. They are the most expendable part of everything. They serve another’s purpose, and they cannot leave.” She wiped her eyes as if she might smear away all the evils she had seen. “Too many years I watched people beaten, starved, and tortured. Often the slaves were killed if they were deemed useless. To be a slave is the worst form of life. That could be why The Clickers were hunting you—and us.”

William seemed as if he was in some sort of denial. “But the people here are normally clothed. They do not appear to be mistreated. They have houses.”

“Some of the worst-treated slaves wear pretty clothes,” Kirby said. “We saw the man dragged through the crop field. He was treated as less than a pig, waiting for the knife at its throat. We didn’t see the people of the city until evening, when they might have been finished with their daily work. Perhaps they haven’t started their tasks this morning.”

“What about the men we saw in the first room? The guards who brought us food?”

“I am not sure of their purpose, but I would not be surprised if they were slaves, too,” Kirby said.

“In any case, I don’t think we should stay long enough to find out,” Bray warned.

“It must be a mistake,” William said, in disbelief. Or maybe he wanted to disbelieve. “The Gifted must have a grudge against someone. Perhaps this man killed one of them.”

“I do not believe so,” Kirby said.

“I’ll ask Amelia. Surely she can explain—”

Bray leaned forward with a stern look. “Do not ask her. We need to play our parts and leave, if we want to keep safe.”

“Obviously there are things we do not know about these people,” Kirby reminded him. “They have an army of demons. A misspoken word might lead to our deaths.”

“Maybe I can control the twisted men.” William looked as if he was grasping for a solution.

“These demons won’t listen to you, like you’ve already seen,” Bray said. “They have been trained to obey The Gifted. We will more likely die, if something goes wrong.”

“If we tell The Gifted what The Clickers did, maybe they will help us get our horses back.” William lowered his head as an argument turned to reality. William looked as if he were on the verge of desperation. And who could blame him? He had finally found a place with others that looked like him, a place with wonderful devices and more books than even the wealthiest merchants. But that might mean nothing, in the face of what they’d seen.

Bray softened his tone as he saw William’s face fall, but his message was unwavering. “We are in danger if we stay. Our horses are gone. And we might suffer a worse fate, if we do not leave. After the crop tour, we will go. It is the only way to be sure we are safe.”


Chapter 24: Bray

Shortly after their quiet, tense discussion, Amelia knocked on the door again, accompanied by Tolstoy, Herman, and a few other Gifted. After some pleasantries, they headed downstairs. None seemed to act suspiciously, or different.

“Amelia tells me you slept well,” Tolstoy said as they descended.

“Better than a night in the wild, that is for certain,” Bray affirmed, as he looked out one of the windows, catching a glimpse of the long, green stalks outside, swaying with a breeze.

“I am glad,” Tolstoy said. “Breakfast will be ready when we return. Have you decided how long you will stay?”

Keeping his voice even, so as not to raise suspicion, Bray said, “We will leave this morning, after the crop tour.”

“Surely you will stay for breakfast?”

Bray exchanged a look with Kirby. “We will stay for breakfast, and head out afterward. We have a long journey back.”

Tolstoy seemed disappointed. “I understand. We were hoping for a longer visit, but I do not envy a trip in the wild. It has been many years since I’ve left the confines of New City.”

“Perhaps next time we will stay longer.”

Changing the subject, Tolstoy said, “I will not lie. I am intrigued by the relics you mentioned last night.”

“We are always willing to consider an equitable trade,” Bray said. “We will bring back some goods to demonstrate.”

“How far did you say Brighton was from here?”

Choosing a location that was far enough away to be inconspicuous, but not too far, Bray lied, “About five days’ walk.”

Tolstoy traded a glance with Amelia that could be considered eager. Reaching the ground floor, they crossed the room where they’d left their weapons. Bray glanced at the secured box, and the same two men standing next to it. They perked up, probably grateful for a distraction from what looked like a dull duty.

Bray studied them closer, looking for some evidence that they were slaves, as Kirby had suggested, but they didn’t seem abused, or scared. The burly man had a large, oval face and thick arms. Even the skinnier man carried more weight than one would expect, for those who were mistreated.

“I believe you met Ollie and Avery.”

“I don’t believe we caught their names yesterday,” Bray said to them.

“I’m Ollie,” said the burly man, in a gruff voice.

The tall, freckled man introduced himself as Avery. He looked at them with an expression that seemed curious, rather than afraid.

“We appreciate your hospitality, as well,” Bray said.

Ollie nodded, while Avery gave a thin smile.

“They will see to our breakfast, while we tour the crops.” Waving to the secured box, Tolstoy said, “When we are finished, Rudyard will return your weapons.”

Hot sun beat down on them as they stepped out into the open air on the building’s side, leaving Ollie and Avery behind. Bray looked along the long wall that came out of the building’s side, separating the structures in back. The gate through which Rudyard had disappeared was closed. There was no sign of him, or the man he’d led away. Birds circled the sky overhead, chirping, or perching on parts of the fence, jangling a few of the pieces of metal that hung there—things that Bray initially thought were decorative, but might serve a darker purpose. Farther down the wall, Bray noticed the few large, wooden boxes he’d seen from the dirt path. He was close enough now to see dark dirt visible through the slats.

“Our compost heaps,” Tolstoy explained.

They walked from the door to the dirt-worn path, heading between the shorter rows of crops and past the gigantic, looming windmills on either side.

Pointing at the windmill far on the right, Tolstoy said, “That windmill has a pump next to it, which you can probably see from here. That catches our water, which we use for drinking, and to irrigate our crops.”

Bray noticed the round tube was connected to the larger object.

Pointing to the windmill on the other side, Herman said, “We feed that device grain. The blades turn with the wind, powering a millstone inside. Perhaps we can show you, at the end of our tour.”

“That would be interesting,” Bray said, not wanting to seem too eager to leave.

They walked as a group, with Tolstoy, Herman, and Amelia leading them to the dirt path. Bray noticed a few horse prints in the soil. He saw William surreptitiously studying them. A demon skittered across the path farther ahead, moving from one tall row of corn stalks to another.

“You do not have to worry about The Plagued Ones,” Tolstoy said, noticing Bray observing. “They will not bother us.”

“I am not used to having them so close,” Bray admitted.

“A sentiment most of our visitors share,” Tolstoy said. “They take some getting used to. But they are good protection.” Coming to the first rows of shorter, green, leafy crops that lined either side of the path, Tolstoy pointed and said, “These are our red-skinned potatoes. Past them are our carrots, broccoli, and lettuce.”

They kept walking. A noise drew Bray’s attention to a demon, which had gotten ahold of a loose carrot and was gnawing on it.

“We have trained our Plagued Ones to stay away from the crops. They have their indiscretions, of course, but they have a special area in which they eat in back. Rudyard and the guards feed them corn in a penned area, to catch their dung. We use it to power some of the steam-powered machines.”

“You use dung?” Bray asked.

“It fuels some of our machines which provide electricity,” Tolstoy said.

“At night, we allow The Plagued Ones to roam the forests in the perimeter, where they catch animals on which to feed,” Amelia said. “That is why it is important that you only approach us during the daytime.”

“A point we can’t stress enough,” Herman said. “You are lucky you arrived midday.”

“Any unlucky enough to encroach on our city without welcome will become a meal,” Tolstoy added.

Bray swallowed as he realized the fate they’d almost met, and might still, if they didn’t get out of here.

“Come, we have more to show you,” Tolstoy said.

They walked past the remainder of the shorter rows of fruits and vegetables until they reached the corn stalks, which rose higher than their heads. More demons lurked in between the rows, seeking shelter from the budding heat.

Demons weren’t the only things.

Bray was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, to see people in between the rows, twisting off ripe ears. A woman with a dirty, tan face and a basket in her hand stared at them as they passed. Dirt stained her slacks and shirt. She stared only long enough to catch a glimpse of them before looking away. A few wagons full of corn sat in the rows between the crops.

“Our people are hard at work at this hour,” Tolstoy said as he pointed at a few more people snapping corn from stalks.

“How many people live in New City?”

“Almost a thousand,” he said.

“Everyone tends crops?”

“Most perform different jobs,” Tolstoy said. “We have those who tend crops, others who make clothes, tend the animals, or make things to trade, like our glass. Some, like Ollie and Avery, perform other duties for us.”

Bray bristled as he picked out a few of those words.

For us.

Tolstoy raised a hand, signaling a conclusion of the tour.

“Our people will be interested in what you have shown us,” Bray affirmed, as they turned to face the building and the rising sun glinted off the shaded glass.

“Before the tour ends, we would like to show you the windmills,” Herman said.


Chapter 25: Cullen

Cullen hung close to the others as they walked back toward the building. He felt The Plagued Ones’ eyes everywhere. Whenever he passed a few, more appeared, peering through the corn stalks with starved looks. The people tending the crops were just as frightening. They might not have dirty, misshapen heads, but they represented something he didn’t understand.

Slaves.

The word was as frightening as the explanation Kirby gave.

He barely listened to what the others said. All he cared about was getting out of this place.

“Do you have celery plants in Brighton?” a voice asked from his right.

Cullen turned to find Herman watching him, awaiting an answer. Cullen opened and closed his mouth as he surveyed the bulbous-headed, strange man, a person from whom he would have run, if he saw him in the wild.

“Yes,” he said, trying to keep his answers short.

He increased his gait, keeping on his friends’ heels.

“I assume you plant them in the cooler temperatures, as we do,” Herman said.

“Yes.”

Cullen looked away. A demon rustled from one row of plants to the next. A few of the people called slaves watched him pass. Cullen cautiously eyed his surroundings, keeping his feet to the center of the path, afraid that something might reach out with wart-covered hands and pull him away. A few half-nibbled, broken ears of corn could just as easily be his arms, or his legs. He had seen too many fall prey to The Plagued Ones.

“Peppers can provide a challenge, as well, with their long growth cycles,” said Herman, next to him.

Cullen barely heard him. Movement between a few rows of crops snagged his attention. He looked right, certain that one of the infected had broken its command and was coming for him. But it was just a person walking between two tall rows of corn, pulling a wagon full of corn. His heart thundered.

“In which direction did you say you lived?” Herman asked.

Cullen looked around for a moment, afraid he might get caught in a lie.

Kirby called over her shoulder authoritatively, “North.”

“North,” Cullen repeated, feeling a surge of relief.

“We trade with a few people from up that way,” Herman said. “Perhaps you know them. Have you heard of the Red Ridge people?”

“We know a lot of colonies,” Cullen said vaguely.

After a few more questions, which Cullen answered with only one or two words, Herman lost interest, and took a few faster steps to join the others. Cullen blew a quiet sigh of relief, looking down a crop row to his right, watching a woman with a sweaty face wipe her forehead with her arm. A man watched him with his mouth agape, revealing a few missing teeth.

Slaves…

When he looked ahead, at the shimmering building, he saw something else.

A figure, headed toward them up the path.

Rudyard.

The Gifted waved at their approaching companion. A few ceased their conversations.

“Tolstoy!” Rudyard called.

Rudyard’s gait was fast.

Too fast.

Cullen looked left and right, his heart beating furiously beneath his ribcage. He resisted the urge to run, certain he must be imagining dangers.

“Is everything all right?” Tolstoy asked Rudyard.

Cullen’s heart felt as if it might explode from his chest when he heard the answer.

“Do not let them leave,” Rudyard said, looking as if he was out of breath. “They are no emissaries. They are vagrants of the woods.”


Chapter 26: Bray

“Vagrants?” Tolstoy took a step away, as if he had been told he was standing next to a row of thorny bushes.

The demons hissed. A few in the corn crept closer, sensing the moods of their owners. Kirby inched closer to William, while Cullen seemed as if he might make a run into the crop fields. Bray’s eyes flicked to his empty belt line, where his gun and sword had been.

“What do you mean?” Tolstoy asked Rudyard.

“The man they call Cullen is a dweller of the forest,” Rudyard announced, anger furrowing his brow as he processed a deception. “And so are the others. The Semposi told me when they were here this morning, delivering a trade. They followed two men, a woman, and a boy from a city north of here.” Rudyard looked directly at Bray. “They tried capturing you. Perhaps you forgot to mention the horses on which you rode.”

Tolstoy’s surprise melted to anger. His mouth curled into an angry pucker; his eyes blazed. The warts on his face seemed to quiver.

“Horses,” he spat, as if the word itself was foul. “You didn’t mention horses.”

The fields fell silent as every eye turned to Bray, awaiting his response.

Bray said, “It is true. We had horses.”

“True?” Tolstoy furrowed his brow in disbelief.

“Men with arrows stole our horses while we were exploring the city you mention. We had never seen them before. It happens too often, unfortunately.” Bray watched them, hoping his story would be believed. “But that must not be a surprise to you. Those are the risks of being emissaries.”

Not to be swayed, Rudyard said, “The Semposi watched them for a day before getting close. They were alone, at first. And then they met Cullen in the city. Cullen is no ambassador of Brighton.”

“Where are you from?” Tolstoy asked, turning toward Cullen.

Bray opened his mouth, pretty certain he could smooth over the lie.

Cullen blurted, “I am from Brighton.”

Bray’s stomach clenched as he realized what Cullen had done. He had committed to the lie.

Sweat trickled down Cullen’s dirty forehead. His eyes flitted from face to face. Looking around, he furthered, “I am an emissary.”

Tolstoy looked undecided as he processed two sets of information. The demons hissed and snapped, waiting for a signal that would grant them a meal. “Perhaps the Semposi are mistaken. Or perhaps it was an error in communication,” he said, turning to Rudyard.

“I know their language,” Rudyard insisted, anger taking over his face. “I do not make mistakes. They were chasing Cullen for much longer. He was with some others that they killed. They have been hunting him for a while. I am telling you, they are lying.”

“We were separated for a while,” Bray added, hoping another lie would explain. “We found Cullen in the city. We are who we say we are.”

An uneasy silence took over the group, save the scratching and fidgeting of hungry demons. Bray scanned the dirt path, and the rows of crops, as if they might somehow make it past the rows of tearing hands and jagged teeth. Footsteps pounded the soil as more demons emerged from the trees. Some of the workers—slaves—poked their heads around high stalks of corn, their eyes growing wide as they processed what was likely a spectacle they weren’t used to seeing.

Or maybe it was too common.

“Let us put this miscommunication behind us and move forward,” Bray said, hoping to conclude the conversation. “Our leaders will ensure you are compensated for your trust.”

Tolstoy looked between them, still deciding. He blew a breath through his wart-covered lips. He looked from Bray to the surrounding demons.

Without a word, Amelia stepped forward next to Tolstoy and whispered in his ear. Tolstoy’s face changed.

“I am ready to put this matter to rest. But first, I have a question for Cullen,” Tolstoy said. The yard fell deathly silent again, save the hiss of the demons. “Only he may answer it. If another speaks, I will order The Plagued Ones to tear you apart. Do you understand?”

Bray looked between his companions as he realized an end to the accusation was coming. Speaking what he hoped weren’t his last words, he said, “We understand.”

Turning to Cullen, Tolstoy asked, “Who are your leaders in Brighton?”

A smile played across Amelia’s lips as her eyes roamed from William to Cullen. William’s mouth fell open as he made some quiet, dreaded realization. More sweat poured down Cullen’s face as he calculated a response.

“Speak now, or The Plagued Ones feast,” Tolstoy demanded.

Cullen looked as if he might run through the demons’ claws in a hopeless attempt to reach the other side. Finally, he lowered his eyes and said, “I do not know.”

“Human vagrants, out for a meal,” Rudyard boomed triumphantly, through gritted teeth.

The demons hissed louder, sensing the venom in his tone. Sensing a meal.

“Wait!” Bray yelled, ready to explain.

“Surround them!” Tolstoy waved a hand at the demons, which broke from the corn stalks, or ran the last few steps from the crops to Bray and the others. The twisted men circled them, filling the air with hungry, guttural shrieks. Bray held up his fists, but they were useless against a wall of dirty, rancid demon flesh. He glanced sideways, catching a glimpse of William’s frightened eyes at the end of the group.

“Stay back!” William screamed, with as much force as he could muster.

But the demons weren’t listening. Not to him.

“Hold them there!” Tolstoy shouted, above the din of hungry hisses as he raised his wart-covered hands.

Tolstoy’s eyes blazed with a new fierceness. All at once, Bray saw the man capable of commanding an army of demons, of forcing people into whatever nightmare lay behind the wall. He saw the truth in Kirby’s morbid theory, if he hadn’t seen it already, watching that strange man dragged away.

“Human scum,” Rudyard spat from somewhere outside the circle.

“You are making a mistake,” Bray yelled over the heads of the circling demons, which were clearly fighting their violent instincts.

“If it is a mistake, your people will come for you, and we will compensate them, and you,” Tolstoy said. “But I do not think so. I believe you are lying.”

“Get back!” Kirby shrieked, knocking aside a demon that got too close, inciting the hisses of others that pressed closer.

“You belong to us now,” Tolstoy said, exchanging a look with Amelia. “You will live and die in New City. All except the boy.”

Bray’s pulse thundered as he realized a new horror. He caught William’s eyes. Before Bray could think about making a last, fatal attempt to get to William, demons swarmed him, herding him away from the end of the group and Kirby and Cullen.

“William!” Bray made a lunge, but a snapping demon knocked him backwards.

Kirby cried out and grabbed for William’s shirt, but the demons were too many, and they pressed too tight. They pawed her back with dirty, wart-covered hands. Others filled in the gaps as Kirby tried to push past Cullen and get to him.

“No!” Kirby screamed as William was pulled away. His cries of terror cut through the rabid hisses of demons that surrounded him. Spittle flew from his mouth as he shrieked, but none of the demons backed away, or heeded his words.

Rage overtook Bray.

Forgetting his own safety, he swung a blow at the closest demon, knocking it aside. He struck another. A twisted man raked at his hand, cutting it open with a dirty fingernail. Beside him, Kirby swung her fists, knocking a few demons back, but more pressed in, enough so that they could hardly move. Teeth and hands pressed tighter on all sides of him as some demons bit the air, tempting the orders of The Gifted. Bray felt as if he might choke on their rancid, sour breath. Cullen shrieked in panic as he tried to push away the swarming bodies.

“Leave me alone!” Cullen yelled.

“Keep struggling and you will die!” Tolstoy warned above the commotion.

The demons became a blur of flesh around Bray as they pinned his arms, operating with coordination he’d rarely seen them display in the wild. Bray found Kirby’s eyes, trading what he feared was a last look as she squirmed and writhed unsuccessfully. From somewhere outside the circle, William’s screams tore at his soul.

To Rudyard, Tolstoy said, “Take Bray, Kirby, and Cullen to New City. I will bring William back to The Learning Building.”

The demons cried hungrily, ready to follow orders.

They were Tolstoy’s army.

And Bray, Kirby, and Cullen were his slaves.


Chapter 27: William

William screamed as the demons pressed in close to him, grabbed his arms, and herded him away. He fought to stay in place, but the cornering demons pushed him, twisting his ankles in his boots. Without wanting to, he swayed and moved away from his friends. He heard Bray and Kirby shouting for him, but they were lost in a vicious scramble, pulled in another direction. William caught a last glimpse of Cullen’s frightened, panicked face, before he was swallowed in the moving herd.

The demons brought him some unknown distance and stopped.

Faced with a circle of ten or so demons that had ceased moving, William screamed, “Get back!”

It wasn’t until Rudyard screamed an order that they listened.

The demons kept him at bay, but they no longer pressed as tightly.

They had him trapped.

Past them, he saw the staring, emotionless eyes of The Gifted, gathered in a line, watching.

William reached up and past one of the demons in a fruitless attempt to get free, but the demon snapped at his finger. He would lose an appendage before he would get free, brother or not. He heard the slaps of fists against skin, grunts, and cries as his friends fought in the distance.

Tears rolled down William’s face as he realized his friends might die. “Don’t fight! Don’t fight!” Turning his cries toward The Gifted, he yelled, “Let them go!”

None answered. Not even Amelia.

“Relax, William.” Tolstoy’s face was smug in his command.

William heaved thick, gasping breaths. A few demons looked over their shoulders, awaiting another order. He wanted to shove past them and race to his friends. He wanted to pour his rage into a command that would strike The Gifted down, by the will of the gods, if his brothers wouldn’t listen.

“Are you unharmed?” Tolstoy asked, walking until he was standing just outside the circle where William was kept.

William’s anger seethed as he listened to the man’s calm voice. He wanted to scream every hateful word he could think of. Silence was his last, angry means of defiance.

“I regret that had to be done.” Tolstoy’s voice was wrapped in a pleasantry that William didn’t believe.

William poured his hatred into a glare as he stared from Tolstoy to Amelia.

“You will understand, in time,” Amelia said, walking over to join Tolstoy as the other Gifted hung back.

“You misrepresented who you were,” Tolstoy said, allowing some anger into his voice. “All of you.”

“I am from Brighton,” William protested. “That is no lie.”

“The time has passed for lies.” Tolstoy’s voice was hard. “You are no emissaries.”

“Let us move forward and forget this, William,” Amelia said sweetly. “We will not harm you unless you force us to. You are our brother.”

“I am nothing like you, or to you,” William said, wishing the words were true. He wanted to scrape away the warts on his head, if it meant separating himself from these people. They were nothing like the smart demon named Jingo. He wanted them to be, but they weren’t. “We will leave and never come back. We won’t tell anyone about this place.”

“Do you think that is what concerns us?” Tolstoy sounded as if he might laugh. “Anyone with two eyes and any intelligence would stay away from a horde of Plagued Ones. Besides, we know you have no one to tell. You are alone.”

“Your friends will be protected here, as long as they do what we say,” Amelia said, projecting more sincerity into her voice. “We do not want to kill you, William. Hopefully your friends will realize the same thing.”

William swallowed as he found a new hope in those words; a hope he had no choice but to cling to. Only a fool would run through an army of hungry demons. His friends were already past the gate. He feared they were dead.

“I need to see my friends,” William said, hating his pleading tears and the waver in his voice. “I need to tell them to stop fighting.”

Tolstoy’s smile—once inspiring—was now an ugly thing. “I promise you this: if your friends are wise enough to go without struggle, they are wise enough to live.”

William opened and closed his eyes. The windmills creaked as they took their endless spins. In the distance, he heard another cry. It sounded like Kirby. That cry gave him hope.

“Don’t fight!” he yelled again, even though he doubted they could hear him.

He yelled several more times, praying to every god he knew, as Tolstoy gave another command.

“To The Learning Building.”

The demons led William away. Without wanting to, he was pulled along.


Chapter 28: Bray

“Kirby!” Bray shouted again, looking over as she clutched a savage wound on her arm. Blood dripped from the teeth marks of a demon, staining her clothes. Bray’s knuckles were bloodied from the punches he’d landed trying to escape, or to defend her. She looked as if she might fight some more. Her face wore the resistance of someone who was ready to die, but Bray wasn’t ready to give up his life. Cullen looked as if he were in a stupor, but he wasn’t fighting. All around them, the demons pressed close.

After separating them from William, the demons had half-dragged, half-led them through the gate in the wall next to the shimmering building. Now they stood in the western end of the dirt courtyard that spanned the first part of the settlement, the same one Bray had seen from high up on the floors of the big building.

“We need to stay alive!” Bray yelled to Kirby, not for the first time.

He needed to say something—anything—so she would outlive this moment.

“I will not be a slave,” Kirby spat through clenched teeth at the demons, and at Rudyard. Ollie, Avery, and a handful of uninfected men stood next to him. “Not again.”

“It is not worth your life,” Bray implored her.

“Listen to him. He’s smart.” Rudyard laughed from outside the circle.

Bray looked around. In the center of the courtyard, far past them, piles of ashes sat where bonfires had burned. To the south of the courtyard, he saw the first rows of the small, square buildings that extended far back into the city. Women clad in dirty pants and shirts stared at them from inside the doorways, or outside. Some looked as if they had been in the process of hanging laundry, or cooking food, when they heard the commotion. More than a couple held babies. All of them had haunted eyes.

Of course, no one came to help.

The short buildings extended beyond the first rows and as far as Bray could see, but he knew they ended at the wall. Most of the dwellings had cracks, or were pieced together with scraps of rock or metal. The smell of demon stench and dung filled the air. Even if he had noticed the squalid conditions from the building’s highest floors, Bray wouldn’t have seen the truth. Toward the eastern side of the settlement sat the taller buildings with large chimneys. Past them was one side of the fenced-in area within the wall that he’d seen from higher up.

None of those observations helped him now.

He looked over the heads of the demons and at the wall through which they’d been brought. The gate was closed. Assumedly, most of the population of New City was still out in the fields, tending crops, or in some of the buildings, working, or eavesdropping. William was gone.

He turned his attention back to Rudyard and the people next to him. Shortly after they came through the gate, Ollie and Avery had appeared, along with a half-dozen vicious, bear-sized men. All looked as if they were ready to join the fight on the demons’ side.

On Rudyard’s.

Rudyard appraised Bray, Kirby, and Cullen triumphantly.

“You are filth,” Kirby spat at Rudyard. “No better than the mutants you command.”

Rudyard’s smile was stuck to his face. “You are lucky. The Semposi wanted to take you away. It took some extra crops to convince them otherwise. Now, we have purchased you.”

A thin smile tugged at Ollie’s lips.

“These are some of my Head Guards,” Rudyard said, pointing to Ollie, Avery, and the six other large men who accompanied them. “They are in charge of making you comfortable.”

Ollie’s smug smile betrayed the true meaning of his job.

Rudyard gestured behind Bray, toward a long, rectangular building that lined the compound’s western wall. It was mostly isolated, save a few dirty buildings next to it that held chamber pots, judging by an even more pungent stench coming from that direction. A row of thick doors lined the front of the building. Bray didn’t need the details to imagine what went on there.

“I am going to order The Plagued Ones away,” Rudyard said. “You can either follow my Head Guards to the building, or become a lesson for the other slaves. Neither matters much to me.” Rudyard smiled confidently as he motioned toward some of the watching people, who awaited the outcome.

Bray traded a glance with Kirby. Anger blazed in her eyes.

“We’ll be okay,” he whispered, even though he had no confidence in his words.

“I’m not going,” Kirby said quietly as she raised her fists. “I will die first.”

Bray swallowed. The determination in her voice sounded like last words. He couldn’t let her die next to him. Bray flexed his muscles, preparing for a final fight they wouldn’t win. Sensing death coming, Cullen held his hands in front of him, mumbling with fear. Bray had no time to blame him for the final mistake that had put them here, and might cost their lives.

“Away from them!” Rudyard told the demons.

The twisted men skittered to the side, but not far enough that they couldn’t be called upon.

Ollie and Avery approached Kirby, their eyes lit with malicious intent.

Kirby backed away.

“Go peacefully,” Bray warned.

Kirby wasn’t listening.

“Do not touch me,” Kirby warned, cocking back a fist.

Two more of the Head Guards started after Bray.

Bray didn’t wait for an attack.

Surprising the men coming for him, he lunged sideways toward Kirby, headed for Ollie and Avery, hoping to deflect some of the attention from her.

He feinted low, then swung up and caught Ollie with a fist under the chin. Ollie groaned and staggered backward. Pain blazed in Bray’s knuckles as he hurled another blow at Avery, but Avery had time to block. Avery struck Bray in the face, eliciting a sharp cry of pain. Kirby jumped into the fray, knocking Avery in the face several times.

She kept pummeling Avery.

The other men chasing Bray caught up.

Bray turned and swung at one of the approaching Head Guards, but the man blocked the blow. He struck Bray in the face hard enough to send him skidding backwards. Two more men broke from Rudyard’s side and circled behind Bray. One punched his side. Others punched his stomach from the front. He was outnumbered, and the pain from the arrow wound in his leg slowed him down. Bray screamed in rage as he tried to shake off too many sets of grabbing hands, managing to knock a few men astray before others subdued him. He kicked his boots, stamping up dirt as men behind him pinned his arms, holding him at bay.

Strong fists hit his sides, doubling him over. Men sneered.

“Filthy sons of bitches!”

Through his haze, he saw Kirby battling Ollie and Avery, managing to knock both to the ground before a few others swarmed her, punching her in the face until she dropped. Bray watched in anger as the men kicked her on the ground, booting her with the confidence of weak-hearted men who clearly had the numbers. Somewhere past them, Cullen screamed.

More hands pummeled Bray’s ribs. A blow knocked him to the ground.

Spit and blood drooled from his mouth.

Men dragged him across the dirt.

Bray kicked and struggled, to no avail.

Dust, debris, and shouting filled the air as they pulled him toward the rectangular building.

Through a veil of blood, he saw Rudyard moving ahead of them, toward one of the thresholds, opening a door. Somewhere out of sight, Kirby and Cullen screamed in pain, terror, or both.

“You will learn to obey us, in time,” Rudyard said, as the men pulled Bray over the bumpy doorway. “Or you will die.”

The men chucked Bray inside.

Bray flew across the musty room and struck a thick, stone wall. He hit hard, sinking to the ground. A man entered the room. A final, spiteful kick to his head sent him face down in the dirt in a blinding flash.

And then the door closed, and he was alone.


Chapter 29: Bray

Bray wiped strands of wet drool from his face as he tried to get up. He fell. Dirt and stone scratched his face as he peeled himself from the floor. The empty room stank of sweat and urine. Stains lined the walls, which he could only tell by the faint light coming from underneath the door. That wasn’t the worst part, though. He listened in vain as Kirby fought more men in the next room, shrieking, grunting, and cursing. Somehow, she’d forced her way through the beatings and found the strength to fight more.

It wouldn’t end well.

Just as Bray had succumbed to pain, he heard Kirby’s cries of rage turning to squeals, her blows getting weaker. She was faltering.

Bray opened his mouth to tell her to stop fighting before she died, but they’d kicked the air from his lungs.

He could do nothing but listen.

A feeling greater than his own desire to survive scorched his heart.

He might hear Kirby’s last sounds on a floor no less than fifteen feet away.

He tried to get to his feet again, but stumbled. Bray crawled on hands and knees across the room, ignoring the pain that radiated through his body, and grabbed for the door handle. It didn’t move. Of course, it didn’t. Falling backward, he kicked it vainly, regaining enough wind to scream Kirby’s name before her last cry turned to silence. He heard the sound of men’s grumbling voices, and then the sounds of someone being dragged. A body?

A door slammed shut.

Silence.

Bray felt as if he might vomit.

He kicked a few more times at the door, but he no longer heard any sounds of struggle. He didn’t even hear Cullen.

A quiver of rage built in his voice.

Finding air in his lungs, Bray screamed.


Chapter 30: William

“William.”

Silence.

“William. Look at me.”

William stared absently at the wall. The odor of his untouched breakfast wafted from the plate in front of him—meat, strawberries, and blueberries. The ornate chair underneath him felt cold and hard. His eyes drifted from the wall to the objects on the tables and desks. He spotted the microscope, still sitting on the table where Amelia had showed him how to use it. If he could find the strength, he would spring across the room, grab it, and hurl it at her.

“We will not harm you any further, unless you make us,” Tolstoy said, leaning across the table and toward him.

The other Gifted lingered in the background, watching.

A tear fell from William’s eye. He could no longer hear his friends’ screams, but those screams would echo in his mind forever. He couldn’t help the dreadful feeling that his friends were dead. He’d followed The Gifted only long enough to get to the entrance of the shimmering building, before he’d started fighting. Tolstoy had ordered some men that looked like guards to grab him and pull him through the lowest room, up the stairs. He’d fought to see what was happening out of several windows on the stairwell, but several blows had knocked away his strength. Exhaustion had finally made him give up.

Tolstoy slid his chair back across from William. He stood. His expression was emotionless. A few of the other Gifted—including Amelia—wandered from their places by the windows, or near the endless rows of books where they lingered, toward the table.

He hated her. He hated them all.

“I am three hundred and fifty-eight years old,” Tolstoy said as he took a pacing step. “Did you know that?”

William shook his head as another tear fell. Of course, he remembered.

“Three hundred and fifty-eight years old,” Tolstoy repeated, shaking his head as if the idea pained him, even though William doubted he had that emotion. “That is a long time to live. A normal human’s memories might fade in that time, but not mine. I remember too much. I remember what the humans have done to us. Unfortunately, you have not lived long enough to learn that lesson.”

William stared at Tolstoy with hatred burning in his eyes. He’d seen his own mother die in front of him. He’d seen people brutalized and killed in the wild. He knew loss.

Tolstoy looked at the ceiling, deciphering something.

“We are not an anomaly, or an aberration. We are better, William. It might be hard for you to accept now, but in time, you will.”

William stayed silent.

Sensing that Tolstoy wasn’t getting through, Amelia stepped over with the same warm smile he no longer believed. “Tolstoy tells the truth. This is new to you, William. I understand how painful things can be. You will learn many hard lessons. But we are not going anywhere. We will help you.”

“We are lucky to have found each other. You might not believe it now, but it is a blessing you found us,” Tolstoy said, waving his hand at the windows. “Out in the wild, you might have died. Here, you are protected.”

“I don’t care about protection,” William spat, breaking his silence. “I want my friends.”

“They will cause you pain,” Tolstoy said simply. “They will betray you, and they will die, like all humans.”

“They won’t,” William said, even though a few memories told him otherwise. He thought of those tears he’d shed outside the stone house in the wild, when he’d thought about what might happen to him. It wasn’t out of the question that his friends would kill him, if he succumbed to madness.

But he cared about them. He didn’t want them killed.

Not now. Not ever.

“Let them go. Let us go,” William feebly muttered.

“I can’t do that, William. And even if I did, what would that buy you? Some amount of time in the wild, before you died? Surely you realize that your friends will die, while you will not.”

“I—” William fell silent as the words struck a truth.

“You are immortal, William. We all are. We will be here long after your friends are dead, and long after everyone outside dies. One generation will succeed the next. Some will grow sick, or die in other ways, but we will outlive them all. Every single person you saw out the windows will pass on, but you will remain.”

“But you will die, if you are careless,” Amelia reminded him.

“Too many of our kind have perished over the years. Do not be foolish enough to join them.” Tolstoy stared at William with a look that was as much a promise as a threat.

“Let us protect you,” Amelia said. “Let us learn together.”

William bit his tongue in defiant silence.


Chapter 31: Bray

“Kirby?”

Bray crawled over to the wall, pressing his ear against it. For too long, he’d listened to an occasional moan, or a muffled cry of pain from the next room. It sounded like Kirby was fading in and out of consciousness. But she was alive.

Still, it sounded like she was dying.

Each noise stabbed his heart in ways he hadn’t expected. He wished he could take the burden of her wounds. Anything would be preferable to listening to her suffer. She had fought bravely—perhaps stupidly. But she knew a truth that Bray was too stubborn to acknowledge. This was the end. Whether it was today, tomorrow, or later, didn’t matter. They might as well have breathed their last breath before being captured. Bray had seen his future, in the haunted eyes of the slaves who lived in this city, in the putrid smells that leaked under his doorway, and in those strange bells that rang ominously outside as the light under his door grew dim, the same ones he’d heard at dinner last night. Demon snarls accompanied those bells. He couldn’t fathom what horrors awaited them on the other side of his prison.

“Kirby?” he asked, raising his voice loudly enough that he risked another beating.

Several times, he’d been reprimanded for making too much noise, when his captors suspected him of trying to claw through the door. They were trying to break him. He adjusted his ear against the wall as he heard a scrape on the other side. He felt along the wall, wishing he could find a way to reach the other side. Surprise hit him as his finger went inward. Bits of stone caved as he located a small crevice, just big enough to stick a finger inside, probably started by someone else in the same predicament. The crevice narrowed down to a small hole, looking as if it went through to the other side, although he couldn’t tell for sure. Pressing his ear against it, he heard Kirby moan, louder.

“Kirby?” he called again, speaking directly through the hole.

“Bray?” The response was muffled, dry. It sounded as if Kirby were reaching for strength.

“I’m here,” he said, his voice cracking with emotional and physical pain.

Kirby shifted, sounding as if she was trying to get closer to the wall, to him. Bray put his hand on the wall, as if he might feel her fingers on the other side.

“There is a small hole in the wall, about halfway up, in the middle,” he told her.

He looked over from the dirty wall to the door, both invisible in the growing blackness, certain that someone would break in and halt a conversation before it started. All he heard were the chirps of night animals. If guards were outside, they were quiet. He felt as if more time had slipped by than he realized.

“Are you all right?” he asked, wishing he could see through to the other side of the wall, to her.

“I will live,” Kirby said, a hint of regret in her voice.

“I heard nothing for so long, I thought you died.” Bray almost couldn’t speak the words.

“My face feels as if it has been pushed through stone.” Kirby cleared her throat. “My body is bruised. But I will survive.”

“Is anything broken?”

“A rib, I think,” she said.

Bray’s hand shook with anger as he held the wall. He wished the men responsible were in front of him, so he could grind their eyes into their sockets. He wanted to smash their skulls against the wall. His frustration toward Ollie, Avery, and the others was heightened by his separation from Kirby. He wanted to hold her, to make sure she was all right.

“A few times, I heard you calling my name,” Kirby remembered. “I tried to respond, but I didn’t have the strength.”

“You do not have to apologize.”

“I heard them beating you for calling me. You shouldn’t have done that.”

“I’m fine,” Bray said resolutely. His face was as swollen as a demon’s misshapen skull, but Kirby didn’t need any more worries. “Have you heard anything from Cullen?”

“I heard him moving around earlier, through the wall on my opposite side. I think he is still alive,” she said. “Though I have not heard him in a while. I can try and talk with him.”

“Don’t,” Bray warned. “We do not need to make a louder noise that will get us beaten.”

“I do not care,” Kirby said. “Let them beat me. I will not be what they want me to be.”

Bray swallowed as he heard the resolve in her voice. It was the same resolve that had brought her close to death, and would certainly finish the job, if he didn’t stop her. “Listen,” he told her, putting persuasion in his voice. “You need to stop fighting.”

“I am not giving up,” Kirby said with anger.

“I am not saying to give up,” Bray said. “But you do not need to die, either.”

Kirby fell silent. For a moment, he feared she’d fallen unconscious again, or worse. “I was a slave for three years, Bray,” she said finally, her voice trembling with past and present pain. “I know what that life is like, and how hard it is to escape. I do not think I can take another moment of it.”

“We can play along until we can find a way out.”

“I am not foolish enough to think I will escape that life twice,” Kirby lamented. She made a noise that Bray might’ve thought was a sob, if he hadn’t known how tough she was. “People who own others lose their morality. They might say they don’t, but they do. Eventually, they think they can do what they want to those underneath them. These people are already past that stage.”

Kirby’s voice was laced with an anger Bray knew he’d never understand. She had spoken of some of the attacks she’d survived in her homeland, when she was a slave, and when she battled, killing other infected in the arena. She had been beaten, and much worse. He suspected she would never tell him some of the stories. He was a man, blessed with advantages even he realized.

“To these Gifted, we are a lower class. They might act differently, with their words of enlightenment and their inventions, but they are as cruel as the masters in my homeland. I saw it in their faces, when they took us away. I saw it in Rudyard. And I saw it in the uninfected humans they have somehow convinced to do their bidding—in Ollie, and Avery, and the others they call Head Guards. This beating will not be the last, no matter how much you swear it will. We will likely receive treatment we cannot fathom. We will wish we were dead.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth as he realized she was right.

“I will not live another day as another’s subject. I swore that when I left my homeland in those ships, and I swear to it now.”

Bray knew she was speaking the truth, but that didn’t mean he was ready to accept it. “What about William? We cannot leave him in the hands of these men.”

Kirby fell silent as she thought about that. “I fear for him. But he is smart. They think of him as a brother. If he makes the right choices, he will survive. He is tough, as we have seen all these months.”

“He is smart,” Bray agreed. “But that is not enough. We need to get free to make sure he lives. I won’t accept that this is the last of my days. I made a vow to him.”

“I respect your vow,” Kirby said. “It is the reason I followed you.”

Bray felt a surge of warmth for her stronger than he’d felt before, stronger than he’d felt for almost anyone. “Then listen to what I am saying. William needs us.”

“I would give my life for William’s. But the only way out I see is through a mutant’s belly.”

“That might be true, but we can only lose our lives once,” Bray said. “Let it be in a more noble way. Let it be helping William, not paying back some of the louts who attacked us. Give it—give me—some time. Let us see what happens. Perhaps we will get out of this yet.”

Another moment of silence bled through the wall. Kirby adjusted, sounding as if she was containing an emotion. Bray wished he were in the same room, so that he could hold her, the way he did that first time, when it surprised both of them. He still recalled their first moments in the wild when the fire burned late at night. He wasn’t surprised when he heard Kirby clear her throat, speaking in the strong, resilient voice he knew she still had.

“Okay,” she said.


Chapter 32: William

William woke with a start, wiping away the sweat of a plaguing nightmare. He brushed his fingers against the lumps on his head. Those calcified warts reminded him that he was in a waking nightmare, not an unconscious one. Looking around the empty room, he saw the empty beds where his friends had slept. The lingering scent of the wild reminded him that he was still here while they were not. He pulled a deep breath, trying to calm his speeding pulse as he pushed away his night terror.

Swinging his legs off the bed, he looked over at the closed door. The Gifted had locked it, as they had for the past few nights he’d stayed here. They’d told him it was a precaution. One day, they told him, they’d unlock it, but for now, he was a prisoner in a beautiful, glass tower, filled with devices and books, and people who swore they meant no harm, even though they had enslaved his friends.

During the first few days, he’d resisted their offers to eat, only drinking when he had to, but eventually, he had succumbed to the hollow ache in his stomach and forced down a meal. He’d kept quiet, though. During the days, they’d tried talking with him more, and he’d looked at some of their books, and he’d nodded at some of the pictures inside them. He couldn’t deny they were fascinating. Amelia had asked him questions, which he mostly ignored.

The only words he spoke were to ask about his friends.

Each time he asked, The Gifted assured him they were all right. But each time he looked out the southern windows, hoping to see them, he saw only the long, thick-walled, rectangular building in which he’d finally gotten Amelia to admit they were kept.

He wanted to believe they were alive. The thought of their deaths gave him a dark pit in his stomach he couldn’t fathom.

He wouldn’t allow himself to think it for too long.

His bag sat on the bed next to him. Opening it, he sifted through his stash of blankets and clothing, as if someone might’ve stolen them. All were there, untouched.

All except his weapons.

A warm ray of sunlight bled through the windows, leaving striated bands of light across the floor. Standing on cracked, worn boots, William made his way first to the door, doing his usual check of the lock. The door was secured, as always. He knew guards waited downstairs in the lowest floor. And he knew guards watched out the windows on the floor below The Library Room. He was trapped on either end. And that didn’t count the demons outside.

He went to the southern windows. Far down, past most of the fifteen or so floors of the tower in the room in which he was kept, he saw the balcony in the back; further, he saw the rectangular building on the western end of the courtyard, and beyond it, the rows of single-story houses starting past the courtyard, where he always looked for Bray, Kirby, or Cullen. People milled between the structures, tending to chores. Most were women, tending babies or small children. The rest, he knew, were out in the fields in front, tending the crops, or working in some of the buildings with large chimneys on the city’s eastern side. He was already learning the routines. He knew the field workers went to work in the morning, and performed other duties in the afternoons. He knew Rudyard fed the demons once a night, in the evening, though he hadn’t seen the spectacle, because The Gifted usually ate at the same time.

Rudyard seemed to spend more time behind the wall than up in the shimmering tower, engaged in whatever cruel duties kept him occupied, during most of his daylight hours. Tolstoy, too, seemed to disappear often.

William scrutinized the people below.

Every so often, a few glanced in the direction of the rectangular building, as if the people inside were some dirty secret. William saw a few men walking among the settlement, checking on things. Those people were somehow important, like the men who had dragged him up the stairs that second day. A few were the men who helped with affairs in the building—Ollie and Avery, who seemed to have duties inside, and duties outside. None of them were Gifted, but they were somehow above the regular slaves. He wasn’t sure why.

Perhaps he would ask Amelia who they were, when she came to get him.

He doubted she’d answer.

That thought made him rethink his silence.

William was scared, and he was angry. But each defiant stare gave The Gifted more reason to treat his friends poorly, to deny him answers. Perhaps he was playing the wrong angle. Maybe information was better than his silent crusade, which didn’t seem to be getting him anywhere.

Perhaps he would play their role, to get information.

Right now, information was the only weapon he had.


Chapter 33: William

Tolstoy sat in the chair across from William, watching him with an expression that William might have mistaken for concern, if he didn’t know the ugly truth behind it.

“Have some water,” Tolstoy said, sliding over a cup.

Unlike the previous days, in which he’d resisted, William took it and sipped. A thin smile crossed Tolstoy’s face. The lukewarm liquid felt like a betrayal to his friends as it slid down his throat.

“You are not the first to care about people, William,” Tolstoy said. “I had a family, too.”

William nodded.

“Before The Collapse, I had a wife named Anna, and two children named Charlie and Penelope.”

William let the silence hang for a minute before he finished his sip. He hated his placating tone as he played into the story Tolstoy wanted to tell. “What happened to them?”

A nostalgic smile turned sad. Tolstoy folded his hands, watching William as if he might know the tale, even though William hadn’t heard it. With a sigh, he started speaking. “My children were only a few years older than you are now before The Collapse. They attended a place where young people learned things from books, in a time when everyone could read, and knowledge was as accessible as the trees. They had a future some might call bright.” Tolstoy ran his fingers over his wart-covered head. “We lived in a city much larger than this one, in a place near the water, in a very tall building where they had a view of the ocean. Every night at dinner, we sat at a dining room table similar to this one, discussing our futures. None of that mattered when the infection came.”

Tolstoy motioned out the window, and William followed his gaze, as if he might see the man’s family outside in the clouds, or in the tops of the crumbled buildings.

“The infection spared none of us. Charlie and Penelope turned from intelligent, hopeful people into snarling monsters. My wife, Anna, succumbed to savagery I never would’ve imagined. But I didn’t turn—not like them. I spent a long while in our home with them, hiding them away in bedrooms, feeding them through the doors, while they descended into madness and I didn’t. Eventually, some humans intending to rob us came and broke inside our home. They shot all of us. They shot me, too, but I didn’t die.”

Tolstoy’s sadness turned to anger. “The bullet wound struck me in the shoulder. It bled a lot, but the bullet passed through. It wasn’t fatal. I pretended I was dead while the men raided the last of our meager stores. I listened as they called my family awful names they had termed the infected. When they left, I crawled to my dead wife and children. Some days back then, I wished I had died with them.” The faraway look remained in Tolstoy’s eyes.

“Funerals were a fool’s dream, in that time. People were afraid to leave the house, let alone dig graves. The rioting had started by then. People were scared. I couldn’t leave until I healed. And so I waited through my pain with my dead family, watching them stiffen and decompose. I smelled their bodies, in the bedroom that became their grave. I saw the end of life, even though I lived. Eventually, I gathered the strength to leave.”

“I survived a while, hiding my lumps, but eventually, my appearance evolved and I couldn’t hide it. Strangely, I didn’t lose my mind—in fact, I became smarter, as you know—but that didn’t matter to the uninfected humans. Wherever I went, I was a target, even though I was more intelligent than The Plagued Ones. I was persecuted, chased, and nearly killed. One time, some uninfected humans beat me so badly I thought I might die, for the simple crime of begging for food. I lay in the gutter for almost a day, unable to move from so many broken bones. It was then that the awful sickness that afflicts many of us infected overtook me. I managed to crawl into a building, eating a dead raccoon and some puddled water while people scuttled through alleys all around me, trying to protect themselves or what was left of their families. I, however, was considered the lowest form of life, even lower than the corpse I subsided on. If they found me, they would kill me. I was no longer human. At least, that is how the humans felt. I meant them no harm, but they didn’t understand that, or care.”

“Somehow, I survived my sickness and came back from the brink of death. I found refuge in the top floor of a building, much like this one. I crawled over the bodies of the dead to get up there. Perhaps that is what kept others away. Once I got up there, I ate from stockpiled rations stored by people who had been killed. Or perhaps they left. I found weapons they stashed. I started going out only at night, collecting as many books as I could find, secluding myself from people, as the world got worse. I had nothing to focus on but learning. My hunger for knowledge was insatiable. Despite how much I learned, my brain yearned for more. I lived there for several years, as the population decreased and my mind evolved. And through that time, I realized something. As I watched others out the window, robbing, abusing, and murdering, I grew smarter. But they never did. I had long ago ceased believing in God or gods, but I realized something.”

In the time Tolstoy had spoken, The Gifted had formed a circle around the table, watching William. Amelia had taken up a position next to Tolstoy’s chair. They cocked their misshapen heads.

“I think we are chosen, William.” Tolstoy paused, looking out the window. “Whatever being or science created us, I believe it was on purpose. We are no longer human. We are better than humans. We are a new species, better than the old, one that exists to take the best parts of our knowledge and create a New City, a new world. For hundreds of years, we have watched humans live and die while we continue to exist. There is a reason we are here, William. And I believe there is a reason you are with us now. Humans exist to serve us while we usher in a new world. In time, I believe you will feel the same way.”

William hid his fearful swallow as he nodded. “I understand.”


Chapter 34: Drew

Drew looked out the door of his small house, watching the line of the other slaves that hadn’t returned from the fields. The Head Guards herded them back with stern expressions. Drew was convinced that those severe looks would eventually etch permanent grooves into their faces. Most of the slaves knew better than to provoke the Head Guards. A misspoken word, or avoiding a task, led to a beating that could be felt on a body for days, even weeks. And that wouldn’t excuse a person from his chores. In the rare cases where someone missed work, the slaves were expected to toil twice as hard the following day.

Obedience didn’t stop the abuse.

The Head Guards found plenty of reasons to mistreat slaves. Something as simple as a dropped ear of corn, or a misconstrued glance, could lead to more than a few punches. They weren’t supposed to mistreat the slaves, but they did. They didn’t need a reason to justify their actions. The humans were worthless, in the eyes of The Gifted. Even if they knew about the abuse, Drew knew they wouldn’t do anything. He seldom saw the wart-covered men and the woman who lived in the tall, glass-covered building.

He mostly only saw Rudyard.

In his way, Rudyard was worse than the Head Guards. He didn’t beat the slaves directly, but he delighted in their pain. Every look, every glance, was a reminder of their insignificant existence.

The Field Hands—the lowest class of slaves—were treated slightly worse than those who ran the machines, sewed clothes, or made glass, because they performed unskilled labor by tending the crops. They were considered disposable. Drew was one of those.

But none of that interested Drew at the moment.

Picking up a flask of water, he pretended to drink while he peeked around the corner of his house’s open doorway, watching a few Field Hands still in the process of returning, stretching their sore muscles from a long morning’s work, or cracking their necks. They wheeled their full crop wagons to the Head Guards stationed near the gate, close to the magnificent building in which no one was allowed. Drew saw a few looks of hunger on the people’s faces, but no one dared touch any of the morning’s take. Their pockets were as empty as their stomachs. Most didn’t have more than the clothing on their backs. Almost all had lost any sentimental possessions when they’d been dragged to New City. A few—the unluckiest—had been born into this life.

Or maybe they weren’t unlucky.

Those who were born in New City often became the Head Guards, who received preferential treatment.

Drew hadn’t been born into this life. He knew a life outside slavery.

One day, he would get it back.

Waiting until most of the slaves were in their houses, Drew acted casual as he watched the Head Guards round up the crops, take count, and break for lunch. A few wandered toward the eastern side of the courtyard, near the Feeding Pen. Even with the gate closed, Drew smelled the pungent stench that wafted over from the fenced-in area. On the other side of the closed gate, piles of mutant feces and chewed ears of corn waited for the least fortunate slaves. Those in disfavor with the Head Guards, or those needing a punishment outside of a beating, were tasked with cleaning out that filthy pen, dumping the remains in bins where they could be used to run the machines. The task seemed arduous, but Drew knew the dried dung was important to The Gifted. The dung helped them run the equipment that helped them produce things they could use to survive, or to trade.

The smelly, disgusting pen was purposely kept in New City.

Rudyard had a reason.

It kept the slaves humble.

Once a day, at dinner, Rudyard paraded the mutants through the middle of the settlement to their Feeding Pen, as if to demonstrate that even the filthy, wart-covered infected were worthier than the humans. The humans ate dinner last. It was Rudyard’s rule, and everyone followed it.

Swallowing his disgust, Drew watched a few more Field Hands—supervised by the Head Guards—wheel their full wagons of corn through the front gate. Rudyard wasn’t in sight. Most of the other slaves were taking a well-deserved, short rest for lunch as they transitioned to afternoon tasks.

Using the cover of distraction, Drew slipped from his house and hurried past the row of houses in the front, keeping his head low, avoiding suspicious eye contact with other slaves, which might get him beaten. Drew had learned many hard lessons. Passing most of the houses, he risked a glance over his shoulder, ensuring none of the Head Guards, or Rudyard, were watching. He slipped behind the small buildings that housed chamber pots, perpendicular to the last row of houses in the front of the courtyard. Only the Head Guards did their business there. The slaves were expected to use chamber pots.

He kept going, skirting past the small, smelly buildings until he was along the backside of the long, rectangular building—the only building in the city with doors, besides the Head Guards’, and the shops. His heart hammered in his chest as he crept farther. Walking the distance he’d measured in his head, as he’d walked it the last few days, he stopped in the center of the building, finding the small, barely perceptible crack he’d whittled away.

Leaning down close to the wall, he took a risk he hoped he wouldn’t regret.

“Kirby?”


Chapter 35: Kirby

Kirby opened her eyes through the pain. Someone hissed her name. She glanced over at the wall where she’d communicated several times with Bray, but it wasn’t his voice. It was coming from somewhere else. Forcing herself up, she listened for another hiss that would give away a location. Perhaps she was hearing things, or maybe she was dead, or dreaming.

“Kirby?”

She scooted toward the back wall of the squalid room and toward the voice, opening her mouth to answer, before considering that this might be a trap. Maybe this was a test, or an excuse for a beating. She’d seen scant daylight in the past few days, other than the few times the door had opened and an uncaring hand had thrown in a raw ear of corn, or traded her filthy flask for a new one.

“Kirby,” a voice hissed, louder.

Something fluttered in her stomach. She couldn’t believe what she heard.

“Drew?”

“It’s me.”

Pushing past the pain of wounds that were healing, but not fast enough, she stood and touched the back wall. It must be a dream. She didn’t feel a hole, but perhaps some other portion of the wall had worn away. Or maybe someone had worn it away.

“What are you doing here?”

“Trying not to be killed,” Drew whispered, in the usual, straightforward tone she remembered, since the last time she’d seen him at New Hope.

“I thought you died.”

“Some days I wish I had,” Drew said, the despair evident in his voice.

“What are you doing here?”

“They captured me months ago,” he whispered. “Long after I left New Hope. I thought everyone was dead. How did you make it through the fire and the mutants?”

“I hunkered down in one of the ships. I stayed there awhile, waiting for other people, but no one came.”

“I’m sorry I left.”

“Don’t be.” Kirby didn’t need a reason to explain what she might’ve done herself. She shook her head as two pieces of her life came together that shouldn’t—couldn’t—coexist. And yet Drew was here. But the time for questions was later. “Can you help us out of here?” she asked.

“I wish I could,” Drew said solemnly. “They would kill me if I tried. Only the Head Guards have the keys.”

“The men who beat us,” she spat with the same disgust she’d had the first day.

“You and one of your friends wounded a few of them badly enough that they are keeping you there longer than others. But they will let you out soon. They will test all of you. That’s why I’ve come.”

“How did you know I was here? I didn’t see you.”

“I heard rumors that new people were here. I saw you from the cornfields, but I kept my distance,” Drew said. “I didn’t want to risk contacting you. Until now.”

“We need to escape this place.”

“I do not know how,” Drew said. “Perhaps we can figure it out together—you, me, and some others.”

“Others? Do you mean other people from New Hope?” Something stirred in Kirby’s stomach.

“I do not think any of them survived.” Drew seemed sad. “I mean, others from here.”

Kirby’s hope dwindled as quickly as it rose.

Before she could ask another question, Drew interrupted, “Be careful when you speak to your friends, or anyone else. They will watch you closely for a while. They will test you.”

“I understand.”

Drew paused. “Please do not give them a reason to kill you, Kirby, because they will. I have seen too many die here. Ollie, Avery, and the other guards will be looking for payback for what you and your friend did. I have to go, before I am caught. But I needed to warn you. When they let you out, pretend you do not know me. If they find out we have a past, they will keep us apart.”

“We have never met,” Kirby swore.


Chapter 36: William

William startled at the knock on the door, even though he had been expecting it. After lunch, a few of The Gifted had retired to their quarters around midday as they always did, to read, study, or do whatever they did in those quiet rooms for parts of the afternoon. He’d agreed to do the same, hoping to follow their schedule and act like one of them. William didn’t plan on resting or reading, though. He had other ideas. While in his room, he studied the city and the fields out the windows without being noticed. He learned more about the habits of the people outside, and looked for his friends.

As usual, the people who worked in the fields went out for most of the morning, before heading back behind the wall to eat lunch. Afterward, they dispersed among some of the other buildings on the city’s eastern side to fulfill other duties.

After watching for a part of the afternoon, he still hadn’t seen Kirby, Bray, or Cullen. He was frustrated by how little detail he could see from so high up.

Hearing Amelia knock, he crossed the room with the same trepidation he’d had since his first day trapped in the building. He didn’t trust that The Gifted wouldn’t change their minds and cast him behind the wall, or toss him into the arms of hungry demons.

He opened the door cautiously.

Amelia stood at the threshold, smiling as she handed him one of the round, orange and purple fruits that seemed much more prevalent in this region than back in Brighton. She adjusted some of her hair into a clip.

“Thanks,” he said, accepting the peach from her.

Her smile grew. “I know you’ve been enjoying them. I have something to show you downstairs.”

“Where are we going?” he asked, confused. He had thought they would return to the higher floor, where they would resume looking at books.

“Tolstoy has given me the approval to take you down to the third floor,” she said. “I think you’ll be impressed at what we have there.” Seeing the worry on his face, she added, “Don’t worry, William. I’m not going to harm you. I’ve told you that.”

Putting a small hope into a request, he asked, “Can we go see Bray, Kirby, and Cullen?”

Amelia’s face fell slightly. “No.”

Carefully, William said, “I want to know they are all right.”

“My promise is the only thing I can give you. They will be let out from the long building soon.” Changing the subject, she said, “Hopefully you will like what I have to show you, though.”

William exited the door and closed it, following Amelia down the stairs. Seeing the empty stairwell, William got ideas. He wanted to flee, find his way outside, and find his friends. But he knew guards waited at the bottom. And he knew guards kept watch on the seventeenth floor, underneath The Library Room. Besides, the entrances on the ground floor were certainly locked. If he got outside by the cornfields, demons would devour him. He didn’t know if there was a direct route into the city, but if he got there, the guards would catch him, or he would be as trapped as the other slaves. He saw no way out.

William asked, “How far down?”

“Can you count?” Amelia asked.

William said, “Yes. I learned my numbers in Brighton. My mother taught me what she knew, and I picked up some more things from the merchants.”

“I knew you were smart, William,” Amelia said, impressed. “We are going down twelve floors.”

William nodded as he counted, but the task did little to keep his looming fear at bay. While he walked, he kept his eye on Amelia, occasionally glancing out the windows. The crops swayed in a gentle breeze as the sun beat down on them. Demons scuttled between the tall corn stalks. He wished he had a view of the small buildings out back, the people, and the building that housed his friends. He hated whenever the rectangular building was out of his view.

“If I’ve counted right, this is the correct floor.”

“You’re right.” Amelia smiled. “Your room is on the fifteenth floor. This is the third. I’ll open the door.”

She pulled out the key ring from her pocket. William eyed the tangle of keys, all in various shapes and sizes, labeled with strange markings. If only he had a key ring such as hers, he could get wherever he wanted. But that was as likely to happen as running past a horde of demons.

Amelia found the right key—a piece of metal with a large, round top—and unlocked the door.

“Go ahead in,” she said, stepping back so he could push it open.

William hesitated. He had entered more than a few rooms that he regretted, since leaving Brighton. He pushed the door open gently, still not certain that demons wouldn’t jump out at him and chew his flesh, brother or not. Or maybe the other Gifted were waiting to subject him to some vicious torture. If anyone was on the other side of the door, he heard nothing.

The door gave way to a mostly-empty room.

Mostly.

Confusion crossed William’s face as he saw an enormous, wooden table sitting in the center. The table was tipped upwards on an angle that wasn’t good for reading, or eating. A large piece of paper sat in the center. He saw nothing else—no devices, no books.

“What is that table for?” he asked.

“It is called a drafting table,” Amelia told him. “A table used to make drawings.”

“What types of drawings?”

“It is easier to show you.”

William paused as she locked the door. She might be showing him wonderful things, but she still didn’t trust him. And he didn’t trust her.

“It’s okay, William. It is just a drawing.” Amelia laughed softly at his nervousness.

He followed her to the strange table, which was about the size of a piece of furniture that a family might use. The large paper lay flat against it. As he got closer, he saw that almost the entire piece of paper was marked with more drawings than he could process at once. His mouth hung open as he saw small, precise lines and words marked everywhere. Even the best artists in Brighton hadn’t conceived of something so detailed. His eyes roamed first to the bottom of the paper, to some round objects that looked like wheels.

Taking a guess before he had seen everything, he asked, “Is this a moving machine?”

Amelia stared at him, taken aback. “A car.”

“Yes, a car.” William replicated the way she spoke the wondrous word. “I have heard about them, in stories, and I have seen some decrepit pieces of metal in the woods. I know that people used them to travel over the ground, faster than a human could walk.”

Amelia seemed thoughtful. “It is funny you ask that. A long time ago, we worked on a few devices like that—primitive machines that we built with what we had—but we abandoned that idea before we progressed too far. It is dangerous traveling the wild with wheels. Things are not the way they were before The Collapse. Most of the roads that existed are covered over, buried in weeds. The roads are so sharp with rubble that the vehicles wouldn’t last long, with the materials we have. We would risk our safety leaving. And any humans we sent out would abscond with the vehicles, or be killed.”

“So you do not have cars?”

Amelia shook her head. “Unfortunately not. We also tried making an object called a balloon, but we quickly realized that relying on the wind was an easy way to get killed.”

“So what is the object on this paper?” William asked, taking a closer look.

Pointing to the middle of the paper, Amelia focused on a larger object that looked like a tube, with many smaller pieces connected to it. “As of now, it is little more than a dream. But eventually, we will make it a reality.” She watched William closely as she said, “It is an airplane, William, a small, flying device that will carry us through the air.”

“By the gods,” William said incredulously.

“Have you heard of those, too?”

William nodded. Kirby had told him fantastic things about them. Bray had even mentioned he saw the bones of one in the forests, outside of The Arches, rotted and sunken into the earth. “I know something about them.”

“Our design is in the early stages,” Amelia said. “It will take years to accomplish it. But with the knowledge of all that came before us, and an endless amount of time, I have no doubt we will succeed, eventually.” Pointing to a recessed spot on the top of the tube, she said, “This plane will only carry a few of us, so it won’t be like those that used to carry hundreds of people. As of now, Barron has only made the plans. But we have studied the knowledge of the first human inventors. The advances in flying moved quickly. It was only a handful of years between when the first plane was developed, in a time called the twentieth century, and planes flew in wars. The designs of our predecessors were refined and improved at a rapid rate, once they started. Perhaps once we get the first constructed, we will have greater and greater success. As I said, flying is a faraway dream, but hopefully not forever.”

William nodded.

Amelia pointed to a drawing that looked like it portrayed a complicated piece of metal. “This is plans for the engine. Barron is considering using steam to power it.”

“Like some of the other devices you told me about,” William remembered.

“Many of our devices in the shops run that way,” Amelia agreed. “A few of the earliest inventors built planes that ran on steam, though they weren’t as prevalent as those that ran on other methods. Back in the days before The Collapse, people had natural resources that we do not have today, like oil. But we have ways to work around it. In addition to steam power, we have fuel and lubricants made of vegetable oil, mostly from our corn. We have wood. We have options from which to choose and try.”

“It is hard to envision how the device will look, with only lines to look at,” William said, frowning as he looked at the peculiar picture.

“This is what we call a blueprint. It shows a sketch of what the object will look like, so you will have to use your imagination for what it would be in reality.” Amelia pointed at various places in the drawing. “To build a plane the way they used to build them would be a challenge. We might build the frame from wood, and use canvas to wrap it, similar to some of the first airplanes, a century before The Collapse.” Pointing at a few drawings that looked like wheels, Amelia said, “For the tires, we might use metal wrapped around wooden wheels, or perhaps leather. We might also need pontoons, objects that will help us land and takeoff. We will need to figure out lots of details. But it will be miraculous, once we determine a way.” Seeming to grow excited, Amelia said, “Come with me. I’ll show you some of the places where we will construct the plane, eventually.”

Amelia headed toward the glass windows to point.

William stopped. In his preoccupation with the drawing table, he hadn’t noticed that they were in the room with the balcony in the back of the building that he’d seen from up high. Looking over his shoulder, he saw another door and another balcony—the one where The Gifted had greeted them that first day.

Seeing the recognition on his face, Amelia said, “That is the northern balcony where we met. This other one, where I’m taking you, looks out over New City.”

“Do guards keep watch from here?” he asked.

Amelia shook her head. “We mostly use these balconies to greet people. Our guards keep watch on a higher floor, beneath The Library Room, as you probably heard.” Amelia watched him closely. “We also have the guards downstairs and demons outside. The building is protected, so you don’t have to worry.”

You mean, I am trapped, William thought.

William followed her to the window and through the unlocked door as she opened it. Feeling the fresh air on his face, William tasted freedom. The sights and sounds that had been vague through the glass windows upstairs were suddenly clearer. He saw more details of the people who had mostly been blurry, fleshy forms from upstairs. People—mostly women—milled around the small dwellings below, tending the young. A few larger men, the people he’d learned were Head Guards, lingered by the gate, or strode with importance between some of the buildings on the city’s eastern side. Only a handful of people crossed the dirt courtyard directly below them. If any had been close enough, William figured he could have yelled down and spoken to them.

He glanced surreptitiously at the rectangular building where Bray, Kirby, and Cullen were kept. He was close enough to see some of the larger cracks in its walls, and the thick, closed doors. William took another huff of air. The city was a pungent mix of demon stench, manure, and smoke.

“Do you see those buildings there?” Amelia drew his attention away, pointing at the larger buildings on the city’s eastern side. “Those are the shops where we make things, some of which will help make our plane. We keep all the shops in that section, close enough to access, but away from where people live. The two large buildings in the front, with the smoke coming from the chimneys, are our glass houses. Each has three furnaces, which burn at a temperature much hotter than any normal fire. It takes a long time to get the furnaces to the right heat. Behind them are several buildings for sewing, where we make clothes. That is where we will sew the canvas to cover the plane’s body. Farther back, we have shops for metal work, and places to can or store food. We have buildings farther back with machines that fashion things out of wood. Only the most skilled people are allowed in any of those buildings.” Amelia watched him, pride filling her words.

William looked from one building to the next, committing as much as he could to memory. The shop buildings were mostly in rows of two, going farther back on the eastern side of the city. A larger path separated them from the houses where people lived, which spanned to the left of them in long rows of about twenty, going most of the way back to the rear section of the wall on the back of the city. A handful of larger, decrepit or broken down buildings hung in the city’s rear. In the foreground, all the way to the east of the courtyard, he saw the larger, fenced-in area—a quadrant of dirt that seemed to be protected, sitting before the shops.

“What is that area?” he asked.

“That is the Feeding Pen, where we feed The Plagued Ones. You have heard the bells.”

“I haven’t seen the demons, though,” William said.

“That is because we eat at the same time. It is a fascinating spectacle, but not always appetizing.”

A few people walking a hundred feet from the base of the building drew William’s attention. “So all thousand people work here?” he asked.

“Yes. Our biggest group are the Field Hands, who harvest crops in the morning, and prepare or sort them in the afternoon. Others perform various other duties related to food such as canning. Some assist with the windmills. There are four hundred of them. The humans who show aptitude—and earn our trust—are taught a skill. Two hundred specialize in glass; another hundred work in our woodworking and metallurgy shops, and a hundred or so make clothes. A hundred more tend the animals toward the back of the city. We also have people who service the factories, or do various other chores, like cleaning the Feeding Pen or gathering firewood. And we have the Head Guards and their families, of course.”

“Are Ollie and Avery Head Guards?” William asked, trying to sound naïve.

“Yes, but they perform other roles as well. They help with matters here in The Learning Building, and also coordinate people’s activities with Rudyard. They mostly stay outside in the city, but occasionally they take shifts and guard the lower floor, or assist in trading with other colonies.”

“So they are leaders?” William asked.

“They are not Gifted, like us,” Amelia clarified, looking sideways at William. “They are human. They were born in New City. But they have earned our trust. They know that living here is better than living in the wild, as most learn.”

William watched one of the Head Guards walk between a few rows of houses, going to a building that had a closed door. Most of the other dwellings had only empty doorways. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the Head Guards had more privacy and protection than the slaves, and probably more amenities, too.

Amelia looked wistfully out over the railing and up to the sky. “It is a beautiful sight, though, isn’t it? Perhaps one day we will get a different view of the city, as we fly above it in our airplane.”

William nodded in agreement. The plane was a nice thought, but it didn’t help him now. He needed to figure out a way to leave.

“Come, we should get back upstairs.”

William followed her back through the balcony door and into the room. As they left through the doorway, he watched her pull out the key ring and lock the door.


Chapter 37: William

“William.” Tolstoy’s smile was wide and happy and seemingly genuine. He seemed pleased by William’s recent cooperation.

The other Gifted sat all around him, hands folded, looking at William and Amelia as they returned to The Library Room. All around the table sat a supper of steaming, redolent dishes of various types and colors. An array of glass cups sat next to empty plates, forks, and containers filled with water. Smelling the food made William’s stomach snarl with hunger. He hadn’t realized his appetite, while looking at the blueprints.

“Sit down,” Tolstoy said pleasantly, motioning toward two empty seats.

The others waited expectantly, as William and Amelia accepted his invitation. Sitting at the table, William’s eyes wandered over the spread of freshly baked bread, corn, squash, carrots, fruits, and meat, all arranged in platters by themselves. Meals such as these belonged to merchants in opulent houses, or soldiers eating in leader’s houses, not in his stomach. In his grandest fantasies, he hadn’t imagined a meal as diverse or as plentiful.

Seeing the expression on his face, Tolstoy said, “Eat as much as you’d like. This is our big dinner. We have it once a week. We call it the Blessed meal, based on some past traditions.”

William watched the other Gifted pass the plates around to each other, doling out sizable portions of meats, vegetables, and fruits. Amelia handed him a fresh bowl of bread. Reaching inside, he plucked out a thick, crusted piece and put it on his plate. The pattern continued until he could no longer see the bottom of his plate.

Guilt followed: his friends were still in that rectangular building, while he prepared to eat a meal fit for a Councilman, or an Elder. Hopefully, they would be out soon. To what? William couldn’t imagine, and thinking about it too long made him sick.

The air filled with the clank of plates and the pouring of beverages as the other Gifted ate. Amelia smiled.

“What did you think of the blueprints?” Tolstoy asked, around a mouthful of meat.

William chewed some bread, soaked in the meat’s juices. “The drawings are incredible.”

“It is a magnificent project we have undertaken. Probably our grandest,” Tolstoy said with an unabashed pride. “Its completion will open new opportunities for us.”

“For you, as well,” Amelia reinforced.

William swallowed and took another bite.

“Amelia probably told you its purpose.” The statement was more of a question as Tolstoy awaited an answer.

“Yes,” William said. “It is a flying machine.”

“An airplane,” Tolstoy clarified. “A device that will take us into the air and to places too dangerous to travel by foot. Everyone knows the risks of traveling in the wild.” Tolstoy watched him closely. “But there is another purpose behind this device.”

William stopped chewing, as if he was supposed to guess. He had no clue.

After a pause, Tolstoy said, “Our hope is to find more people like you, like us, once it is finished. It has been many years since we have found one of the smart ones.”

“Your arrival fills us with hope, William,” Barron said, nodding his bulbous, wart-covered head. “We have been talking about it since you arrived. That is why we wanted to show you the plane. You give us hope for the future.”

“I do not know what to say,” William muttered sheepishly.

Tolstoy took back the conversation. “Certainly, there must be people like us in other parts of the land, perhaps even with advances we haven’t been able to make. Imagine a place where we can feed and protect ourselves, slowly rebuilding the best parts of the past, without worry of needless pain and persecution.” Tolstoy’s eyes flashed an eagerness that seldom bled through his calm. “Whether it is here, in New City, or elsewhere.”

Those at the table watched William, judging him, confident in the impact of Tolstoy’s words.

“We will set ourselves up for the future, even if humans go extinct.” Tolstoy smiled.

William felt a new pit in his stomach as he digested those words. He’d been certain he’d face his end at the pointed end of a blade, or a pyre pole. To be immortal was a concept he hadn’t had time to digest. But the evidence was written in each aged face around the table, and each magnificent, intricate device in New City. Still, he couldn’t stop thinking of his friends, rotting away in that long, squalid building.

“Let us finish our meal,” Tolstoy said, returning to the mouthful of food on his fork. “We have plenty of time. Afterward, we will retire to our quarters and sleep.”


Chapter 38: Kirby

Kirby cracked her eyes as the door swung open, revealing the light of a new day. She shot upright as a large, bulky silhouette filled the threshold. She instinctively shielded her body, protecting herself from a beating. Ollie.

“Are you ready to come out?” he asked, surprising her with a pleasant tone. He beckoned softly with his hand, as if he hadn’t used the same hand to punch and drag her. She saw a smile on his face. A dare to disobey.

Kirby looked around for a moment. His tone was calm. Too calm. She was certain this was some trap, and that she was being brought to some new place where she would be killed. Or maybe he had other plans.

“Come out, or don’t,” he said. “It doesn’t matter to me.”

His smile became a smirk. Kirby noticed a few bruises on his cheeks. One of his eyes was still swollen, from where she had landed a punch.

She knew she’d pay for that.

She pushed herself to her feet. Her face stung with pain. Dried blood stained her clothing. She didn’t need to see her reflection to know how she must look, after days of stewing in her blood and filth.

“I said, come out.” His voice turned harsh. It was an order this time.

Catching her balance on the wall for a moment, she dragged her weary body toward the door.

“Maybe she needs a few more days in there.” Someone behind Ollie laughed. “Or another week.”

Ollie reached inside, grabbed her shirt, and threw her through the doorway. She landed in the dirt outside, on her knees, as sharp pain split her old wounds open.

Kirby tasted anger and raised her chin. A few other Head Guards, including Avery, watched her pain with perverse interest. One or two laughed. She wanted to spit in their faces. She wanted to raise her fists again and try and inflict more damage before she died, but Bray’s words came back to her.

Perhaps we will get out of this yet.

Resting an arm against the open door, Ollie made a show of sniffing the cell.

“It stinks in there,” he muttered to a few other men, who laughed.

“She is a forest dweller,” one of the guards remarked. “What do you expect? I hear they bathe in their own filth.”

“I hear they bathe alongside The Plagued Ones,” said someone else. “Some say they even lay with them.”

“Is she the one who gave you those bruises, and the swollen eye?” asked the first guard.

Ollie scowled.

“Maybe you have too much winter weight,” the man said, as the others snickered.

“Fuck off,” Ollie spat. “Or I’ll throw you in the cell. Don’t think I couldn’t.”

The other guards quieted, but Ollie’s newfound rage was written on his face.

Kirby would pay for their comments, too.

Using her hands to push herself from the ground, she made it halfway to her feet before Ollie booted her in the shins, sending her backward onto her butt. She raised her hands as she fell, certain another kick was coming. Ollie spat on the ground near her. His eyes blazed.

Kirby knew what he wanted.

He wanted to reclaim his wounded pride by pummeling her face.

The next beating wouldn’t lead to the cell, but to the grave. Ollie’s face twisted into a sneer she’d seen too many times, on the faces of men who had booted and kicked others until they stopped moving, before they dragged them away for the final time. Kirby wanted nothing more than to fight back, but she forced herself to look away.

Leaning down beside her, close enough that she could see the spittle on his lips and the venomous look in his eyes, forcing her to look, he said, “Have you had enough?”

She knew what that question meant. He wanted to see the defeat on her face, to taste it in her blood. He leaned even closer, close enough that she could land a punch that would make her feel good, even if it killed her. His lips quivered as he smiled, and she contemplated it.

“I asked if—”

“I’m finished,” she muttered.

“I didn’t hear you.”

She looked up, into the eyes of the small circle of guards, all smirking. A few raised their fists, ready to continue what he had started.

“I’m finished!” She shouted, throwing out the last of her pride with those words.

Ollie eyed her with a look of smug satisfaction, reveling in another victory.

“Get up.”

She slowly rose to her feet, still not certain that he wouldn’t hit her again. Ollie kept his fists at his sides. His smile said more than his words. He might be through beating her, now, but she wasn’t through paying.

She would never be, as long as she was alive.

The guards lowered their fists in disappointment.

“Hopefully she can work in the fields, with all those scabs,” one of the guards muttered.

More laughter.

She kept her bruised knuckles by her sides as she looked away, taking in her surroundings.

Morning light cast a yellow hue over the city. Men and women emerged from the paths between the homes, filing into a single line in the center of the dirt courtyard a few hundred feet away, where a row of empty wooden wagons waited. Past the growing line of people, diagonally in the distance, she saw the shops in the eastern portion of the city. Directly across the courtyard—straight ahead—was the fenced-in area she’d seen from the highest floors of the building.

A baby’s cry drew her attention to a mother lingering in a doorway perpendicular to the long building, holding a child, her face bleary from a long, sleepless night. That same baby’s cry—or another’s—had jerked Kirby from sleep several times while she’d been here, along with the snarls of demons.

The people in line stared at Kirby from a distance. She looked for Drew, but didn’t see him.

The scrape of a door drew her attention sideways. One of the other Head Guards stepped to the door next to hers, opening it. She had the panicked thought that the guard would pull a body from inside. Relief filled her as Bray emerged, dried, crusted blood on his swollen face, limping. She could barely see his features past the bruises. One eye was clenched half-shut. But he was alive—alive and moving. Relief crossed his face as their eyes met. He took a step toward her, but Ollie growled, “Stay put.”

Kirby’s heart pounded, but she obeyed.

Another door scraped on her other side. An impatient Head Guard pulled out a filthy, scared Cullen. Cullen looked around with wild eyes. For a moment, Kirby thought he wore a different set of clothing, but his tattered, filthy rags were just dirtier. He was impossibly thinner. Like she and Bray, he wore some dried blood on his face and his clothes. Even his cooperation hadn’t spared him a beating.

One of the guards spat at Cullen’s feet.

Cullen backed away, making it clear he wanted no part in any game.

Bored with Cullen, Ollie approached Bray, getting within inches of his face. He held up a meaty fist. He smiled as he raised it higher, waiting for Bray to prevent a blow. Bray blinked his swollen eye. He kept his hands at his sides, staring past Ollie, refusing to meet his glare.

Bray would take more punches, if he needed to, but he wouldn’t fight.

To the guards, it might be submission.

Kirby knew it was bravery.

Ollie waited for a retort, or a remark, but Bray kept his attention elsewhere. Seeing no fight was coming, more boredom crossed Ollie’s face.

“Get in line,” Ollie said to all of them.

A few slaves in the distant line hung their heads as they realized the confrontation was over. Kirby knew the mentality of some of them. They lived a bored, frustrated life of containment.

Some wanted bloodshed.

Kirby passed the leering Head Guards, crossing the gap of a few hundred feet to the line and sliding between two dirty, scrawny men who moved aside for her, averting their eyes. Bray and Cullen followed her lead, walking toward the same part of the line.

“No!” Ollie yelled, stopping them. “One in the back, and one in the front.”

Bray limped to the back of the line. Cullen moved to the front. The slaves waited for another instruction from the guards. Kirby felt the scrutinizing gaze of the guards as they passed, glaring. Ignoring the jabbing pain in her shin from Ollie’s fresh kick, and the old wounds that bled again, she stared straight ahead as Ollie took a strolling pass down the line, taking a count.

He stopped when he reached her, the same, greasy smile flashing over his face. “Your work today will determine whether you get a meal. If you try anything, you’re feed for The Plagued Ones.” Cranking a thumb at the slave next to her, a scrawny man with long, thin hair, he said, “Jack will show you how to harvest.”

The scrawny man nodded.

“He’ll also tell you what we do to people who step out of line, or start trouble.” Ollie’s sour breath filled the space between them as he leaned close. “Don’t think anyone cares if you die. The Semposi will bring us more of you.”

Kirby felt seething hatred as he continued down the line, rattling off numbers. Ollie paired Bray off with one man, and Cullen with another, and then they moved. Kirby barely felt her legs as she walked. Too many hours of laying, crouching, or standing in a cramped cell had taken its toll.

“What’s your name?” the scrawny man asked quietly.

“Kirby.”

She glanced at the man’s vacant, ringed eyes, and his disturbingly skinny body. If she hadn’t seen him forming the line with the others, she might’ve thought he’d come from another cell. The line moved. She fell in step with the other slaves, staring straight ahead with most of them, except a few who snuck glances over their shoulders. It looked as if they weren’t convinced something out of routine might not occur. Kirby looked over at the long building from which she’d come, noticing a few more closed doors, but she saw no sign of the captured slave they’d seen that first day.

For all she knew, he was dead.

Locating Cullen at the head of the line, Kirby watched him glancing nervously around. His lips moved soundlessly, as if he was speaking to someone. It seemed as though his solitary time in the cell had broken what was left of his mind. A few times, she had tried speaking with him through the cell walls, but her attempts had been fruitless. A pit in her stomach grew worse. He might not last longer than a day, if he couldn’t keep his mind on his work. Any anger she’d had toward him had diminished over the course of days. He was partially responsible for their enslavement, she knew, but looking at him, she couldn’t hold him accountable.

He had lost his good sense.

He didn’t deserve death.

She would help him when she could, but right now, they were each on their own.

She watched as every third person grabbed one of the wood-handled pushcarts close to the gate, where guards waited. Next to her, Jack grabbed a wagon. Two Head Guards opened the gate, revealing Rudyard.

A smile lingered on his face as he occupied the threshold in front of the fields.

More mutants than Kirby remembered lurked behind him, between the crops and further back on the dirt path, near the green, glimmering corn stalks. Rudyard made a few motions to the demons, who scattered without a verbal command. She saw rigidity in a few people’s postures as they saw Rudyard, as if a single step out of bounds might lead them into a mutant’s filthy claws. And it might. She doubted the guards—or Rudyard—would stop an unwarranted attack.

Rudyard looked at each of the slaves as if they were nothing more than the hard crust on a burnt piece of bread, or a piece of dung stuck to his boot. Nearly every one of them turned their heads in the opposite direction as they passed.

Following the rickety wheels of Jack’s wagon, Kirby didn’t pause as she crossed the threshold, not even to meet Rudyard’s triumphant gaze.


**




“This is how we do it,” Jack said, bending an ear of corn hanging almost perpendicular to a tall, green stalk. “Usually the corn at the top of the stalk is ready first.”

Kirby nodded, even though she’d picked plenty of corn before. She knew the toil of a laborer. She’d seen men and women used in all sorts of ways, worked until their fingers bled, until they could barely bend over to take off their boots at night, or stand up in the morning without raging pains in their backs or arms. Some of her owners had been more lenient than the others. But none were nice, and most were cruel.

She had a guess what kind of owners The Gifted were.

“Check the silks and make sure they are brown and dry before picking the corn.” Jack spoke in a soft, low voice as one of the Head Guards walked slowly down the dirt path, checking on them. The guard stopped, making no attempt to hide his stare. Jack continued. “The silks should peel back easily if the corn is ready. We will pick it in the morning, before lunch. While we eat, some other Field Hands will bring the corn to the storehouse in back, where we will shuck it and separate it in bins in the afternoon. We feed the husks to the animals. The rest is dried, stored, canned, or put in wagons for The Plagued Ones. The corn serves many uses here.”

Jack picked a few ears with relative ease, bending and twisting until they came off in his hand, throwing them in the wagon. The watching guard sauntered off down the pathway. Down the end of the row, a few hungry mutants wandered between the stalks.

Noticing Kirby’s attention to them, Jack said, “Watch out for dung on your boots. You don’t want to drag it away and into the city. It will make whatever house you end up in stink worse than it already does.”

Kirby took note of a few piles near her.

“A crew will pick up their waste after we are done, so we can use it.”

“What do they use it for?” Kirby asked, even though she had a vague memory of what The Gifted had said.

“They burn the dung in the shops in the eastern part of the settlement, along with the dung from the Feeding Pen,” Jack explained. “The Gifted have devices called machines. That’s how our people make clothing, parts for the windmills, or glass. Some of the slaves work with wood or metal. The dried, infected dung serves the same purpose as a stick of wood, or a log, for the machines that need it. It burns and makes the machines run.” Jack shrugged. “I don’t know how, exactly, but it works. They use corn to make some kind of oil for the machines, which mostly run on steam.”

At the mention of The Gifted, Kirby looked in the direction of the magnificent building. She glanced up and down the smooth, glimmering windows, thinking that she would see some sign of William, but she saw nothing. It was as if the magnificent tower had chewed his bones and swallowed him. Her hope was that he had found a way to abide by whatever perverse rules kept him alive, at least until she could figure something out.

She hadn’t seen Drew, either, although she hadn’t been able to see everyone in line. Too much looking would surely earn her a beating.

“If you prove yourself, you might end up in one of the shops. But it will take a while. And I’m not sure it’s any better than working out here.” A pained expression took over Jack’s face, already sweating from the morning sun. “I guess it depends on who you ask. Some say the shops are hotter than working outside.”

“How many people work in the shops?”

“There are nine hundred of us slaves in New City, and a hundred or so Head Guards. Four hundred of us are Field Hands. We are considered the lowest class. The rest work in the shops. The only people excused from work are the women who are charged with tending babies.” Moving away from the topic before Kirby could ask more questions, Jack bent an ear from its stalk and tossed it in the wagon. “If you aren’t sure if the corn is ready, you can peel back a bit of the husk and stick a fingernail in one of the kernels to make sure liquid comes out. But don’t peel back any and leave them to be ruined. Scavengers will get to them.”

Kirby said nothing as she bent down the nearest stalk, followed his instructions, and tossed a few ripe ears into the wagon. In rows ahead and behind, she heard the thud of corn dropping into receptacles. She could see a few of the slaves through the crops, but not Bray or Cullen.

She couldn’t get her mind off her strange meeting with Drew. Some part of her still wondered if she was dreaming when she spoke with him. She had heard his voice, but she hadn’t seen his face. What if he was some pain-induced hallucination? What if he was a ghost?

Or what if the spore had finally caught up to her, taking away her sense?

“When we fill our wagon, we’ll wheel it to the path,” Jack explained as they kept working. “The guards will make sure we grab an empty one. We’ll keep filling them until lunchtime.”

They moved from stalk to stalk, picking those ripe enough to eat, until the wagon was full enough that they could barely move it.

Finally, when the corn threatened to topple over the sides of the wagon, Jack said, “Let’s wheel it out to the path.”

They pulled the cart on stubborn wheels until they reached the end of a row, where several guards watched them trade an empty wagon for their full one. Kirby snuck a glance up and down the path. A few more people filled their wagons in the aisles, or worked on new ones. She saw no sign of her friends.

Or Drew.

Maybe he was a ghost.


Chapter 39: Bray

Bray picked his corn at an even speed, going neither slower nor faster than the man with whom he was paired, who was named Harold. The few times he saw Kirby or Cullen, always from a distance, he avoided their eyes, fearing retribution. Bray’s body hurt from the healing scabs and bruises, and he’d aggravated the arrow wound in his leg by moving too much, but filling the wagon didn’t require much effort.

Yet.

Bray knew the toll of many days’ labor on a body, or even a day. He had seen it on the faces of the farmers back in Brighton, who returned to their houses with hunched backs, stiff fingers, and ringed eyes. He knew the pains that lingered in their bones, long after the harvesting season ended. Even the slower months of winter weren’t enough to recuperate before another year of farming started.

Wheeling a full cart of corn to the path under Harold’s direction, he exchanged it for an empty one.

Farther down, Cullen emerged from a distant row, pulling an equally full cart out to the guards. Next to him, a skinny man with dark hair gave quiet instructions. Bray watched with concern as Cullen’s wagon hit a bump in the dirt, and it tilted sideways, dumping a few ears. Wiping the sweat from his face, he bent down to pick up the scattered vegetables, mumbling unintelligibly. Noticing, one of the Head Guards walked over, an angry look on his face as he appraised the spilled crops, and Cullen struggling to fish a piece of corn from beneath the wagon.

“Stupid forest-dweller!” the guard spat.

The guard booted Cullen’s ankle.

“Pick it up!”

Crying out in pain, Cullen found the corn and returned it to its place. He fumbled for the handle of a new wagon, pulling it off the path as the guard followed him angrily. Worry plagued Bray’s stomach. If Cullen didn’t acclimate, he’d die.


**




After a full morning’s work, the guards announced an end to the shift. Bray and Harold fell in line behind some others. As they headed for the gate, Bray got a glimpse of Kirby and Cullen far in the distance, at different spots in the line. From somewhere behind him, he heard Rudyard speaking softly to the demons, keeping them from following.

He thought of Rudyard’s filthy smile as they’d crossed the gate in the morning. That smile was wider than anything Bray had seen when Rudyard was upstairs, among the books and gadgets. Several times during the morning, Rudyard had lingered near the guards as they scolded or booted the slower Field Hands, watching with depraved amusement. Occasionally he added a demoralizing word. He reveled in the power, the pain, and his position.

He loved degrading the humans.

They kept going until they passed through the gate. On the other side, Harold said, “We’ll leave the last wagons here. Some other Field Hands will bring them to the Shucking Rooms. We’ll work there in the afternoon.” They abandoned the wagon.

“What now?” Bray asked him.

“Lunch,” Harold said quietly. “I’m not sure where your house will be. You’ll have to ask a guard.”

Without another word, Harold strode off among some other people, heading up the nearest path between the small houses. Bray looked around for Kirby and Cullen, thinking he might have a moment to verify they were all right. He only had a breath alone before a Head Guard said, “This way.” The guard waved a meaty arm. “It’s moving day, forest-dweller.”


**




Bray followed the guard through the dirt courtyard. On his right, he saw doused bonfires, around which people presumably gathered. In the front row of houses, he saw people. A man with a round, dirty face stared at him from a house’s open doorway, sipping a flask. An old woman gave a long, sympathetic glance. Bray allowed his eyes to linger only momentarily. Behind him, the guards herded more slaves through the gate as they left their wagons.

In front of Bray, a wide dirt path cut between the middle of the rows of small houses. Aside from that path, there were numerous other, smaller paths between the dwellings. Each of the houses was spaced apart by about fifteen feet, with no doors at the entrances, except for a few, which Bray figured belonged to the Head Guards. Through open doorways, Bray saw more women holding babies to their breasts, or tending young children. The air smelled of unwashed bodies and sweat, mixed with the ever-present stench of demons.

“You’re lucky. They’re putting you in the front row,” the guard leading him muttered as they crossed the courtyard. “We won’t have to go far.”

The guard led Bray to a dumpy, broken building at the edge of the courtyard, with several missing stones in the front wall. Like most of the other buildings, it had no door. Through the threshold, Bray saw a short, stubby man staring at him from a stove hearth, cooking. A few misshapen pots and pans hung on the wall near him. A few tattered bedrolls lay on the ground. The guard introduced them with a grunt.

“Teddy, meet your new roommate,” he said, without bothering to introduce Bray.

Teddy nodded soundlessly, stirring his pot.

The guard appraised Bray, waiting for a reaction. When he gave nothing other than a nod, the guard pointed to a bedroll in the corner of the room, on which lay a few articles of clothing. A fresh swell of hate struck Bray as he recognized his loose belongings. The clothes looked as if they’d been dragged through the dirt. A tattered blanket replaced his old one.

“As long as you keep working, you’ll stay here,” the guard said. “Mess up, and you’re back in the cell. Or maybe we’ll make a few of The Plagued Ones happy and throw them a warm meal.”

Bray suppressed his anger and calmly said, “I understand.”

“Once a week, we pass out rations. Make them last; you won’t get more. You’ll cook your own meals, and you’ll be expected to get in the line with the other Field Hands in the morning and after lunch. Failure to do so means punishment.” The guard looked at Teddy, who averted his eyes. “You already know better than to try escaping. If you need another warning, Teddy can tell you what happened to his last roommate.”

Teddy stopped stirring as a painful memory flickered through his face.

Continuing, the guard said, “Everyone works full days. You earn your keep, and you’re protected. That’s how we stay alive.”

With a final, firm nod, the guard walked out, leaving Bray with Teddy. Bray watched the guard stride back across the courtyard. Silence filled the air.

“I didn’t catch your name,” Teddy said after a moment.

“Bray.”

Teddy kept stirring. He looked around the room for a moment before saying, “You were here with The Gifted boy.”

Bray nodded.

“Some thought you were here to trade him,” Teddy said.

“No,” Bray said firmly. “He’s my friend.”

Guilt swirled in Bray’s stomach as he realized he had no idea where William was—at least, not for certain.

Teddy took the pot from the fire, looking past Bray and out the doorway, as if someone might be eavesdropping. He set the pot down and retrieved two wooden bowls from the room’s corner that looked as if they wore the stains of the last fifty meals. He scooped some watery broth into one.

“They say they haven’t found a new Gifted in a hundred and fifty years.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Bray said, cautiously.

“He is the youngest of any of them, by far,” Teddy said thoughtfully.

Bray remained quiet.

“In any case, he’s not here now, but you are,” Teddy said, seeming to find his manners. “Do you want some soup?”

The ache in Bray’s stomach seemed to have become a permanent feeling. “Sure, thanks.”

Teddy handed him the bowl. “There are spoons over in the corner.”

Bray looked around the battered hovel, finding a few pieces of grubby silverware on the side of the small hearth. He took one and slurped some of the soup into his mouth. It tasted mostly of water, but he caught the hint of some vegetables.

“Soup is a good way to stretch rations, when you need to. It will keep us going for the afternoon shift,” Teddy said. “I would cook more, but they won’t give us fresh supplies until next week.”

Bray furrowed his brow. “I thought we each got our own food supply.”

“The food is for the house. They’ll give us a little more now that there are two of us, but we’ll have to share until next week.”

Bray felt a sting of anger as he realized he was using the man’s meager stores. “Bastards,” he muttered.

Teddy looked around, as if Bray might have invited a demon into their home. “Don’t say that too loud,” he warned. “They’ll punish us both.”

Bray didn’t tempt fate twice. Looking out the open doorway, he saw a few people walking by, watching with interest. They were curious. He knew better than to trust anyone besides Kirby and Cullen. Lowering his voice, he asked Teddy about the guard’s statement. “The guard mentioned your old roommate. What happened to him?”

Teddy stopped sipping abruptly, as if the soup had burned his tongue. “He was killed.”

“What did he do?”

“He didn’t work fast enough.” Teddy’s face went grim. “I’m hoping you will last longer than he did.”


Chapter 40: William

“Our ancestors built some fascinating things,” Amelia said, a wistful look in her eyes as she closed one of the books at which she and William had looked, a book filled with pictures of strange devices and miraculous buildings.

“They certainly did,” William agreed. “The pictures are incredible.”

“You’ll get much better value in the books if you know the words that go along with the pictures. Soon, I’ll teach you to read.” Amelia stood, taking the top half of the book pile and handing the rest to William. “Will you help me put the books back?”

“Sure,” he said, in the same agreeable tone he’d kept since the other day.

He took the pile of books and followed her, glancing around the room at the other Gifted, who studied quietly at the desks along the windows. Tolstoy and Rudyard were downstairs, as they often seemed to be.

As Amelia walked ahead of him, he heard the faint jangle of her keys in her pocket. He watched the folds of her robe, catching an outline of the key ring. He’d been paying special attention to everything—which keys she used, and which keys unlocked which doors.

More than once, he’d glanced cautiously at the pocket in her robe, wondering if he could sneak in and fish them out, tuck them into his pants. But too many things worked against him. She’d certainly feel it. Even if he could do it without her noticing, one of the other Gifted might see.

Even if he got the keys, then what?

As soon as she found the keys missing, Amelia would hunt for them. It wouldn’t take long to figure out that the boy she’d been spending time with had acted on a foolish idea. And then he’d be punished, thrown into the same dark cell as his friends, or maybe pitched from one of the two balconies he’d seen downstairs.

That ruled out his second idea.

He had thought about ferreting away her keys and getting one or two of them off—maybe his room key, for starters. But she’d notice that, too.

Frustrations.

And so William continued playing his part, carrying the books next to Amelia as he listened to the tantalizing jingle coming from her pocket, singing a tune of freedom he wanted so badly.


Chapter 41: Bray

Machines.

Incredible ones.

Bray couldn’t help his wonder as he peered at the devices through the doorways of the buildings on the city’s eastern side, following Harold and a line of other Field Hands. Some of the machines were as large as Bray himself, comprised of various tubes and pieces of metal, and devices that looked like the belts people wore on their waists—looped in circles, wrapped around circular pieces of metal, or connected in other ways he couldn’t see. Some looked as if they were attached to tables, with gadgets and metal devices atop their surfaces.

“That device is called a lathe,” Harold explained as he pointed at one machine through a doorway. “They use it to work on wood.”

Bray nodded as a few men and women veered from the path, taking their places inside the room, under the Head Guards’ direction.

“The women work there, too?” Bray asked.

“No one is spared a day’s labor,” Harold said matter-of-factly.

Continuing, they passed another building with smaller, plentiful devices. Bray watched a few slaves take places in front of several machines attached to tables, with pedals at their feet. He saw large sheets of fabric draped inside the room.

“The sewing rooms,” Harold said. “Our weavers produce clothes much faster than someone doing it by hand in the wild. It is a good source of trade.”

“I understand,” Bray said.

“You probably felt the heat of the glass houses in the beginning of the path,” Harold said.

Bray nodded, recalling the intense swelter from inside those buildings.

“They are heating them up for the next round of production. They will cook our glassware, some windows, and some other things to trade.”

Bray nodded, glancing over his shoulder at a few trolling guards, who were clearly listening.

Finally, they arrived at a building with no walls. Tall, wooden beams supported a raised ceiling, allowing some ventilation on what had turned into a scorching day. Far ahead of them, Kirby and Cullen veered into other, similar buildings, separated.

The building’s open room had been arranged into three makeshift aisles. On the right of each aisle sat the wagons filled with the morning’s harvested corn. On the left sat large, wooden bins with wheels, separated by groups of two.

“Let’s hurry and find a spot,” Harold said, heading down an aisle and toward the building’s outskirts. “If you get a station by the edge, it’s cooler.”

Bray watched the other Field Hands take spots all around them, filling the aisles. Guards paced back and forth along the building’s edges, supervising the Field Hands. Harold took an ear of corn from one of the wagons, demonstrating as he placed the corn on the side of his hip.

“This is the way I shuck it. Everyone has a different method. Grab the silks by the tassel at the top. Hold the layers of husk as you pull them down the middle, first one side, then the other. Then clean off the remaining silks, and break off the end.” The man shucked the corn and pointed to a few bins on the other side of them. “That bin is for the cleaned corn. The other is for the husks and other parts which we feed to the animals, or compost.”

Bray nodded, keeping a brisk pace as he worked on his corn. Teddy’s warning from lunch loomed over him as he recalled the man’s dead roommate. If he didn’t keep up his speed, he’d be killed.

That thought made him think of Cullen.

Hopefully he kept his pace.


Chapter 42: Cullen

Cullen flinched as corn hit the bins all around him. He stared around him at the other workers. It seemed as if all of them were looking at him, waiting for him to mess up. His hands shook as he peeled. Every time he looked at a guard, they stared at him with waiting eyes. They wanted to beat him, like they’d done that first day, when they’d thrown him in that dark hole.

“You need to go faster,” the man training him warned. “Or they’ll pull you out of here.”

Cullen nodded as corn thudded into a bin near him. Each noise reminded him of the echoes in the tunnels—the rats, waiting to gnaw his bones, or The Clickers, waiting to drag him away. The cell they’d stuck him in was worse. So much worse. So small, so dark. No way out. He could still smell the putrid filth of countless other rotting prisoners, forced into equal misery. If he stopped peeling, they’d throw him back there. Keep going. Keep going.

Peel.

Separate.

Toss.

Thud.

Cullen smeared some perspiration from his forehead, barely keeping hold of the corn between his slippery, sweat-covered fingers. The guards’ stares bore into the side of his head. His ankle stung from the kick they’d given him this morning. Other parts of his body still ached from the beating they’d given him when they tossed him into the dark hole. The next time they threw him in, they told him he’d rot away forever. He’d die there.

I don’t want to go back.

So small, so dark.

Peel.

Separate.

Toss.

Thud.


Chapter 43: Kirby

All around Kirby, men and women sweated through their clothing as they shucked corn. Kirby listened to some of the quiet conversation around her. Most spoke of children at home, or meals they would cook for the evening. Every so often, one of the Head Guards walked down the rows, making the conversations quieter. The Field Hands carefully avoided looking at the Head Guards, just as they had in the fields, but a few watched Kirby. Even a small break in routine could turn a monotonous day into a memorable one, and her entrance had been anything but quiet.

Jack seemed to take solace in his rhythm as he shucked. He reminded her of too many slaves in her homeland, who had fallen into a mindless routine, drowning their discontent by throwing themselves into their labor. They rose, they toiled, and they ate, but in all other respects, they were empty husks of corn, waiting for their jobs to consume them. She felt pity for these people, just as she felt pity for Jack.

But pity never got anyone anywhere.

Action did.

That thought made her think of Drew.

She snuck another glance around her, watching dirty hands work and mouths form empty, superficial conversation. It seemed as if everyone worked in tandem, keeping a speed that worked and from which they were afraid to break. All wore the same dirty clothes, sunburnt faces, and ruddy complexions. None wore any extra weight.

Her eyes were drawn to a skinny, disheveled man in the corner of the room, working quickly and quietly. Kirby’s eyes passed over him before they returned. When she recognized him, Kirby fought to keep hold of her corn. Drew’s cheekbones jutted out from his gaunt face. His eyes—once clear and blue—were sunken. Had she seen him in the wild, she might not have recognized him. A lump hit her throat as he looked up and met her eyes.

Drew was no ghost.

“What’s going on?”

Movement yanked her attention elsewhere.

One of the Head Guards walked toward her aisle.

Not just any Head Guard.

Ollie.

A row of people turned their heads, avoiding his eyes. Kirby quickly put her focus on her work, but Ollie already had her in his sights. He strode with purpose, passing a few workers who quickly moved aside, sensing his anger.

Kirby clutched the half-shucked corn in her hand.

Thundering the last few steps, Ollie stopped in front of Kirby. Workers stiffened and froze. A last piece of corn hit the bottom of a bin. Jack took a nervous step away from Kirby.

Kirby slowly peeled the last few bits of silk from her corn, throwing it into the bin. Without pause, she picked up another piece, continuing to work while Ollie watched.

Ollie growled and got in her face, forcing her to meet his eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” she said.

“You seem to be focused on everything but your work,” Ollie spat. “Perhaps you aren’t ready for the outside, after all.”

“I am ready,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm as she picked up another piece of corn.

“Perhaps you need another night in the long building. I can take you there, if you’d like.”

Ollie looked from her face to her shirt, making no effort to disguise his lascivious thoughts.

She kept her face even as Ollie looked at her, but she didn’t put down the corn. She shucked it, peeled back the husks, and tossed the remnants. She picked up another. The room around her was silent. She felt the scrutinizing gaze of every eye, every pair of idle hands. A few more guards sidled up behind Ollie, watching.

“Everything okay, Ollie?”

Ollie’s lip curled. He wanted an excuse to use his ready fists, not that he needed one.

The room was a silent battlefield, waiting for an explosion.

A piece of corn dropped across the room.

That noise might as well have been a call for action.

Ollie bent, grabbed her bin, and flipped it. Corn rolled in every direction as a she and Jack leapt out of the way. The bin clattered to the floor, sending more corn astray. In a big, stomping motion, Ollie took another bin, grabbed the bottom, and threw it, spilling scraps over the floor. Cobs rolled under Kirby’s boots as she avoided them. A few people covered their mouths, or stepped further back, their sunburnt faces paling with fear.

“Pick it up!” Ollie roared, glaring at both Kirby and Jack.

Kirby said nothing as she bent down, righted the bins, and quietly picked up the contents. Jack helped. Ollie watched them work, until his angry, laborious breaths grew quiet. “One more time, and you’re both in the cell!”

Kirby met Jack’s frightened eyes, promising herself that she would apologize to him later.

She finished her work without so much as a glance in Drew’s direction.


Chapter 44: Kirby

Kirby stared out the doorway of the small, dirty house to which she’d been assigned. A baby’s cry drew her attention behind her, where Esmeralda, the woman with whom she’d been told to live, stood, consoling a crying child. Esmeralda’s face was pale. Her long, dark hair, was tangled in knots. She had the frazzled look of a new mother, running on too little sleep.

“Shhhh…stay put Fiona,” the woman whispered, holding the fussy baby tight.

A bubbling noise drew Kirby’s attention to a small hearth, where a pot spilled over a fire. Esmeralda cursed softly and prepared to tend to it, balancing a squirming Fiona on her shoulder.

“Let me help you,” Kirby said, stepping in and using a glove to remove the pot from the fire.

Esmeralda looked grateful. “Thank you.”

“What are you making?”

“Cornmeal,” Esmeralda said. “They allow us to make it for the infants, in between meals. We will eat it later. It will be a little change from the bread you had at lunch, at least.”

“It looks like the water is ready. Where is the cornmeal?” Kirby asked.

“Over there, in a pouch next to the bed.” Esmeralda pointed it out with her elbow, while Kirby dug through some meager rations. Several pouches of the same size, seemingly measured, contained grain and oats. Next to them was a larger sack containing some vegetables and some rancid-smelling meat.

“If you use about a third of the pouch, we should have enough for later,” Esmeralda instructed.

Kirby poured a third of the pouch into the water, set the pot back over the fire, and stirred.

“The eating utensils are over there.” Esmeralda nodded at a pile of dishes and smaller spoons on the ground. “They are difficult to clean, but I do my best. It has been harder with Fiona.”

Kirby nodded. She knew the difficulties of having children, though she never had one. “Is the baby’s father here?”

“I am alone.” Esmeralda blinked something from her eyes as she cleared her throat.

“I did not mean to pry,” Kirby said.

“I do not fault you for it,” Esmeralda said. Regaining her composure, she changed the subject. “I did not think you would survive your beatings. I saw what they did to you that first day, and this morning.”

“It was not the first time,” Kirby said bitterly, wanting to add that it wouldn’t happen again, even though she couldn’t promise that. Outside, some guards barked loud orders.

“I appreciate the help with the cornmeal,” Esmeralda said, as Kirby stirred the pot some more. Pointing to Kirby’s face, she said, “You still have some blood and dirt on you. I have more water in a flask by my bedroll, and some towels to clean up, if you would like.”

“Thanks,” Kirby said, taking her up on the offer and using the towels and water to wipe the stains on her face, some of which had sweated off from a long day of toiling in the sun.

“The guards can be ruthless,” Esmeralda said with a sympathetic glance.

“I have known many like them,” Kirby said, without elaborating. She wasn’t stupid enough to trust a woman she just met.

Looking past Kirby and out into the courtyard, Esmeralda lowered her voice. “They were angry about what you did to them. Not all fight back the way you did when you were brought here.”

Kirby thought of Ollie’s black eye and the bruises on his cheeks. She tried to take some solace in the few punches she’d landed.

Perhaps reading the angry look on Kirby’s face, Esmeralda said, “Do not tempt them. They will do much worse.”

Kirby finished cleaning, returned to the cornmeal, and stirred it a last few times. “Where do you work?”

“In the machine shops, normally.” Esmeralda bent down and handed Kirby a few wooden bowls. “I was granted some time with Fiona. When the time is up, some other women will watch her, while I go back to work.” She seemed sad. “I will miss her during the day.”

“I understand,” Kirby said.

“If you prove your worth after a while, you might be given a skilled job, like I have. They aren’t easy jobs, but they are a break from the fields.”

Kirby paused as she listened. “What do you do in the machine shop?”

“I make whatever pieces of metal The Gifted tell us to,” Esmeralda said. “Rudyard relays the instructions. The Head Guards supervise. Sometimes it takes a while to learn how to produce things in the manner they want. But they treat us a bit kinder, if we work well, and fast. Perhaps you will get a job there, too.”

“Perhaps,” Kirby said, her mind already stuck on escape.

Spooning out a portion of cornmeal, Kirby handed it to Esmeralda, who took it gratefully. She was about to dole out another portion when Esmeralda stopped her. Outside, some people started heading back down the paths. She saw a few ducking in doorways, but she couldn’t see the courtyard from where she was, ten rows back.

“We can’t eat yet,” Esmeralda warned. “We have to wait.”

“Why?”

“They are almost finished cleaning the Feeding Pen.” Esmeralda nodded in an easterly direction. “We can’t eat dinner until The Plagued Ones are finished.”


Chapter 45: Bray

Bells clanged in the air.

The noise echoed off the front row of houses and in the alleys between.

Bray looked up from his bedroll, staring through the doorway while the same sounds he’d heard while sitting in his prison cell repeated. Somewhere over the surrounding walls, demons snarled.

Teddy explained, “Time for The Plagued Ones to feed.”

Bray stood and walked to the threshold of his new house, looking out over the courtyard. Several Head Guards stood by the gate in the wall, through which he’d come earlier from the fields. They shook some metal bells that produced a high-pitched clanging sound. Each noise incited the hissing, shrieking demons on the other side, which seemed as if they might climb over the gate.

Bray looked left and right. All along the doorways that lined the front of the settlement, more slaves watched nervously. A few young children scurried deep into the dwellings.

Teddy pointed across the courtyard, toward the fenced-in area. “That’s where they feed them.”

A few hundred feet away, the gate was open. It was the first time Bray had seen inside. The fenced-in area was comprised of thick wooden slats, built close enough together that they allowed no light to escape. Inside, through the open door, Bray saw piles of fresh corn. A few slaves rolled empty wagons from inside, fear in their steps. The guards stationed at the gate of the fenced-in area held similar bells, but they didn’t ring them yet.

“The men inside are tasked to clean out the Feeding Pen. They take out the dried dung and refill the pen with fresh corn. Usually those who are punished do it,” Teddy said nervously.

“I’ve heard a little about it,” Bray said, recalling the conversation he’d had with The Gifted in the shimmering building, and the things he’d pieced together.

The men with pushcarts veered away from the Feeding Pen entrance, heading up the path that led between the first rows of shop buildings and out of sight, probably to return the wagons somewhere. The Head Guards at the Feeding Pen watched them go, before signaling across the courtyard to the Head Guards at the front wall gate.

All started ringing their bells.

The guards at the front of the settlement opened the gate.

A stream of twisted men poured inside.

Bray’s stomach clenched as nearly a hundred naked, screeching demons filled the courtyard, trampling over the dirt and bringing their stench. A few defecated, or urinated. More than a few demons eyed the slaves hiding in their houses, but most were focused on the open gate at the other end, where the latter guards rang the same bells, ushering them forward and into the Feeding Pen.

“The bells reinforce their behavior,” Teddy said. “At least, that’s what The Gifted tell us. Occasionally we have an injury. They usually go for the children, who are easy prey. That is why most of the children hide deep in their houses with their families.”

“Why would they let them in here?” Bray shook his head. “It seems foolish.”

“Many reasons,” Teddy said. “For one, it is a reminder of our worth. There are other reasons, too. Feeding them in the pen keeps the dung contained, so they can use it for the machine shops. It also helps as a training exercise. Or at least, that’s what Rudyard says. He has his own reasons for everything.”

Bray couldn’t hide the disgust on his face.

Somewhere over the commotion, he heard Rudyard barking orders, though he couldn’t see him past the stream of demons, still coming in through the front gate.

More twisted men traipsed across the settlement, heading for the Feeding Pen. A few glared hungrily at Bray and Teddy, but none deviated from the path. The first demons to enter the pen grabbed hold of the loose ears of corn that had been dumped inside, munching hungrily. A few grabbed for the same pieces, snapping and snarling. When all the demons were inside, the bells stopped ringing. A mass of tumbling, writhing bodies fought over the corn. The guards near the Feeding Pen closed the gate.

Looking back to the front wall, Bray saw Rudyard past the threshold of the gate, lording over another mass of demons. He held up his hands, shouting for the demons to halt. The Head Guards at that end closed the main gate, taking away Bray’s view.

“They feed them in shifts, so the Plagued Ones don’t get too unruly,” Teddy explained, adding, “And so no one gets any ideas about escaping.”

The wail of hungry demons filled the air on the other side of the city wall. Rudyard yelled orders above them.

“Rudyard reminds us often that he is the only thing keeping them back,” Teddy said nervously. “That, and the guards with the bells.”

Bray nodded. It didn’t take a genius to see that without a system, the slaves would become easy meals. The slap of hungry maws from the Feeding Pen could just as easily chew on flesh.

“They tell us The Plagued Ones are here for our protection,” Teddy said. “They are the city’s army.”

Hearing some doubt in Teddy’s voice, Bray asked, “Is that what you believe?”

Teddy’s eyes scanned the Head Guards nervously. “We work to feed the army, so that we might live in peace here, free from the dangers of the forests.” He sounded as if he was parroting someone else’s words. “I do what they tell me, so I can stay alive. I don’t question it.”

“How long have you been here?” Bray asked.

“Forty years.”

Bray furrowed his brow. “How old are you?”

“Forty-six years old. I was six when they came for us.”

“They?”

“The Hunters. They call them Semposi. I am assuming they brought you here, too.”

“Indirectly,” Bray said.

“They are a vicious people,” Teddy said. “But they have learned to co-exist by providing for The Gifted. They do what they can to survive, like the rest of us who lived in the forests. I am the last of my family. My mother was a slave here, too, but she passed away from sickness.”

“I am sorry,” Bray said.

“It was a while ago. I have grieved and moved on.” Teddy lowered his eyes.

“One of the men we are with, Cullen, came from the forests,” Bray said.

“I have been here so long I barely remember anything of my old life.”

Bray turned his attention back to the courtyard. When the slapping sounds had subsided, the Head Guards—and Rudyard—coordinated opening the doors. The demons streamed out, remnants of corn dripping from their faces. Inside the Feeding Pen, Bray saw gnawed, broken cobs and scattered feces. When the demons had cleared the threshold, the same Field Hands from before wheeled in more carts of corn into the pen, preparing for the second round of feeding.

“The Plagued Ones get meat in the forests at night,” Teddy said. “They are allowed to eat anything they find out there. They would eat us, if we were foolish enough to try and escape and wander the woods then. It is another way to keep us in. That, and the trinkets they place on the other side of the walls. They rattle if anyone tries to climb over, alerting The Plagued Ones.”

Bray nodded gravely as he learned the use of the strange objects. Too many safeguards.

“The corn keeps them sated, or so they tell us.” Teddy paused. “But I fear they are always hungry. I wouldn’t want to imagine what would happen if they came for us.”


Chapter 46: William

William sat at the table with the other Gifted, sipping water and eating a generous meal as the same bells he heard every evening rang. No one broke from conversation, or their meal, at the sounds. The Gifted bobbed their heads, speaking about the books they’d read, the projects on which they’d worked, or the day’s activities.

“I reread some of our books on aviation today,” Barron said, as the others turned their heads toward him interestedly.

“Did you discover anything worthwhile?” Tolstoy asked, around a mouthful of food.

“The braking mechanism in the old, steam-powered planes is of much curiosity,” Barron said with enthusiasm, as he nodded. “The steam engine is reversible, making stopping a short process. The propeller spins backward, effectively halting the plane. It is an effective method of braking, though steam-powered planes weren’t too prevalent in history. It is an option I am exploring.”

“Brakes are important,” Herman said, with a thin line of laughter on his wart-covered mouth. “Without them, we might never see you again.”

A few Gifted laughed.

“Stopping is as important as getting started,” Barron agreed.

To William, the conversation might as well be in another language. He listened, he nodded, but he could do little more than take it in as he speared a bite of potato.

“It is interesting to see how many people argued about who was first,” Herman said. “Each inventor wanted credit, or their families did. For our purposes, none of that matters.”

Seeing the confusion on William’s face, Tolstoy explained, “Not everyone in the past accepted history. Some sought to disprove what humans thought they knew. Others tried taking credit for someone else’s inventions. We Gifted have no use for such arguments.”

“With so much time passing, and no one alive to care besides us, the names are less important than the knowledge they shared,” Herman said with a shrug. “Even our names are unimportant.”

“Most of us have chosen different names than what we used to go by,” Amelia said. “Tolstoy is perhaps the most learned of us. Which is where he got his name.”

“What does your name mean?” William asked Tolstoy.

“Years ago, lots of humans held up a particular author’s book as an example of a long, difficult piece of literature,” Tolstoy said. “All of us remember it, though none of us have read it. We no longer have a copy. My nickname was given to me by the others, because of the number of books I’ve read.”

“He has lots of knowledge,” Herman said.

“Barron’s name is taken after a famous pilot who flew in an old war, though he spells it a bit differently,” Amelia explained. Seeing the confusion on William’s face, she said, “A pilot is a person who flies planes.”

“What about your name?” William asked Amelia.

“My name is my own,” she said, “although it is a fitting coincidence, given the project we have undertaken.”

William nodded again, though he didn’t understand what she meant.

“Perhaps when you can read, you will pick up more of what we are saying,” Tolstoy assured him.

“I will start teaching you tomorrow,” Amelia said. “Would you like that?”

“Yes, I would,” William said.

“I’ve heard some of the conversations you’ve had with Amelia. I think you will pick it up quickly,” Tolstoy complimented.

William put on the happy smile he had learned to use on adults with agendas, hoping it worked on The Gifted. He was chewing a bite of meat when more bells sounded.

“Some time, we will watch the feeding. It is a reminder of the fate we escaped, with our cells’ mutation,” Herman said, turning his bulbous head to look at William. “We could have turned out like The Plagued Ones. We could have been animals. Thankfully, we are not.”


Chapter 47: Bray

Bray stared into the darkening courtyard. The demons were gone, but their fetid stench lingered, invading the homes of the powerless people. The demons were unassailable. He couldn’t jab a sword in their throats, or take their scalps. He couldn’t battle his way out of death, like he did in the wild. The demons might as well be gods, for all the good his bare hands would do.

In all his life, he had never felt as defenseless.

And that was exactly what The Gifted—what Rudyard and the Head Guards—wanted.

The people of New City were beaten down.

He saw it in the terrified looks on their faces, as they peered out from the open doorways. He saw it in the children’s fear as they hunkered by their mothers during the feeding. The slaves lived their lives at the end of a blade, waiting for the final jab into their throats. They teetered on the ledge between hunger and punishment. They waited for the day they were used and discarded. Their treatment was worse than anything he’d seen in Brighton.

Turning, he watched Teddy sip on the last bits of broth from the day’s reheated soup. His fear seemed to have melted. “Another day down,” he said with a sigh.

Bray wondered if he murmured the same thing, when no one was around.

“How many roommates have you had?” Bray asked, thinking more information might help him.

“More than I can remember,” Teddy said, looking as if he struggled to recall. “Most died. A few are still here, transferred to other homes. Not all are fit for this life. Some were infected.”

Bray felt a stab of new fear as he thought of Kirby’s condition. “What do they do with the infected?”

“Anyone who displays signs of infection will show it, of course. They stop working, or behave strangely. They aren’t as productive. When the signs show, the Head Guards take them away. No one knows what happens to them.”

Bray nodded through his worry. As long as Kirby kept working, hopefully she’d be safe. He watched out the doorway, where a handful of slaves stoked bonfires, conversing and sipping flasks.

“What happens now?” Bray asked.

“We get the rest of the night to ourselves,” Teddy said with a shrug.

“Can we walk around?”

Teddy nodded. “I wouldn’t get too close to the wall. You don’t want to risk making a rattle. The Plagued Ones haven’t come over in a long time, but we don’t want to tempt them. And I’d steer clear of the eastern edge of the city.”

“The shops, you mean.”

“Yes. The Head Guards usually keep a close eye on them, so we do not steal. You might catch a beating for wandering in the wrong area.”

“What about you?”

“I don’t go out after dinner,” Teddy said, with a look that Bray knew was a recommendation.

Bray figured forty years was a long time to live in a place such as this. He’d already seen the guards’ cruelty, in their swinging fists and kicking boots. He knew it wouldn’t take much to receive another beating, or death. But he wanted to learn his surroundings.

He looked out the doorway, watching more people congregate by the bonfires, speaking a little more loudly, without the immediate threat of demons. Every so often, a yowl floated from over the wall, hushing some of the people as they looked cautiously around.

“Perhaps I will take a brief walk,” he said.

“Would you like the rest of the broth, before you go?” Teddy asked. “I’m sure you are hungry.”

“Sure,” Bray said. “Thanks.”


Chapter 48: Kirby

Kirby spooned the last of her cornmeal in her mouth. Across from her, Esmeralda soothed Fiona on her bedroll. Ever since the mutants had entered the city, the child had cried. Kirby couldn’t blame her. The noises of the mutants were enough to inspire any child’s nightmares. Even the most hardened soldiers would show fear at a horde of that number.

She wondered how Bray and Cullen had fared.

The only thing she knew of Cullen’s location was that he’d been taken somewhere west. She knew where they’d put Bray, though. She’d seen him in a dwelling in the front row when they had lined up for the afternoon duties.

He must’ve been right next to the demons, when they paraded through.

She took a swig from her flask as she looked through the doorway, watching the sky grow dark. The guards would be watching her—especially Ollie. But she desperately wanted to tell Bray about Drew. And she was worried about Cullen. But she needed a reason to be out, that might spare her a beating.

She tipped her flask, draining the last sip from the meager pouch.

“Are we out of water?” she asked Esmeralda.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get a chance to get any earlier,” she said. “Fiona has been colicky lately.”

“I can get water, if you’d like.”

“You would do that?” Esmeralda asked, a thin hope lighting her otherwise exhausted face.

“Where is the well?”

“The closest is about five rows of houses that way.” Esmeralda nodded with Fiona cradled in her arms. “It is in the middle of the line of houses. You can’t miss it.”

Kirby grabbed the pot. She was about to leave when Esmeralda stopped her. “Be careful. The guards will be watching you.”

Kirby nodded. She didn’t need the woman to tell her twice.

Carrying the pot, Kirby left the dwelling, following Esmeralda’s directions. The sky had darkened so that most of the city was shadows, other than light spilling out from the open doorways. She passed several other people on the way, mostly silhouettes returning with water of their own, or heading elsewhere. She walked fast enough to make progress, but not quick enough to be noticed. She passed one of the houses with doors. Inside the partially open doorway, a Head Guard stuffed some meat into his mouth. She hurried past.

Traveling five rows of houses, she saw the well—a small, stone affair preceded by a line of people, pumping the handle and filling buckets. She quietly waited her turn, avoiding anyone’s eyes. When she was finished filling her pot, she headed in the direction of Esmeralda’s house. She saw no guards.

Hoping she wasn’t making a foolish decision, she went east.

Kirby headed toward the direction of the courtyard, watching the smoke rise into the sky from a few bonfires visible at the end of the path. People hovered around them, stoking them or talking. Once or twice, she spotted a few guards, but she kept her head down and kept moving. Soon she’d reached the edge of the path and entered the courtyard. With no guards in sight, she headed down the first row of houses, staring straight ahead, making a show of carrying her pot.

At the fifth house, she looked right.

Bray.

Bray stood sideways, sipping some soup from a bowl. Behind him, another man—his roommate, she guessed—knelt beside the hearth. She slowed as much as she dared, afraid to stop, lest someone other than Bray spot her. She only had a moment to catch his attention. A laugh made her swivel. Several people conversed near an open doorway, children playing around them. The chatter was good cover, but a moment or more, and someone might become suspicious. She had almost given up on her plan when Bray turned his head, meeting her eyes. Kirby’s stomach clenched.

It was the closest she’d been to him since they were let out of the cells.

She made a motion she hoped he understood before she scurried past. Cutting up a path on the next row, she waited behind his house in the shadows, out of the light of the nearest doorways. The closest houses were empty, filled with the remnants of dinner and some tattered bedrolls. Presumably, the owners were out.

Her fear crept into her throat as Bray emerged from the alley next to his house. Seeing no one around, he approached and embraced her. She kept hold of her pot.

“Bray,” she whispered, unable to pry her attention from his bruised face, his swollen eye in the ambient light. A feeling she hadn’t expected choked her throat.

“Where are you staying?” he asked, knowing each moment was a risk.

“Ten rows up from here. Ninth house in,” she hissed. She looked over her shoulder, afraid that her time might end before she had a chance to say what she had to say. “I have something important to tell you.”

She signaled him close, hissing directly in his ear so no one could eavesdrop. Bray listened intently as she told him of Drew and the things he’d said. Some hope entered his face as he processed the information.

“I thought I heard someone outside your cell the other day,” he whispered, putting two things together. “I didn’t know who it was.” Changing topics, he said, “I fear Cullen is close to death. We need to keep any eye on him. We need to keep him safe.”

Kirby nodded. “He is even more unstable than when we found him.”

“Perhaps I can speak with him, when I get a chance,” Bray whispered. “You keep an eye out for Drew.”

“I will.”

Somewhere close by, a voice echoed between two houses. Bray squeezed Kirby one more time, before she hurried back to Esmeralda.


Chapter 49: William

“You seem tired,” Amelia said, as she led William downstairs to his quarters.

“I am,” William said, and he wasn’t lying.

Between his full stomach, and a day spent looking at and discussing books, he was spent. It was a different kind of exhaustion than hiking for hours in the forest, evading demons, but it was tiring nonetheless. It was tough keeping up the façade to which he’d committed. Each meal, every conversation, took a mental toll. He hoped he was making headway toward earning The Gifted’s trust.

He followed Amelia down the stairs in the comfortable silence that came after a full day’s worth of talk. Other footsteps drew his attention. Two sinewy men he didn’t recognize passed them, presumably going to the seventeenth floor to watch. He listened as their footsteps faded. Soon he’d reached his quarters. William stopped as he waited for Amelia to unlock the door. As usual, he watched her keys.

“Some rest will do you good,” Amelia said with a smile as she fixed her hair.

William entered the room, yawning. Before Amelia left, he turned. “Are my friends still in the long building?” he asked, expecting the same answer he’d been receiving for days.

He was surprised when Amelia paused. “They were let out.”

“When?”

‘Today.”

“Today?” William’s tiredness evaporated as he snapped awake. “Where are they?”

“I’m not sure,” Amelia admitted. “Rudyard told me in the afternoon, in our quiet time after lunch. He came to my quarters.”

William studied her friendly smile. He wanted to scream every foul word he knew at her. Here she was, discussing names and books and eating fancy meals with him, while his friends were out of the building and in New City. She’d withheld the information from him all day. So had the rest of them.

William choked back his anger.

Withholding a response that would certainly gain him nothing, hating the pleading crack in his voice, William asked, “Can I see them?”

“Perhaps later,” Amelia said evasively.

Forcing back a stronger reaction, he said, “I would like that.”

Amelia closed the door, locking it.


**




William stared out the window at the bonfires. The people around them were little more than pale silhouettes. He couldn’t make out any faces, and even if he could, he couldn’t communicate with anyone. He was trapped in the tower many floors up, away from his friends.

He wanted to break the glass, yell to them, and find some way to escape.

He wanted to set them free.

Who knew what unimaginable horrors they’d been through since they’d been let out? William’s guilt grew into a pit in his stomach that he could no longer ignore. He’d held off his feelings under the guise that his friends were safe, perhaps wanting to believe the words Amelia and the other Gifted told him. But he saw only lies on her face now.

She didn’t care about his friends.

She never had.

Somehow, some small part of him thought that by playing along, he’d do the right things to set his friends free. It was a child’s hope even he didn’t believe. He’d played along for a reason, though. Days of compliance had bred a small amount of trust of which he could take advantage.

He needed to find a way out.

William glanced at the locked door on the other side of the room. All of the doors had separate keys, or at least most of them, judging by the number of keys in Amelia’s pocket. He’d already ruled out taking them, or the keys from another one of The Gifted.

Another thought struck him.

Ever since he’d lived in Brighton, William had heard of scoundrels breaking into people’s homes while their owners tended the fields, or while they went to the market. Most of the bandits made off without being caught, stealing peoples’ food and possessions. Some even stole their bedrolls. William wasn’t sure how those thieves did it, exactly, but he heard they used the sharp ends of several knives, or pins small enough to fit inside locks. Somehow, they gained access without keys.

If a scoundrel could do it, so could William.

But how?

He had no weapons, no sharp objects.

He thought of the devices on the eighteenth floor. The weapons under the glass cases in the second room were locked and inaccessible. There were plenty of devices in the main room, though, like the microscope. Perhaps there were a few long pieces of metal in that device, or pieces in some other strange metal contraptions on the tables that he could use. One of those had to hold the secret to these locked doors. Maybe he could find a way to pry off a few long metal pieces and use them as tools to get him out of his oversized prison.

It would be extremely difficult.

But he had to try.

He needed a sneaky way to get what he wanted. Tomorrow, he would look around and see what he could find.


Chapter 50: Amelia

After locking William in his room, Amelia walked downstairs, heading for one of the lower floors. Stopping at another door, she knocked, waiting for footsteps to cross the room and the door to open. Tolstoy stood at the threshold.

Beckoning her, he said, “Come in.”

Amelia followed him into his private quarters. Tolstoy’s room always filled her with marvel. On the side of the room, a wide, intricately carved bed sat near the wall, covered by sheets of the grandest quality. On the far end of the room, by the window, sat a magnificent desk, more impressive than any of the small desks upstairs, illuminated by a few candles. Pieces of ornate, carved wood comprised either side, with a chair that matched in quality. An attached piece rose behind the desk, holding a small library of books, stacks of paper, and writing implements. Hanging on the wall on either side of the desk were drawings of the human anatomy.

Amelia glanced at a few of the pictures, which contained drawings of normal humans. Some were altered, showing bodies and skeletons swollen with the weight of infection.

Catching her glancing at a few of the drawings, Tolstoy said, “I fear we will never figure out the mystery of our intelligence, but I will keep trying. How is William doing?”

“He is very astute, as we expected,” Amelia said, sweeping back her hair, refastening it. “He seems to pick up on most things I tell him. He asks questions that show comprehension beyond his age.”

“I knew his intelligence, when we first laid eyes on him,” Tolstoy confirmed. “I knew he was one of us.” Tolstoy glanced over at one of the books on his desk, seemingly anxious to get back to his studies.

Amelia hesitated. She looked at her shoes. “But I am concerned. He asked about his friends tonight, when I dropped him off in his room.”

“What did you tell him?” Tolstoy’s gaze was back on her.

“I told him they were let out.”

Tolstoy watched her for a moment. His gaze wandered out the window. “How did he react?”

“He wants to see them,” Amelia said. “He misses them. It is difficult for him to understand why he is here, while his friends are outside. He has asked so many times that I had trouble putting off an answer any longer.”

“He has spent his life in the company of humans. But children are easily molded.” Tolstoy nodded sagely. “In time, he will forget about them.”

“I hope.” Amelia looked at the wall. “Though I am not certain.”

“If he saw them, it would only make things worse. He needs to be kept separated. Talk with him. Perhaps you can speak in a frank manner that he understands. That is why I chose you as his teacher; your nature is more agreeable than mine, or some of the others.”

“Perhaps if he thought they were safe, he might worry less about them,” Amelia suggested. “I know he cannot see them directly, but perhaps I can prove they are okay. It might heal him from his separation.”

“Do what you think you need. If that doesn’t work, we will need to figure out another way.” Tolstoy looked at Amelia intently. “We will do whatever it takes, Amelia. William is the first of our kind we have found in a hundred and fifty years. Whatever we do, we will keep hold of him.”


Chapter 51: William

William cracked his eyes to a bright ray of sunlight. Sitting up, he shielded his face. He remembered lying in bed, but he didn’t remember falling asleep. Hours keeping vigil the night before had yielded no sign of his friends.

But it was morning.

Perhaps Bray, Kirby, and Cullen were in the fields.

He doubted he’d see them, but he’d try.

He rubbed his bleary eyes and walked to the northern windows, scanning the tall, green rows of corn, the path down the center, and the lower crops in the field. Field Hands and Head Guards filled the path, pulling wagons, or inspecting them. He saw at least a hundred workers, and he suspected there were more he couldn’t see. They occupied the rows of crops, spaced out, tending to their duties, or pulling wagons down the dirt path. He couldn’t identify anyone from up so high.

He kept staring until he heard familiar footsteps out on the stairwell. Amelia’s. William smeared away the sleep from his face. He needed to put on the mask that gave him the best chance at surviving.

Amelia unlocked the door and opened it.

“Good morning,” she told him, with her usual smile, the same one she’d worn when she trapped his friends that first day. “How did you sleep?”

“Really well,” William lied.

“You’re looking for your friends,” Amelia said, gesturing toward the windows.

William saw no point in lying. “Yes. I was hoping I might see them.”

“I figured you wanted to.” Amelia watched him. “I have a device I can show you that will help. It will let us see them, from up high.”

William opened and closed his mouth on his excitement. “Is it the microscope?” He knew the question was silly as soon as it left his mouth.

Amelia laughed. “No, but it is close. I think you will like it.” Amelia swept back some loose strands of hair, refastening them in her metal hair clip. William froze as he studied the small, two-pronged clip that he’d seen her wear many times, but hadn’t paid much attention to. Until now.

Maybe he had found his way out.

“Come with me and I will show you.”

William nodded, unable to let go of a simmering idea.


**




William followed Amelia up the stairs, staring at the hairpin. What if it was an answer? If he could bend the two ends, maybe he could twist the device into something that could open the door. It was a small hope, but it was the best chance he’d had since arriving.

Still, how would he get it?

She would feel it if he tried taking it.

He needed to figure out a way to get it, that she wouldn’t notice.

He was surprised when Amelia passed by the entrance to The Library Room and continued up a flight of stairs he’d seen but never traveled, at the top of which was a single door.

“The roof,” she explained, with a smile.

She unlocked the door and pushed it open, revealing a large, flat area of Ancient Stone.

William’s face filled with wonder as he walked out behind her. Waist-high walls surrounded the enormous, square area. Queasiness overtook his stomach, as it always did when he was up so high. He watched the soaring clouds dot the sky above him. The morning sun shone over the tip of the roof’s eastern wall.

He had been on some tall buildings before, but this rivaled the highest. He walked with Amelia to the southern side of the building, looking out at the buildings that extended far into the distance—the small houses, the larger shops, and the unused, crumbled buildings behind the city’s back wall. People walked in all directions below them, between the paths separating the houses, and the paths separating the shops. He could see fewer details here than he could from his room, or from the balcony.

“It is nice to see the city from here sometimes,” Amelia said.

“You said we were going to use a device to see my friends,” he reminded her.

“We will,” Amelia said, gesturing in the other direction. “They are on the northern side of the building.”

William nodded. He already knew that.

Reaching the northern wall, they stopped at the edge. He watched with surprise as she pulled out a strange device from the folds of her robes—a device with two metal tubes, connected in the middle, and pieces of glass on both sides of the tubes’ ends.

“These are called binoculars,” she said with pride on her face. “They are made of coated aluminum. Most of the coating wore away, but they still function.”

“Binoculars,” William repeated with wonder.

“We got them in one of the underground buildings,” she explained.

He looked at the tubes, which were ruddy from some material that had mostly worn away. Amelia gestured off the side of the roof, over the cornfields. The workers appeared even smaller from the higher floor. Amelia held the device up to her eyes. William startled as he realized she looked like some sort of insect, or some strange creature.

“There is nothing to be afraid of,” she said, laughing softly as she sensed his nervousness. “The binoculars are harmless.”

“They work like the microscope,” he remembered, from what she’d told him in his room.

“Yes, they make things appear larger, so you can see them. Let me show you.”

She aimed the device down at the cornfields, looking for several moments, swiveling and twisting a strange knob. Finally, she pointed toward the middle of the path, which was no more than the width of her finger, from up so high. She pulled the tubes closer together so they might fit him.

“Look through this end,” she instructed, showing him the correct side. Tapping the knob, she said, “If you are unable to see, turn this piece.”

William put the device to his face, following her instructions.

Amazement swept over him as he saw some of the people in the farming fields below. What had appeared to be tiny, miniature humans from so far away were now visible in clear detail. He saw a woman with a tan, dirt-stained face, bending down and retrieving some fallen corn. A man further down the row broke off a fresh ear and tossed it into a wagon. Amelia gently touched his shoulder, redirecting him.

“I found your friends earlier. You’ll need to look this way a little more, I think,” she said.

William swiveled as she moved him. He stopped. His pulse pounded through his chest as he spotted a familiar face, one he never thought he’d see again.

Bray.

Perspiration dotted Bray’s forehead as he wheeled a wagon down the center of the one of the rows. Several bruises shone through the stubble on his cheeks. One of his eyes was puffy. But he was alive. William’s hands shook as he held the binoculars to his face. He was afraid to look away lest he realize this was some trick.

“Let me see if I can find the others,” Amelia said, patting his shoulder.

William didn’t want to give the device up, but he did. His hands trembled as he handed it to Amelia. After some more looking, she gave them back and gestured in another direction, on a path between some corn stalks, a little way east.

William put the device to his eyes again. A woman with dark, tangled hair snapped a piece of corn from a stalk. Not just any woman. Kirby. Tears stung William’s eyes and misted the glass of the strange, incredible device. He felt as if he might reach out a hand and touch Kirby, even though he knew that was impossible. Or was it?

“Can I talk to her from here?” he asked, his voice shaking, even though he knew it was probably impossible.

“No. It only makes people and things look close,” Amelia said.

He pulled the device from his face, then put it back, testing what felt like a miracle. He held it away and wiped his eyes. The pit in his stomach that had haunted him for nights ate away at his gut. He wanted to talk to his friends, to be next to them. He wanted to use this device, or some other, to whisk them all away from here. They were alive, but they were clearly beaten.

Seeing them only made the pit in his stomach worse.

Amelia took the device and located Cullen, who was wheeling another wagon from the path into the cornfields. His face was similarly bruised, but he was alive. William caught a glimpse of him before he disappeared between some tall stalks.

“See?” Amelia told him. “Your friends are safe, as I told you. You do not have to worry.”

William nodded, blotting his eyes before using the device again.

“I know you are sad you can’t see them. But it is interesting to watch them, isn’t it?” Amelia asked.

“Yes,” William said. “Can I watch a while longer?”

“Go ahead. We have a while until breakfast.”

He kept searching from face to face to find his friends again. Eventually, he spotted Bray.

“Is this their job now?” William asked, unable to stop the waver in his voice as he watched Bray picking corn.

“Yes. They are doing their duty, as all of the humans do.” Amelia sighed. A hint of nostalgia entered her voice as she said, “I have watched the people in this city for hundreds of years. I used to watch their faces more closely. I even used to walk among them more, many years ago. But I rarely go down to New City anymore.”

“Why not?” William asked.

“It is too difficult,” Amelia said. “Their lives are but an eye’s blink, compared to ours, William. They are there, and then they are gone. One day I learn their names, and the next death or sickness takes them. Or at least it feels that way. Time moves faster as you get older, and it moves even faster for us, with so many years in our past.”

A pit took root in William’s stomach that he couldn’t explain, but he didn’t stop watching Bray.

“We’ve had so many visitors here that I forget their names and faces,” Amelia said, gesturing off the roof and in the direction of the tree line. “Some come once or twice, some never again. Almost all come with hopes and dreams, thinking the products we trade them will make their lives better. But it never extends their lives. They die, but we remain, William.”

He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to find Amelia directing him somewhere else. “I wanted to show you another thing.”

She pointed past the end of the crop fields to the west, toward a seemingly empty field.

“Look over there, past the crops and the windmill.”

Tearing his attention from his friends, William followed her instructions. Amelia kept quiet as William trained the binoculars where she wanted.

“What are you showing me?”

“Do you see that field past the crops?” Amelia asked.

“Yes. I see only tall grass,” William said. “Nothing more.”

“Keep looking.”

William frowned as he searched, but he didn’t see anything interesting. He didn’t even see demons. It wasn’t until he looked closer that he caught sight of a rectangular rock, seemingly embedded in the earth. Looking to its right, he saw another, and a third. The stones resembled rows of crops, making straight patterns across the overgrown field. He swallowed. He didn’t need an explanation to know what they were. Graves.

“Have you heard of a potter’s field, William?” Amelia asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Those are the graves of some of the humans that lived here, William,” Amelia said, her tone turning sad. “Each of those stones is a marker for the body beneath it. That is where we bury the people who die. Or used to.”

William’s heart thumped in his chest. “Used to?”

“A few times, mass sicknesses took many lives at once and we needed deeper graves. It was harder to give them separate stones. Soon, we stopped numbering them.” Amelia watched William as he held the binoculars. “Eventually, we stopped burying people there altogether. We could have cleared more land, but we found another use for those people.”

“A use?” William lowered the binoculars.

Amelia pointed at the ground beneath them, as if William might understand. “This building is lined with windows, William. I assume it is one of the things that impressed you when you arrived.”

William nodded.

“We started burning the bodies of the dead in the glass houses.” Amelia paused as she looked at him. “We do what some humans used to do years ago; we cremate them. We clean out the ashes, of course, but inevitably some of them make it into the ingredients of our windows. Each of the people who work in New City become a part of the building, a part of what we’ve built. They live on, even after their deaths.”

William’s hands shook with fright.

“I don’t say this to scare you, William, but to make you understand. The pain of losing your friends is inevitable. Whether they are bodies in a field, or pieces of glass in our building, they will die. But you will not.” She gestured in the direction of the fields, helping him find Bray once again, who was pulling a wagon. “Your friends are safe here, or at least safer than in the wild, where too many colonies have thrived and failed. In many ways, your friends have earned a better life here—a protected life. Let them live it out. Do not bother them.”

“I—” William paused, unable to muster any more words.

“That is one of the reasons I brought you up here. If you distract them, or give them the prospect of something other than what they are, they might cause their own deaths. If you care for your friends, you will leave them be. You do not want them to die, do you?”

A tear rolled down William’s cheek as those words sank in. Without a word, he handed the binoculars to Amelia. He watched as an expression that might be sympathy crossed her face. She tucked some hair behind her ears as a gust of wind blew through it.

“Are you okay, William?”

“I am fine,” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat.

“You look upset,” she said.

“It’s just hard to hear the truth sometimes,” he said, clearing his throat.

He looked over at Amelia as more tears fell. Taking a step toward her, he opened his arms. Amelia’s face lit with surprise as William embraced her. He squeezed her tight, burying his face into her robe and hoping she wouldn’t feel the urgency in his heartbeat.

“Thank you for letting me see my friends,” he said. “I understand why you are keeping me away now. I get it.”

“You are welcome,” she said, seemingly robbed of more words.

Reaching up, his heart thudded as he gently tugged the pin loose from her hair, palmed it, and slipped it into his pocket. He broke away.

“I am ready to go back inside.”


Chapter 52: Kirby

Hot morning sun beat down on Kirby as she bent an ear of corn from a long, narrow stalk, and tossed it into the wagon. She’d seen Jack only briefly, when he’d gotten into the line behind her, but he’d been sent to work in another row. The task was menial enough that it hadn’t taken much training.

Every so often, a guard or a mutant wandered close enough to startle her, but she was for the most part alone. She had only caught glimpses of Bray and Cullen, moving among a line of workers with skinny limbs, sallow faces, and haunted eyes. She feared the day they blended in completely.

Wiping the sweat from her face, she worked quietly and quickly. Every so often, she glanced at another Field Hand working farther down the row—a gaunt man with thick eyebrows—but he seemed to have no interest in her. She made no attempt to catch his eye, or to talk. Right now, silence seemed to be the only thing keeping her alive—that, and learning as much as she could. In a place where every move was owned, knowledge was power. Perhaps each scrap of information would become a map leading out of this hellish place.

A cough drew her attention to the end of the aisle. A guard passed by, a fist covering his mouth. He glanced at Kirby for a moment or two before passing. She avoided his eyes.

A footstep crunched the dirt in the next row of corn stalks. Something creaked.

Someone—or something—lurked on the other side. Kirby tensed, thinking a mutant might’ve gone astray. Relief hit her as she saw a slave pulling a full wagon of corn. She heard the wheels groan as the cart got closer, and then she saw a hint of clothes. Maybe it was Jack, come to check on her. A face peered through two of the stalks on the other side of her.

Drew.

“You’ve managed to graduate to working alone,” he whispered, looking on either side of him for the guards. “That is good.”

Kirby’s heart thudded at another unexpected meeting. She got a closer look at Drew’s face. Between the starkness of his cheekbones and the dirt on his skin, he looked as if he had aged several years—only his eyes gave him away.

“I’ve been watching the guards,” he hissed. “We have a moment or two to talk. Not much more. Keep your voice low.”

“I will,” she promised.

“I saw where you are staying. I saw where they put the others, too. All of you are far away from each other, as I expected.”

“We’ve barely talked since we came here.”

“Except for last night,” Drew said, surprising her.

“How did you know?”

Drew looked sideways, checking their surroundings, but he didn’t answer her directly. “You need to be careful what you do, Kirby. If I can see you, then others can.”

Kirby swallowed, but she didn’t belabor the point. She knew he was right.

“Now that you are out, we will have more chances to communicate,” he said. “But we will have to wait until things settle down.”

“Before, you said you had some ideas on how to get out of here.”

Drew was pensive. “If I knew something easy, I would have done it a while ago. But I know a few similar-minded people with whom I’ve been talking.”

“Who?”

Looking around, he added, “I cannot tell you the names.”

Kirby recalled some of the lingering attention she’d felt on her over the past few days. Perhaps it was some of the people to whom he referred.

“How long have you known your friends?” Drew asked.

“I would trust Bray with my life,” Kirby answered, surprised to speak the words so freely.

“How about the other one?”

“We only met Cullen a short while ago.”

“I heard about how Bray defended you, when the Head Guards attacked. I believe you are right to trust him. But I have concerns about the one named Cullen. He seems unhinged.”

Kirby looked in all directions before talking more. “Bray and I spoke about him last night, during our meeting. We are concerned about him, too.”

“Did you tell Bray about me?”

Kirby hesitated. She knew Drew would see through a pointless lie. “I did, but he will not utter a word.”

“Please do not share anything with Cullen. We do not need another risk.”

“I won’t.”

Kirby looked at the Field Hand with the thick eyebrows, a hundred feet away from her, down the end of the row. He didn’t seem to have noticed anything. A bead of sweat dripped from Drew’s forehead as he looked up and down the row of crops in which he stood, gauging his surroundings. “I will contact you again when things settle. It might be a few days, or longer. If the guards suspect anything, we will both be at risk. Only speak with me. Do not trust anyone else with any information.”

“I will follow your advice.”

“I’ll warn you, Kirby. The last time something like this was discovered, all those involved were killed. This is an easy way to death, if we are not careful.” Drew looked at her with the same intense expression she remembered, when they escaped their homeland, or when they battled mutants on the new shores.

“Bray and I will not live in these conditions,” Kirby said firmly. “We are willing to do whatever it takes to get out, even if it means our deaths.”

Drew nodded. And then he was gone.


Chapter 53: Bray

Bray scanned the line of dirty, sweating Field Hands wheeling their last full wagons of corn to the path. His fingers hurt from a full morning’s repetitive work. The guards paid less attention to him than they had the first day, when he was a fresh, new source of interest. But he wasn’t foolish enough to think they were done with him. Every so often, as he worked, Ollie and Avery strode past, hurling an insult. They stared at him with expressions that demanded compliance, even though he hadn’t showed them any more disrespect.

He wanted to break away from his work, grab them by the necks, and fill his last seconds with revenge. He wanted to stick an ear of corn down their throats until they choked on it.

Thoughts of escape compelled him to silence.

He tugged his last, full cart to a waiting Head Guard.

“Get in line,” the burly guard grunted, after approving of Bray’s crops.

Bray pulled the wagon diagonally toward the row of waiting people. He looked for Kirby and Cullen. Kirby stood at the head of the line, toward the gate in the wall, far enough away that he had no chance of speaking with her. But Cullen was closer. In fact, he was only fifteen feet away. Recalling his talk with Kirby the night before, he veered toward Cullen.

Two dirty, skinny men moved aside as Bray took up a spot behind Cullen. Cullen seemed as if he was lost in his head. He scuffed the ground with his boots, or looked at his hands. Bray looked for the guards. Ollie and Avery were preoccupied. Most of the other guards were either at the head of the line, or inspecting the last wagons of corn. A few workers chatted quietly, shifting from foot to foot, waiting for the signal to walk back into the city and have lunch.

Perhaps this was a moment Bray could speak with Cullen, if only briefly.

Bray stared at his wagon, pretending as if he was studying a wheel.

“Are you all right?” he asked Cullen quietly, without lifting his head.

“I’m okay,” Cullen answered. Bray risked a glance. A few more bruises marred Cullen’s face. It seemed as if the guards had given him a few new wallops.

Bray looked around at a few of the workers. One or two watched with an interest that might grow, if Bray wasn’t careful.

“The work is hard, but we’ll get used to it.” Bray watched his words as he stared at Cullen with a look meant to inspire hope.

Cullen nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced. Heads turned. A few conversations quieted. Bray’s heart hammered as a few guards walked briskly down the line, coming in his direction. He clenched the wagon handle and moved away from Cullen, just in case something bad was coming. The guards looked from one worker to the next. Their eyes lingered on Bray.

The guards passed.

Bray released a nervous breath as more heads turned, following the guards’ path. He couldn’t see past the end of the line to where they were going.

Catching the eyes of a Field Hand with a scruffy beard, Bray asked, “What’s going on?”

“The Yatari are here.”

“Who?” Bray looked toward the end of the line again. People were spread everywhere with wagons, but they moved aside to allow the guards through.

“Some people who come from the coast to trade with The Gifted.” The bearded man cranked a thumb east. “They bring us some of the sand and oyster shells to make glass. We give them crops they can’t grow near the ocean, and sails for their boats. Not many people can make things as efficiently as we can, here.”

Bray chewed on the familiar words that he’d heard Kirby use. The mention of boats inspired ideas he could do nothing about now.

A few more guards walked down the line, eyeing the workers, silencing some of the quiet conversations. A few relaxed, sensing a break in the routine.

Someone else passed.

Rudyard.

A smile suited for another type of business stuck to his face as he walked past Bray and the bearded man. The demons shifted in the corn stalks, watching. The guards instructed the Field Hands to pull the line tighter. Bray knew what they were doing. They were preparing for company, or perhaps exercising the control that often impressed newcomers.

With the line tighter, Bray got a better glimpse of what was happening.

Far down the path, off in the distance and in the direction of the woods, four men emerged, shouldering heavy bags. The new people wore similar clothing to Bray’s, but he’d never seen them. Rudyard and a few guards conversed with them in the distance, out of earshot. After a few moments, the strange men dropped their bags, and Rudyard’s guards inspected what was inside. Bray assumed they probably contained the materials of which the bearded Field Hand spoke.

A few people in the line shifted uncomfortably as the strange men’s eyes passed over them.

Rudyard waved a hand, directing the men called the Yatari somewhere over the wall. They nodded, looking as if they were waiting for something.

“Rudyard will finish the trade when we’re back behind the wall,” the bearded man said. “Our presence makes some of the Yatari uncomfortable.”

But not uncomfortable enough to do anything, Bray thought bitterly.

A guard barked an order.

The line moved.


Chapter 54: William

“Incredible,” Amelia said, looking at William with wide eyes. “I can’t believe you are picking this up so quickly.”

William couldn’t help a smile as he looked at the letters on the page—letters that had been strange symbols when he started, but which were starting to make sense. Amelia sat in a chair next to him at the table, a stack of books next to her. A few of the other Gifted were around, reading books of their own, occasionally glancing over with impressed looks. A strand of Amelia’s hair fell in her face. She brushed it back behind her ear. She hadn’t noticed the missing pin. Either that, or she’d accepted that she lost it.

In any case, William hoped she didn’t suspect anything.

Still, he was nervous. Ever since he’d taken the pin, he felt as if he kept a deathly secret in his pocket. Several times, he carefully patted it to make sure it was there. At any moment, Amelia might find the pin missing and accuse him. Or worse.

“What is this letter?” Amelia asked, quizzing him as she pointed at a symbol that William now recognized.

“A,” William said.

“You are right, William,” Amelia said.

“The one next to it is ‘B’,” William volunteered, hoping he wasn’t trying too hard to act normally.

“I cannot believe you are picking this up so quickly,” she said, shaking her head. William watched as she closed one book and opened another, the latter containing a bunch of symbols, a few of which he could now identify. “But it makes sense. You have spoken the language for a number of years. And you are intelligent. You have a good memory. Eventually, when you have mastered the letters, we can move on to sight words.”

“Sight words?”

“Common words that appear often. Memorizing them will help you read.”

William’s smile lingered. “Is this how you teach everyone?”

“I have never taught anyone before,” Amelia admitted. “You are the first.”

“Not even the Head Guards?” he asked.

“There is no reason to teach them. They are better suited for the tasks in the city.” Amelia shrugged.

“It was the same way in Brighton,” William reiterated. “Only those in the highest positions knew how.”

“I think you will find great joy in the knowledge we have here,” Amelia said as she turned another page in the book. Seeming to rethink something, she said, “I don’t want to overwhelm you with too much at once.”

“I am not overwhelmed. I would like to see more symbols—letters, I mean.” William pointed to a thicker book, with a fancy, faded design that was farther down on the table. “What is that one about?”

“That is Tolstoy’s favorite. It is a book about the designs for different buildings, called architecture. There are lots of words inside, and lots of blueprints like the ones you saw downstairs.” Amelia retrieved the book from the table, thumbing through a few pages. “Perhaps when you learn to read, you might help us in studying the things inside. Maybe one day you will even create your own blueprints.”

“I would like that.” William feigned enthusiasm, even though he planned to be out of this horrid place long before that happened.

“In any case, it is not a good book to teach you how to read.” Seeing the apparent disappointment on William’s face, she added, “Perhaps we can break and take a look at it.”

Flipping through the book, William saw a slew of glorious buildings, houses, and structures he couldn’t identify. He stopped at a page with an airplane that looked much wider and longer than the plans downstairs, with as many windows as a building, seemingly made of metal. Thinking about something, he asked Amelia, “You said you have lived more than three hundred years. That means you were around when these things filled the sky. Have you ever sat in one?”

“A lot of time has passed, William, but yes I have.” Amelia cocked her head as she recalled, “I was a little older than you when The Collapse happened. Before that, I took a few trips with my family. We flew in planes large enough to carry many of the people we have outside.”

William opened and closed his mouth, choosing one of many questions. “What was it like to fly?”

“It was commonplace, back then,” Amelia said, “but it was still wondrous. I have memories of looking down on the clouds, instead of looking up at them. I remember soaring above some of our biggest cities. More lights glowed in those places than I’d ever seen. Many more than we have in this building.”

“Did you see the gods?” William asked.

Amelia let loose a laugh. “No, I didn’t.”

“You don’t believe in them?” William asked.

Amelia gestured to the stacks of books on the table, and the full shelves that lined the walls behind them. “When you have had so much time to live, think, and read, your perspective changes, William, as I’ve told you. I have had more than three hundred years to watch how people behave. I have seen cities fall and new colonies replace them. I have seen countless people die in wars. And too many of us Gifted killed.”

“What do you believe?”

“I believe that we are the gods, William.” Amelia stared at him with an intense expression, the remnants of her smile gone.


**




William looked around the room at a few of the other Gifted as he finished his lesson. One or two watched him with passive amusement, still getting used to being around a person so young. They nodded their misshapen heads when he caught their eyes, but most turned their heads and studied the books or objects in front of them. He hadn’t seen Tolstoy or Rudyard for most of the day, as usual. He was trapped in a magnificent tower with more food than he could eat, and more knowledge than he could learn in a lifetime, but his thoughts continually roamed to the places he could not see.

He wanted escape. He wanted his friends.

But right now, he wanted to finish this day, so he could get to his room.

William snuck a glance at the locked door across The Library Room, and the windows, nervously watching the daylight wane. He forced a yawn.

“Are you tired?” Amelia asked.

“Yes.”

“I can take you to your room, if you are ready for sleep,” she offered.

“That would be great.”


Chapter 55: Amelia

Amelia opened the door to Tolstoy’s quarters, locating Tolstoy halfway across his room, one wart-covered hand in his pocket, the other scratching his chin. He stared at the diagrams on the wall with an expression that showed he was deep in thought.

“Thank you for checking back in with me,” he told Amelia.

“It is no problem,” she said as she shut the door.

“Is William in his quarters?”

“Yes, I just left him.”

“How did your talk go?” Tolstoy asked.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I took him to the roof, so he could see his friends, but not interact, as we discussed. I tried my best at explaining things. He shed some tears. It seemed like he understood, but I fear he is acting more than believing. I suspect he might be playing a role.”

“How do you know?” Tolstoy asked.

“He is doing well with his letters, but he seemed distracted. I do not believe he will forget his friends easily. I believe they still weigh on his mind.”

“Perhaps you need another way to get through to him.”

“I will keep trying. I have another idea.”

“Report back to me tomorrow. I would like to be updated.”

Amelia nodded. “I will keep you informed.”


Chapter 56: William

William waited until the last clap of footsteps had subsided before he swung his feet off the bed.

He was pretty sure he was safe.

For a while after Amelia left, he had hunkered under his sheets, certain that she would come back to his room and accuse him. Or that the ascending or descending footsteps might stop. He feared that the door to his room would crash open and The Gifted would appear, bobbing their misshapen heads and dragging him to some fate he couldn’t imagine.

No one came.

Getting up, he crossed the room. A half-moon splashed enough light through the windows that he could see the silhouettes of the objects around him. He turned the pin over and over in his hand.

The building was silent. He looked around the room, as if the shadows might harbor some intruder. Even the bonfires outside had long been put out. The slaves were in bed, assumedly resting and preparing for another day of misery. Only the demons and the guards were awake now.

And William.

William crept across the remainder of the room until he’d reached the door. His heart thudded in his chest. He recalled what he’d heard about those thieves who opened doors. They’d used two pieces of metal, if the stories in Brighton were to be believed. He bent the pin, but he didn’t break it. He didn’t want to ruin what might be his one chance at escape. Feeling around, he used the moonlight to guide him as he found the keyhole, stuck the pieces of metal inside, and gently probed. He felt resistance in each direction, but two impasses stuck out more, one on each side. He pushed gently, increasing in pressure, but nothing budged.

He cursed inside.

William paused, listening through the door. Nothing. Trying again, he bent the pin to match the obstructions. He kept one hand on the doorknob, turning as he applied pressure. The obstructions in the keyhole budged.

The pin slipped from his hand, clattering on the floor.

William froze.

Fear sent chills through his stomach as he realized he might’ve given himself away. The Gifted were surely rising, checking on the noise. Or maybe some guards on the lower level, or upstairs, had heard it.

The windmills creaked outside.

An owl hooted.

No one came.

William released his tight, nervous grip on the door handle and fell to his hands and knees, searching for the pin. More fear hit him as he patted the ground, uncertain where it had bounced. Maybe it had gone underneath the crack under the door. Maybe it was waiting on the other side, where Amelia would find it in the morning. Where was the pin? Even if Amelia didn’t blame him, she would certainly pocket it, ruining the feeble chance he had at escape. He exhaled with relief as his hands touched metal and he recovered the pin. It was still intact, bent in the same position.

William repeated the same maneuver that had given him luck before. It took him several more frustrating attempts, and a good portion of the night, before he heard a click. When he did, William couldn’t believe what he’d done. He pushed the door gently at first, as if he might strike some more resistance.

But there was none.

The door was open.

A wave of exhilaration coursed through him as William stuck the pin back in his pocket and ventured through the threshold. He paused on the landing, certain that someone would stop his plan before it begun. But no hands grabbed from the shadows. No voices hissed warnings.

William was free.


**




William paused on the landing. Moments passed. His pulse pounded so loudly that he thought his heart might leap from his chest. He fought to control his breath. William had succeeded in leaving his room, but that didn’t mean he could be careless. William knew he wouldn’t get another chance at failure.

He needed to be careful.

A test run—that’s what he needed.

He needed to get better acquainted with his surroundings.

Making his way to the nearest wall, William found his footing, carefully making his way down the stairs. Moonlight penetrated the hallway from a lower window, but not enough to fully illuminate a path. A fall would certainly wake The Gifted, and it might break his bones—or kill him. He counted the steps until he reached the next landing. Each step felt as if it might send him tumbling. A few times, his boots scuffed the stairs, sending frigid chills through his body. He only had a general idea where The Gifted slept. He knew a few were in the floors above him, while most kept quarters below. He had the sudden fear that he might bump into someone in the dark—Amelia, a guard, Tolstoy. He pictured Tolstoy’s facetious smile, turning into a command for death.

Or Rudyard’s.

What if the lights popped on above him, and he was caught mid-flight? Staving off his fear, he kept going, counting the flights of stairs, the way he’d done with Amelia. A few times, he paused next to a door, listening. Once he thought he heard someone snoring. William kept going, creeping down flight after flight. Soon he’d passed fifteen floors and reached the bottom. Below him, a dark, rectangular shadow in the darkness seemed like a door to freedom. He crept close enough to hear through it.

Voices reached his ears.

A cough. Then a laugh.

Guards.

He froze.

He heard conversation through the door, but not enough to make out words. He pressed his fingers gently against the door, testing its weight. The door was thick. Of course it was.

More than one guard waited on the other side. Even if he could pick the lock, they would catch him and bring him to The Gifted, ruining his plan. Even if he slipped past them, demons would consume him, or he’d be trapped in the city, if he could even get there.

Neither of those choices would help he or his friends.

He listened as long as he could, until the aching panic in his stomach screamed at him to retreat. He needed weapons, or some other means to guarantee survival. He would find neither of those huddled in the dark on the stairs, waiting for someone to discover him.

William snuck back upstairs, reaching the third floor where he’d been earlier with Amelia. Good sense screamed at him to keep going, to get back to his room while he was alive, but he stopped and waited.

He had a thought.

Opening any other door might run him into The Gifted. But he knew what was behind this one. Maybe the room harbored something he hadn’t noticed earlier. Perhaps a weapon, or something else he could use.

One more test run.

He bent down, fished the pin from his pocket—his homemade key—and inserted it into the lock. With a little more knowledge of what he was doing, he found the obstructions, but it still took him time to get through the door.

Soon he was in the room with the strange table and the sketch of the airplane.

Carefully, he closed the door behind him and crept across the room, performing a fruitless search in the dark. He found nothing that could help him.

He tiptoed to the southern balcony.

He opened the door.

Cautiously, he stepped out into the night air, looking above him at the smooth side of the glass building. All he saw were windows, gleaming in the moonlight. He saw no sign of the guards on the seventeenth floor. Keeping close to the doorway to avoid notice, he peered down at the city. The night air was ripe with the odor of demons. A few dying embers glowed in the bonfires below. Only a few dots of light here and there moved between some of the far structures—perhaps people like him, awake and roaming.

More than likely, the lights belonged to patrolling guards.

He felt a pang of loneliness as he overlooked the city, a place that had given him such high hopes, but had ripped them away just as quickly. A tear dripped from his eye as he thought of Bray, battling demons and men to get to him outside of Brighton. Bray had promised to protect him, and here was William, powerless to return the favor. He owed Kirby and Cullen his life, too.

I’ll help them, William thought. I swear I will. I will find a way. If not tonight, then soon.

William wasn’t foolish.

He needed a plan better than pushing past the guards and the demons to get to freedom. He might as well hurl himself over this balcony, if he was to do that. William watched the city for a while, until fear drove him to turn around. Shutting the balcony door, he crossed the room, stopping at the northern balcony. He opened the door and took a last peek.

The crop fields looked eerily different in the night—filled with shapes and shifting shadows. The windmills creaked. He jumped as something skittered from one place to the next, even though he was high up enough that nothing could reach him.

Demons hissed as they ran through a few corn stalks or crops, snapping them underfoot. A smaller noise came from somewhere close by. A moment later, a small animal gave a death cry.

The demons were hungry.

Of course they were.

William needed to get back.

He still needed to figure out how to relock the doors.


Chapter 57: Bray

The workers around Bray moved slower, weighed down by the exhausting heat of a new day. All around him, the Head Guards barked orders, as if yelling louder might erase the uncomfortable weather. The Field Hands dragged. The guards gave them water, but only enough to keep them from falling over against the crops they picked.

Finally, after an exhausting shift in which he’d avoided a beating, Bray pulled his wagon to the line among the others. Kirby was far ahead of him. Cullen was closer. Unlike the day before, he wasn’t going to risk speaking with either of them.

As the last of the Field Hands came to the line, he waited for the signal that would allow them to escape the sweltering fields.

Fifteen feet ahead of him, Cullen was mumbling again.

Bray watched him for a moment before some Field Hands swiveled their heads, the way they had the day before. A few guards walked the length of the line. Rudyard followed.

“Another trade,” one of the skinny Field Hands in front of Bray mumbled.

“Is it the Yatari?” he asked.

“I can’t see from here.”

Rudyard sauntered past a few Field Hands who quickly drew their wagons close. Bray looked past them, expecting to see the same, well-dressed men he had seen the day before, or others like them.

He saw something else.

His pulse pounded.

At the back of the path, a hundred feet away, Rudyard and a few other Head Guards spoke with some familiar people with dark complexions, rabid eyes, and sharp teeth. They held a writhing, squirming man.

The Clickers.

Commotion drew Bray’s attention behind him. A Field Hand cried out in surprise.

Cullen ran.

One moment he was a handful of people in front of Bray, the next he was skirting around the other workers, heading for the nearest row of crops to escape. He frantically looked over his shoulder, his eyes wild and panicked. He made it a few feet before his boot caught the end of a wagon, he tumbled, and he fell. Air spit from his lungs as he hit the ground hard and cried out. A few of the demons raced for the dirt path.

“Cullen!” Bray called, letting go of his wagon.

In Cullen’s cracked mind, he probably thought The Clickers had come for him. Bray needed to get him back in line before someone noticed, or he was eaten by the hungry infected. Reaching Cullen, Bray grabbed hold of his arm.

“Come on, Cullen!”

“They’re coming for me!” he cried.

“They’re not. You are safe!” Bray tried.

A nearby shout rang out. “Hey! What are you doing?”

Bray looked up to find Avery running toward them, his face red with anger.

Bray pulled Cullen to his feet, but not before guards swarmed them. They congregated behind Avery, awaiting an order.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Avery barked, sweat rolling down his cheeks and over his freckled face.

“He fell,” Bray said. “I was helping him.”

Avery didn’t buy the weak explanation. “Escape,” he spat, as if the word were akin to murder.

“It was a fall,” Bray said, “nothing more.”

Avery looked from Cullen’s still-terrified face, to the people in line around them, who stared. He directed his next question at everyone. “What was he doing?” No one met his eyes. No one wanted to risk defending a stranger. Avery’s eyes focused on the skinny man Bray had talked to earlier. “You. Tell me what you saw.”

The man was quiet for a moment, until Avery drilled him with a stare.

“He ran,” the skinny man said finally, looking away before Bray or Cullen could meet his eyes. “I’m not sure why.”

Avery’s anger seethed.

Before he could say anything, Bray interrupted. “He was afraid.” Bray pointed down the path, where Rudyard and The Clickers stared, disrupted from their trade. The man between them writhed. “He saw some of the people who took him away from the forests. He wanted to get away from them. That was all.”

Avery looked from Bray to the people in the distance. Rudyard waved an angry arm, making it clear he wasn’t to be interrupted any longer. Perhaps fearing Rudyard’s wrath more than anything else, Avery stabbed the air with a finger and said, “Dung duty this afternoon! Both of you!”


Chapter 58: Kirby

“You look as if something is wrong,” Esmeralda said, watching Kirby with concern. She held a squirming Fiona on her lap, trying to placate her.

“It is nothing,” Kirby said, eating her lunch.

“I can always tell when something is amiss,” Esmeralda said, giving her a sympathetic glance. “Call it a mother’s intuition.”

Kirby sighed as she ate from the bowl in her lap. She kept glancing at the doorway, as if she might see either Bray or Cullen outside, even though she knew they were in their own houses, probably eating. But that wouldn’t be the case for long.

“My friends were punished this morning,” she said, figuring Esmeralda would hear about the incident regardless.

“Dung duty?” Esmeralda asked with a knowing glance, wrinkling her nose.

“Have you had it before?”

“Not in a while. It is not a pleasant job, but they will survive, like all the others who have had it,” Esmeralda said. “After a few days, the guards will let them out of it. Someone else will earn their anger, and they will assign it elsewhere.”

“I hope so.”

“Did the guards beat them?”

“No.” Kirby scraped the last of her food from her bowl. “Rudyard was trading with some people when it happened. I believe the guards were distracted. Otherwise, they might have received worse.”

“What did your friends do to anger them?”

Keeping the information vague, Kirby said, “One of my friends tripped and fell. My other friend tried helping him.”

Esmeralda sighed as she fed Fiona some more food. “Perhaps your friend was exhausted from the heat. In some ways, your friends are lucky. I would rather pick up dung for a few days than receive a beating that takes weeks to heal.”

Kirby nodded. She still felt the bumps and bruises she’d suffered when she’d been in the cell, and after she’d been let out.

“They will appreciate it when the task is over,” Esmeralda said. “The fields will seem like pleasant work.”


Chapter 59: William

“William?”

William looked up from the book at which he was staring, even though he wasn’t concentrating.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m just tired,” he said, hoping too many yawns hadn’t aroused suspicion.

“You seem distracted.”

William looked away, trying to hide his eyes. Too few hours of sleep had worn through his attention span. He was still afraid about the pin. Just in case, he had left it in his room, underneath the dresser. He didn’t want evidence of his indiscretions on him.

“Perhaps you need a break from learning,” Amelia suggested. “We will have plenty of time to resume later.”

“Okay,” he said, closing the book.

“I have something to show you,” she said, bringing him over to a desk by the window. Amelia reached up, patting some of the misshapen lumps on her forehead. She labored through a weighty sigh. “They say the human brain holds a hundred billion neurons, with even more connections.” Seeing William’s confused face, she explained, “Neurons and connections are the parts of our brain that make up memories.”

“Interesting,” William said, although he was too tired for another lesson.

“Humans can store an extremely large number of memories.” Amelia massaged her lumps. “It makes me wonder if we can store more, with our mutation.”

“So we will never forget things?” William asked, wondering how that could be true.

“We store the memories, but I believe we still prioritize them. Some are buried so deep they are hard to access. I believe we are still like humans in that regard, but most of that is just speculation.” Amelia looked out the window, seemingly bothered. “Most thought the human brain could never run out of the capacity to store memories. But that was based on a human lifetime. Will our brains start erasing some of our earliest memories as we Gifted age? I do not know. I worry that with all our knowledge, we might forget things eventually. And that makes the objects we keep even more important.”

Amelia reached down to the desk, opening a drawer.

Surprise hit William as she retrieved a piece of metal in a familiar shape.

Not a piece of metal.

A gun.

William’s heart hammered, certain that his time on this earth had ended as Amelia closed the drawer.

“Are you nervous?” she asked with a smile, noticing his expression.

William felt a second of embarrassment as he realized she held up the gun as if it was an artifact, rather than a weapon that could punch an acorn-sized hole in a person. William looked around, but none of the other Gifted seemed particularly interested.

“Don’t worry, William. The gun is not loaded. It is extremely old.”

William nodded as he allowed his eyes to linger on the gun’s smooth, metal surface, which was much more weathered than the guns Kirby owned. In fact, it looked as if the gun possessed greater age than some of the other devices around them in the Library Room. His pulse subsided, but he was certainly awake.

“An object is a powerful way to bring back the past. I received this gun as a gift from a man several centuries ago, a few years after The Collapse,” Amelia explained. “I kept it safe. In fact, I have owned it longer than I have owned most possessions. Would you like to hold it?”

“Yes.” William swallowed as he took the gun, already getting ideas. He knew Amelia wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t give him a weapon with which he could free himself, or hurt The Gifted.

“It is an 1860 Model Colt Army,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

“It is the name of the gun,” she explained.

“Does it still work?”

“It should,” Amelia said. “I keep it clean, even though I no longer have the need to use it.”

“It is fascinating.” William continued inspecting it.

“This gun holds special meaning to me.” Amelia’s face grew nostalgic. “It reminds me of the man who gave it to me.”

“Who was he?”

“A human I met many centuries ago, when I had only been afflicted with the spore a few years.” Amelia’s voice took on a reflective tone. “Those were the early days of my infection, after The Collapse. The majority of my family was gone, but this man convinced me to talk with him.”

“What did he say?”

“He persuaded me that he meant no harm. We spent time together. We weren’t always on good terms, but I do not regret meeting him. The man has a special place in my memory. Of course, he is no longer here, and the gun remains.” A look of sadness crossed her face. “At least I will never suffer a painful loss like that again.”

“What do you mean?” William asked.

Amelia said, “We Gifted will never leave each other’s side. We won’t need trinkets, or glass windows, to remember each other, William. Once we accept that humans die, and we will not, we are free.” She nodded at the gun. “And we will always have objects like this to trigger memories, should we need them.”

William nodded again, but he couldn’t help his eyes from drifting to the window. He couldn’t accept what she was saying. Her words were lies.

His friends weren’t free.

And neither was he.

They would never be, until they escaped this place.


Chapter 60: Amelia

“I do not think I am reaching him,” Amelia said gravely, looking at Tolstoy as she stood in his quarters. “I think he is pretending to understand things. He is a smart boy. He is savvy. After days of working with him, I still cannot tell his true thoughts.”

“I feared as much.” Tolstoy looked grave, as he looked over at Rudyard, who also joined them. “Rudyard has news, as well.”

“A few of William’s friends gave the guards some trouble while I met with the Semposi this morning,” Rudyard said. “They were assigned to dung duty.”

“Trouble on all sides.” Tolstoy’s face was grave.

“Perhaps this is a lesson in our laps,” Rudyard said with a shrug as he looked upstairs, toward the floor that held William.

Amelia nodded, knowing that was true.


Chapter 61: William

“Where are we going?” William asked, as Amelia led him downstairs.

“You’ll see,” she said, her infected head bobbing as she walked next to him.

William bit his lip as he noticed a new pin in her hair. It seemed as if she had come earlier than usual to get him. Maybe she was going to accuse him. Or maybe he had made a horrible mistake in taking the pin, and she had known all along.

He thought of the tired look on her face when they spoke by the window, and the gun she’d shown him. Maybe that demonstration was a warning. Maybe she’d heard him sneaking about last night.

He followed her downstairs, his breath heaving from fear. With nothing else he could think to do, he counted the flights of stairs as they descended. Ninth, eighth, seventh… Where were they going? When they reached the third floor, Amelia stopped. The door he’d picked the night before was cracked open.

He must not have relocked the door the right way.

They’ve caught me.

Conversation echoed from somewhere inside the room.

William’s heart felt as if it might explode out of his chest. He sucked in a breath as Amelia opened the door the rest of the way. The room was empty, save the drafting table with the lone set of blueprints. Across the room, however, the door to the southern balcony was open, filled with The Gifted. A few nodded as they saw Amelia and William. Amelia shut the door behind them, locking it.

“This way,” she beckoned, as if William had a choice, as if he had ever had one.

His heart continued thundering as he crossed the room.

They’re going to pitch me from the balcony.

Amelia entered the balcony first, greeting the other Gifted. They shuffled, ensuring there was room for everyone. William stood behind Amelia, Tolstoy, and some others, unable to see around their tall bodies, not wanting to for fear of getting close to the edge. He watched the backs of their flowing robes for several moments before Tolstoy turned, reached out a guiding hand, and ushered him forward.

“Join us,” Tolstoy said.

Tolstoy placed him in a spot between him and Barron. Barron clasped a wart-covered hand over William’s arm, tight. Too tight.

William swallowed as he looked off the balcony, over the city. A few of The Gifted looked over at him, solemn smiles on their faces.

“What are we doing?” William asked.

Amelia answered from behind him. “We are watching the feeding.”


Chapter 62: Bray

“This part isn’t so bad,” Bray said to Cullen with a grin as they wheeled full wagons of corn into the Feeding Pen. “Better than prying up dung, that’s for sure.”

Cullen looked over nervously, but he didn’t laugh.

“Hurry up,” one of the guards yelled inside the pen, spurring them on. A few Head Guards craned their necks into the pen, watching them work with smiles that Bray would like to wipe from their faces.

After cleaning out the pen’s scraps from the first feeding, they’d been instructed to bring in more fresh corn for the second and final group. More guards gathered outside the gate, carrying their bells.

Bray surveyed the pen.

All around them, the large planks that comprised the wooden fence rose ten feet into the air. Several areas of the fence were scraped and scratched, probably from where the demons battled each other for the corn. Bray didn’t see any way out, other than the one gate through which they’d entered, which guards watched.

The smell of dung and stale urine stung Bray’s nose as he wheeled his load to the center of the pen, where they’d already dumped several full loads. The pile of yellow corn might be considered appetizing, if it wasn’t meant for the stomachs of snarling beasts. A few pieces of corn rolled off the mound as Bray dumped his last batch. He nearly tripped on an errant piece, but managed to keep his footing.

Good enough. Bray didn’t give a demon’s ass about his duty. He wanted to get out of this filthy, horrid place that reminded him of the creatures he’d spent most of his life killing.

“Let’s get moving,” he muttered to Cullen.

As they wheeled their empty wagons across the pen, Cullen surprised him by slowing his wagon. To Bray, he said quietly, “I am sorry for what I did this morning in the fields. I put you in danger. It was a stupid mistake.”

Bray nodded, surprised to hear him speaking with more clarity than he’d heard in days. Perhaps the smell of urine had shocked him awake. “I know it wasn’t your intention to run like that.”

“Too many days of hiding from those men brought out an instinct I couldn’t control.” Cullen blew a breath. “The Clickers bring a fright I will never be rid of.”

“You do not need to have guilt over it,” Bray said.

The truth was, he didn’t blame Cullen for anything. Cullen might’ve told the final lie that had sealed their fate, but they had all taken risks. There was no use in giving him unnecessary blame.

They continued wheeling their empty wagons across the pen, speed in their steps. Bray envisioned the hissing demons that would soon fill the place, clawing for scraps of their meager meal. Hopefully, he’d be halfway through the alley next to the shops by the time any of them were in the city.

They were almost at the entrance when Cullen slowed. He glanced up.

“What is it?” Bray asked, following his gaze above the tall, wooden walls of the pen, toward the shimmering building.

Through the sideways glare of the sun, Bray saw a group of figures standing on the building’s balcony, three floors up. Like that first day he’d entered the city, he noticed a handful of dark, flowing robes. But among them was someone new—a smaller figure, leaning over the railing and looking out from behind a sea of dark fabric. William.

Bray’s heart seized as he laid eyes on the boy. He wanted to run from the pen and out into the courtyard, climb up the side of that building, and get to him. He wanted to shout William’s name and verify he was all right. It took him a moment to realize something else. All of the figures—including William—were staring at him and Cullen.

Footsteps pounded the dirt.

Guards raced into the pen.

“What are you doing?” Bray shouted as six burly men surrounded him.

Someone grabbed him from behind.

An unexpected fist slugged Bray in the stomach. He doubled over, robbed of breath.

More guards surrounded Cullen, who shouted in fright as they started beating him.

Bray struggled to get free of a handful of sneering Head Guards, who pinned him while others kicked and punched. His body stung with the pain of the blows. They struck him several more times as the bells started ringing. From somewhere above him on the balcony, he heard a shout that might be William’s.

An awful reality hit Bray as Cullen shouted, “This is the end! This is the end!”

Bray fought frantically, managing to get one arm free, just in time to block a blow, until a fist socked him in the face, knocking away the last of his fight.

Bray’s head sagged.

He fell into a daze.

His boots slid over the ground as men dragged him.

He could barely see in which direction he was headed, or what was happening.

Through his haze, he saw the hooded figures on the balcony, holding back William as he screamed. He saw the people in the doorways of the first row of houses, their pale faces filled with the same fright. And he saw Teddy, his mouth hung open in horror. More bells ripped Bray’s attention to the front gate, where several guards incited the vicious snarls of demons from over the wall as others continued dragging him.

Where was he?

He blinked hard, finding enough clarity to see that he was out of the Feeding Pen, on the other side of the open gate. Next to him, guards rang bells. Past them, through the open gate and in the middle of the Feeding Pen, Cullen lay, beaten and bloody, next to the piles of corn they’d dumped moments earlier.

Cullen!

Cullen’s legs wobbled as he tried to stand. His face twisted with bloodied fear as he realized what was coming.

The front gate opened.

The horde entered the courtyard.

A streaming mass of wart-covered flesh, open mouths, and cracked teeth spilled in Bray’s direction. Feet stomped the ground. Yowls filled the air. The demons got close enough that Bray could smell their sour breath and the fetid dung on their bodies, but they weren’t coming for him.

They kept going.

They entered the pen.

The people in the courtyard screamed in fright.

The last demon entered.

And then the guards closed the door.


Chapter 63: William

William fought against the arms holding him on the balcony. He screamed and flailed, trying to get free. He couldn’t rip his eyes away from the tumbling, shrieking demons trapped in the Feeding Pen with Cullen. Cullen’s panicked shouts tore at William’s soul. But they were about to get worse. A horde large enough to inspire terror in any man streamed toward him, tripping over one another as they lusted for blood.

The bells stopped ringing.

Cullen took a staggering step away from the approaching demons.

William screamed, “Stop! Stop!”

His voice echoed from the balcony down to where the snarling demons yowled, lost in the commotion.

The robed, Gifted men around him watched. A few nodded sagely. No one heeded William’s or Cullen’s cries.

Cullen held up his hands, but his efforts were useless against more than a hundred yowling, clawing demons. They converged, toppling him like a weed. Cullen landed on his back, kicking and flailing. His screams mingled with the shrieks of twisted men as they found warm flesh, tore, and ate.

Clawed, twisted demon fingers reached for the sky, dripping innards. Hungry demon’s teeth tore pieces of skin; heads wagged from side to side as they chewed Cullen’s sinewy flesh and his last, frightful cry hung in the air. And then he was lost beneath a swarm of monsters several layers deep, tumbling over one another, fighting for his remains.

William’s scream became a pitiful, hopeless sound.

He fought against the arms holding him—Tolstoy’s and Barron’s—but he couldn’t get free.

On the other side of the pen’s door, away from the carnage, guards held Bray, who now struggled weakly as he watched the closed door, where his friend had died. All around the beginning rows of houses, and in the houses past them, people lurked in the doorways, peeking past the thresholds and toward the closed gate. Their pale faces held a fear William didn’t need to imagine, because it ran through him, a waking nightmare he would never forget.

Tears streamed down William’s face.

“The Plagued Ones remind me of animal packs from the wild deserts, across the seas,” Barron said calmly, his hand still locked on William’s arm. “You wouldn’t have seen them, William, but they were a spectacle. We used to watch them on devices from the comforts of our homes, thousands of miles away. Those animals often worked together, though. The Plagued Ones fight for food. They are always hungry.”

Bodies moved in a frenzied blur from Cullen to the corn, as if they hadn’t just turned a man’s flesh into pulp and picked his bones clean. On the other side of the courtyard, past the wall at the front of the building, Rudyard waved his arms like some unceremonious priest, controlling the first batch of demons that had already fed. When the second batch of demons was done, the bells rang, the guards opened the Feeding Pen door, and the demons streamed out, pieces of Cullen caked to their faces and hands. They crossed the courtyard, passed Bray and the guards, and returned through the open front gate.

“The taste of flesh inspires a savagery that is as fascinating as it is frightening,” Barron said, scratching his wart-covered chin. “But they are good at taking care of our waste. And they are the reason we are safe.”

“Thankfully, the humans are down there, and we are up here,” Tolstoy said, his look as much a statement as a warning as he looked at William. “We are the gods, and the humans serve us. If you are smart, you will keep it that way, William, and your other two friends will stay alive.”
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Preface

Welcome to the last installment of THE RUINS.

 

You’ve reached the end—the culmination of over 300,000 words, and four books (and a novella) that are some of the most enjoyable I’ve written. Thank you so much for sticking with the series.

 

Watching Bray, Kirby, and William grow and bond has been just as fun as creating new worlds for them to explore.

 

Bray has come a long way from the lone, demon-slaying Warden outside of Brighton. Kirby has pulled us neck-deep into her struggle between past and future, and William has grown from a young, scared boy in Brighton into an endearing, capable individual.

 

Sometimes the best meetings come from chance. Although these three characters met by “accident” in THE LAST SURVIVORS, I am happy they did, if only so they could bring us along for the ride.

 

As I mention in the Afterword, I have several projects I’m excited to write next. Hopefully, you will consider joining me.

 

But first: the final book of THE RUINS.

 

Trapped in a tower under the oppressive rule of The Gifted, William fears for his friends’ lives. Bray and Kirby cope with the loss of Cullen, amidst the uncaring fists of the guards.

 

What is the price of freedom? And will anyone get out of New City alive?

 

We will find out.

 

-Tyler Piperbrook

January 2018


Chapter 1: Bray

“What’s going on?”

Commotion ripped Bray’s attention from the door of his small house and into the courtyard of New City.

A swell of noise greater than he was used to hearing swept through the air as slaves emerged from houses and alleys, moving quickly toward the wide, dirt area with the bonfires, talking in animated tones, speaking more loudly than they would have dared in the fields, the Shucking Rooms, or in the shops on the city’s eastern side. Bray stared out the threshold, peering out into a morning that was already sweltering from the heat. He couldn’t see past the torrent of moving people. Teddy held a look of nervous confusion on his face as he abandoned his breakfast and went to Bray’s side.

“I would stay here,” Teddy warned, in the same cautious tone he always held when something bad was about to take place. “We’re probably better off not knowing.”

Bray watched people pour past, creating a wall of bodies in the middle of the courtyard. Most glanced over their shoulders toward one of the paths, chatting nervously. An irrepressible fear took hold of Bray as he looked for Kirby. She had been safe this morning.

But that didn’t mean she was safe now.

Weeks after losing Cullen to the mob of bloodthirsty demons, Bray could still hear his friend’s cries. Cullen’s horrified screams had invaded every squalid home, striking fear in the heart of every slave, even those who hadn’t lived close to the Feeding Pen. Cullen’s corpse had barely resembled a human’s when the guards pulled it through the gate. Bits of flesh clung to his tattered, gnawed bones. Cullen’s face was gone.

The Head Guards had paraded his corpse through the streets in a wagon, making sure every slave in every open doorway saw him as they wheeled him to one of the Glass Houses, where he was hastily cremated. No one was allowed to say goodbye—certainly not Bray or Kirby.

That corpse was a warning to any who dared defying the Head Guards, or The Gifted.

Bray stretched his stiff limbs. The wounds he received that day had mostly healed, but each yellow and purple blemish on his skin reminded him of the death he’d escaped.

Was Kirby next?

Unable to suppress a growing fear, Bray told Teddy, “I’ll be back.”

Teddy shouted out another warning, but Bray had already left the threshold, stepping away from the house and joining the growing crowd in the courtyard. Looking right and left, he noticed guards on the edges of the pathways, prodding some of the slower, gawking people. The slaves were anxious, but the guards were strangely eager. Bray followed the moving crowd until he’d reached the back row of what was quickly becoming a circle. Catching the eye of a dirty, skinny man, he asked, “What’s happening?”

Wiping the remains of some breakfast from his face, the man said, “I’m not sure. They told us to gather around the bonfires. That’s all I know.”

Some cries drew Bray’s attention to one of the alleys.

His pulse quickened.

Two Head Guards appeared down the pathway, tugging a shaggy-haired, kicking man. Behind them, more guards manhandled a taller, male slave. Bray tensed as he recognized two of the men from the fields, near whom he’d worked a few times. A few children raced away from the commotion, heeding their parents’ warnings.

Reaching the edge of the circle, the guards pulled the men through the parting crowd and into the center of the courtyard.

Bray pushed into a crowd several layers deep. A few slaves grunted angrily. One or two gave him scared looks, afraid to cause a scene. Breaking through the mob, Bray took up between a freckled woman and a gaunt man, neither of who looked at him. Ollie and Avery stood in the middle of the open area in the courtyard, brandishing long knives as the guards dragged the wriggling men near them.

Seeing the weapon in Ollie’s hands, the men whimpered.

Some children who had not run clung to their mother’s skirts, or hid behind the men’s legs as they waited for a pronouncement, or a scene they wouldn’t soon forget. Bray’s pulse pounded.

Ensuring he had the eye of every man, woman, and child around the courtyard, Ollie jabbed a fat, dirty finger at the captive slaves. “Thieves!” he shouted.

The captive men quivered.

“These men were caught stealing a loaf of bread from one of our guards, Roberto,” Avery hollered, turning to the circling crowd. “They were brought here for punishment.”

The shaggy-haired man wailed, “Let us go! Please!”

The audience shifted uncomfortably.

No one helped.

Of course, they couldn’t.

Cocking his fat head to the side, Ollie said, “We all know thievery isn’t tolerated in New City.”

The other guards looked on in stern silence.

“Please!” the shaggy-haired man cried. “We didn’t do anything wrong!”

Ollie’s face creased in anger.

“Roberto saw you thieving,” Avery cut in. “Do not lie.”

Regret crossed the shaggy-haired man’s face as he silenced. Ollie crept closer, holding his knife up to the scared man’s throat.

With an obstinate bark, Ollie said, “Lie again, and I will cut your throat.”

The shaggy-haired man’s eyes grew wide.

Looking from the slaves to the crowd, Ollie projected his voice. “Roberto, why don’t you tell the crowd what you saw, so everyone can learn the same lesson?”

Speaking loudly enough that even those in the back rows could hear, one of the bearded guards, evidently Roberto, stepped from the edges of the crowd and held up a loaf of bread. “My family was out back, doing laundry. When I returned from my duties, I found the tall slave guarding our doorway, while the other pulled our bread from inside. They waited until our door was unlocked to rob us.”

The shaggy-haired man shook his head in denial as he saw and heard the damming evidence.

“I chased them through the alleys and tackled one of them,” Roberto said. “Freddy and Ryan got the other.” He motioned to a few other guards, who nodded sternly.

“You would risk your lives over some bread?” Avery asked.

A silence fell over the courtyard as everyone waited for an answer. Feeling the weight of the accusation, the tall man cleared his throat and spoke up. “We were hungry. We only received half our rations last week.” He looked between Ollie, Avery, and the other Head Guards, avoiding Roberto’s eyes. “When we asked Roberto, he said we wouldn’t get any more until next week.”

“A shortage,” Roberto grunted, with a firm nod.

A few guards chuckled. None in the crowd laughed. Sensing no good would come from an argument, the tall man quieted.

Growing impatient, Roberto pointed at the tall slave and his shaggy-haired friend. “They are obviously thieves. Let’s gut them.”

“We’re not going to gut them,” Ollie told him.

“Throw them in the Feeding Pen, then,” Roberto argued. “It will save us a few ears of corn.”

“Ollie and I have another idea,” Avery said, stepping forward and exchanging a knowing glance with Ollie. “We talked about it on the way. Perhaps a different sort of punishment is in order.”

“What kind of punishment?” Roberto asked, growing impatient.

Avery said, “If they are as hungry as they say, we will allow them to prove it.”

Recapturing the attention of the entire crowd, Ollie said, “They can have their bread. But they will have to fight for it.”

“Fight?” Terror sparked in the shaggy-haired man’s eyes and the tall man’s mouth fell open.

A smile crossed Roberto’s face as he caught the gist of the idea. “I like that. It might even be worth my loaf of bread.”

Avery nodded, proud of his idea. Stepping forward, capturing the attention of the entire audience, he announced, “The only way out of this circle is through each other’s blood. The two thieves will fight each other to the death for the food they stole. If either one tries escaping, they’re feed for The Plagued Ones.”

Stepping next to Avery, Ollie warned, “Anyone who tries helping them will join the loser in death.”

Gasps filled the crowd. Children buried themselves further in their mother’s skirts.

Returning his attention to the two men, Avery said, “When we release you, you will fight. Neither of you will leave until one of you dies.”

Roberto dangled the bread higher, showing the crowd, and then tossed it onto the ground near the captive slaves’ feet. The bread rolled to a stop, covered in dirt. Horror crossed the slave’s faces as they realized the finality of their sentence.

Forcing defiance through his fear, the tall man stuck out his chin and said, “I will not fight. You will have to feed me to The Plagued Ones first.”

Avery’s eyes narrowed in anger as he heard a retort he wasn’t used to. “You will fight him, or we will torture you both. He will die first, so you can watch.”

The tall man opened and closed his mouth, stuck between horrific choices. “I will allow him to win, then.”

“If I sense either of you are not fighting, Roberto will gut you both,” Avery said, making a show of turning the long knife in his hand. “And then no man will keep his life.”

“Neither matters much to us,” Ollie grunted. “In fact, we’d enjoy it if you didn’t cooperate.”

Tears rolled down the shaggy-haired man’s face as he said, “Give us some other punishment. Anything. I will clean the Feeding Pen. I will forfeit my rations.”

“Your families will already forfeit your rations for a week,” Avery said, to the moans of a few scared, scraggly women who broke through the crowd, wailing their pleas.

“Let them go!” one of the women cried, reaching for the captive men in the middle.

“Shut up!” Ollie barked, forcing her to be silent.

“Please!” the shaggy-haired man cried. “Punish us, but not our families!”

“If you are strong enough to beg, you are strong enough to fight,” Avery said matter-of-factly.

Without another word, Ollie and Avery walked to the edge of the circle, as if they were officials in a sack race, or a hay game. They signaled the guards, who let go of the prisoners. Slowly, the guards backed to where the nervous spectators watched.

Left alone, the two slaves stared at each other a moment. Neither traded angry words. Why would they? They were clearly friends who had conspired in a transgression. The shaggy-haired man smeared tears from his eyes.

Trembling, he told the tall man, “I will not fight you.”

“Nor I you.” The tall man looked from his unwilling opponent to the guards who had released him. Of course, their pleas were pointless.

Bray clenched his fists hopelessly, as if he might help. But everyone in the crowd heard the guards’ warnings. They would die if they assisted. The wailing women pleaded to the guards, but the guards threatened them into silence.

A few of the slaves on the edge of the circle stepped forward, waiting expectantly, shifting from foot to foot.

The combatants stared at each other, not moving, not fighting.

“Give us a show, forest-dwellers!” yelled Roberto. “Spill each other’s blood!”

“Fight!” yelled another guard.

A few women held their hands over their mouths. Reluctantly, the two slaves raised their fists.

“Get on with it!” a third guard yelled, losing his patience.

Ollie and Avery watched the petrified men in amusement.

Feeling the pressure of a horrific death, the tall man took a step toward his friend. He raised a fist.

“I’m sorry, Gabe,” he said.

“I understand, Jonah,” the other said. “We will do what we have to. The gods will know the truth.”

The slaves on the edges of the circle looked on with growing anticipation.

One of them, an elderly man with long hair, was unable to control his nerves any longer. He took a risk and yelled to the tall man, “He is much smaller than you! Kill him and be done with it, so he doesn’t suffer!”

A wrinkled crone, inspired by the first man’s words, yelled, “Do it quickly!”

“Fight, fight!” the guards shouted, encouraging the crowd to participate.

The old man and the crone joined the chant. Bray looked around as a few more chimed in. A stringy-haired woman pumped her fist in the air. A middle-aged man cupped his mouth and shouted. Perhaps they yearned for an escape to the monotony of their lives. Or perhaps they wanted an end to the bloody spectacle that would plague their nightmares.

Among the chanters, Bray saw a few with twisted, bloodthirsty expressions.

The chant strengthened as all of the guards raised their voices, staring at the crowd and encouraging more participation.

“Fight, fight!”

Slowly, the chant rolled from the tongues of the guards to more slaves, until most in the front rows screamed along, driven by the shouts of their neighbors.

Bray swallowed as the chant grew louder and louder, echoing off the walls of the courtyard and the small houses.

The tall man—Jonah—swallowed a lump in his throat. He cocked back his fist, regret in his eyes.

“Kill him, you weak son of a bitch!” Roberto shrieked above everyone else, taking a taunting step.

Hearing those words, Jonah’s face changed.

He turned.

He ran toward Roberto.

Roberto’s mouth dropped as his taunt backfired and became a fight for his life. Jonah crossed the courtyard, threw his weight into a tackle, and knocked the surprised guard to the ground before he could draw his knife. Cocking back a fist, he punched Roberto. Blood sprayed from Roberto’s face as Jonah broke his nose. More Head Guards ran to help, but Jonah had the advantage of pent-up rage, and surprise. He flung back his arms, cracking several of the other guards in the face, sending them flying before they could control him. Blood dripped from his swinging fists and he shrieked in rage.

The crowd’s response grew louder.

Some cheered. Some hissed.

More than one cheered for Jonah.

People stepped forward as they saw a crack in the system that had contained them.

But that crack wouldn’t last long.

“Pull him off!” Ollie shouted, anger taking over his face as he raced toward the spectacle, his blubbery stomach shaking.

More guards caught hold of Jonah’s arms, flinging him off and stomping him. Jonah’s hands flew up to protect his ribs and stomach, but a well-placed kick knocked one of his teeth from his mouth in a bloody spray. The guards gave him a few more stomps and kicks before Ollie intervened.

“Enough!” Ollie screamed. “Let him go!”

The Head Guards looked up in surprise. Roberto got to his feet, wiping stringy drool from his face.

“I want him dead,” Roberto hissed, through a mouthful of blood as he pointed.

“And he will be,” Ollie said confidently. “But I will gut his friend first.”

The shaggy-haired man—Gabe—stood fearfully across the courtyard. His face paled. A merciless grin crossed Ollie’s face as he took a menacing step.

“You will be tortured, because of what your friend has done,” Ollie announced, making sure all in the crowd could hear, as he raised his knife. “Those are the rules. Your friend has opted not to fight.”

“Please,” Gabe said quietly, his voice quivering as he backed up against the crowd.

Ollie took another lumbering step.

“Give me another chance,” Gabe pleaded.

“Jonah has made his choice for both of you. The fight is over,” Ollie said.

“No, it’s not.”

With a primal scream, Gabe darted past Ollie and toward Jonah. Catching on to what was happening, the guards stepped back.

Still on the ground, Jonah flung up his arms, but not in time to deflect Gabe’s vicious pounce. Gabe landed on top of Jonah, punching again and again, knocking through Jonah’s defensive arms and striking his face.

Gabe’s war cry grew louder.

He wasn’t doing what the guards asked.

He was fighting for his life.

The crowd’s chant resumed and more people stepped forward.

“Fight! Fight! “

The elderly man pumped his fist. The wrinkled crone clenched her hands. The bloodthirsty few cried louder than the rest, creating a wall of noise.

The guard’s smirks grew wider.

Madness took over Gabe’s face. It seemed as if the fight had cracked the last of his sanity. The wails of two hysterical, pleading women were lost underneath the chanting crowd as bones cracked and blood flew. With horror, Bray saw tears pouring down Gabe’s face as he punched and punched, and Jonah’s pleas turned to gurgles.

The gurgles ceased.

The crowd in the courtyard fell silent.

Gabe’s flying fists stopped.

Looking around at the crowd and the guards, he found enough sanity to scream, “Is this what you wanted? You wanted him to die?”

Ollie looked from Avery to Roberto.

“I have done what you asked!” Gabe continued, weeping.

Ollie grunted. “So be it. You have earned your life.”

Avery said, “Roberto, give him a beating to compensate for the bread he stole. Then send him to the cell.”


Chapter 2: Bray

The crowd dispersed in a tangled, disorganized rush. Women herded children back through the alleyways. Sturdy men and women helped some of the elderly, who walked with their heads down, mumbling. Bray could see their remorse in their sagged shoulders, or in their eyes, as they scurried back to breakfasts they wouldn’t eat. Most had stayed only long enough to watch Gabe dragged to the cell, but only because the guards ordered them. A few people—the men and women with bloodlust in their eyes—scurried away quicker than the others, ashamed of what they’d done. Long after the chants had faded, the majority of the slaves realized what the guards had known all along—the slaves were in no better position than Jonah, or Gabe. They lived their lives in slightly bigger cells than the one to which Gabe was dragged, waiting for the day they were pulled to the Glass Houses, like Jonah’s body would be.

Bray had no interest in any of it.

He needed to find Kirby.

Moving against the flow of the crowd, he scanned the clustered, dirty faces. Seeing the battle made him desperate to verify that she was all right. For all he knew, she was in some hidden danger he couldn’t see.

A few guards lingered at the mouth of the alleys, herding the slaves back to their homes. Some of them held the long, sharp knives they usually carried at their sides. Bray wanted to pull those knives from their hands and ram them into their bellies.

Hopefully someday soon.

Skirting around several groups of people who talked quietly as they walked, he found a scraggly, thin woman with long, dark hair. Bray opened his mouth and came toward her, before realizing it wasn’t Kirby. The woman muttered something and went past. His nerves were almost unbearable when he spotted a person with a familiar gait, heading up of one of the pathways.

“Kirby!” he hissed, as loud as he dared.

“Bray!”

Kirby’s face was skinnier than he remembered. Several weeks of enslavement had burned through what little fat they’d had. Bray couldn’t remember the last time he had gotten a good look at her, when they didn’t fear the guards. He had hoped things might get better.

Of course, they hadn’t.

They suffered through rations that were never enough, sweated in fields that never got cooler, and worked for guards that had no sympathy. Their endless toil continued, as the summer approached its hottest days.

Kirby approached him with the same, sallow look that marked most of the slaves’ faces. A wave of emotion he rarely allowed himself to feel rushed through him as they risked an embrace.

“Savages,” Kirby whispered, wiping angry tears from her eyes. “Cruel, vicious savages.”

Bray nodded, feeling a surge of hate that had never left since they’d been captured, cornered, and thrown into this life.

“We should walk and talk,” Bray said quietly.

They turned and headed up the pathway, mixing with some other slaves. A few people spoke quietly, their faces downcast as they processed another loss of life. Others walked quickly with their heads down. From a distant alley, Bray heard the long, mournful wails of the dead man’s relatives. They passed a few guards before speaking more.

“Those men were killed for the sin of being hungry,” Kirby spat. Anger and sadness blazed in her moist eyes. “I have watched too many die at the hands of one another, for the sake of another’s pleasure.”

Bray nodded. Kirby didn’t need to speak of the atrocities she’d endured in her homeland for him to remember her stories. Kirby’s days fighting in the arena still haunted her nights. More than once, she had awoken from some vivid nightmare, speaking names he didn’t recognize.

“I do not know how much more I can take,” Kirby said with a crack in her voice.

Bray looked over at her, recalling the talk they’d shared through the walls of the cell, when they’d first been dragged to New City. He’d promised her they would find a way out.

All they’d found was suffering and pain.

His promise to her felt as empty as the one he’d made William. Looking over his shoulder, he glanced at the shimmering building that rose high above New City. He hadn’t seen William since that day Cullen had died, when William had screamed from the balcony. A part of Bray wondered if William had been a hallucination—a product of haze and pain. But William’s desperate cries were unmistakable. William might not be toiling in a hot field, or working until his fingers ached, but he was living his own nightmare. He had escaped the battle of Brighton and the war at The Arches, only to be captured and enslaved regardless. William had witnessed Cullen’s dying in even greater detail from his horrific perch.

For all he knew, William had seen this bloody fight, too.

Bray scanned up and down the building, but the balcony was empty, and the tinted glass prevented a better view.

Kirby forced composure through her anger. Somewhere in the distance, another long, slow wail echoed through the crowded streets.

“We will make it out of this life,” Bray promised. “I swear by the gods.”


Chapter 3: William

William awoke with a start.

Long, resounding moans reached his ears.

Sweat trickled down the bumpy warts on his forehead as he sat up. For a moment, he thought he was still hearing his dream, but the noise came from outside his window. Wiping the perspiration away, he crossed the room—his fifteenth-floor prison—and pressed his face against the glass. It was hard to hear more than noises from up so high, and he certainly couldn’t hear words.

But the commotion was real.

He scoured the small square buildings that filled New City. People moved in every direction, dispersing from something.

Whatever had happened was over.

Tangles of men, women, and children moved up the paths and into the dwellings. He couldn’t tell guards from slaves.

A stabbing, nervous fear hit his stomach—the same feeling he had every time he thought of Bray and Kirby, rotting away in their cramped, dirty houses. Each time he looked at the dwellings below, he imagined cruel horrors behind every doorway—demons gnashing their filthy teeth, guards pummeling the slaves with merciless fists.

He wished he could verify that Bray and Kirby were all right.

He doubted he would ever have that security again.

Ever since Cullen’s death, William had lived with a lump in his throat, eating, learning, studying, and sleeping. He adhered to The Gifted’s role, certain that another misstep would harm his friends. He cried when he was alone, underneath the covers, and in the dark. Even then, it felt like The Gifted watched him, monsters that ate, breathed, and studied without emotion. Their intelligence was a curse dragging them into madness.

Every time Amelia asked how he was feeling, William assured her he was fine, hoping she didn’t see the truth behind his answer. He smiled when it was appropriate, laughed when he was supposed to, and nodded too often. Emotions were private, dangerous things.

He still wasn’t sure what had given him away on that awful day, when Cullen had died.

Glancing over his shoulder, he stared at the dresser, underneath which was the hairpin. At one time, he was positive that Cullen had paid the price for his sneaky outing. But as more days passed, with no one coming to search his room, or reclaim the small piece of stolen metal, he had changed his theory. The Gifted must have seen through his placating conversations. They must have determined he was playing a role.

Perhaps they had no reason at all.

The Gifted were cruel, perverse beings, worse than the demon army they controlled, worse than any violent leader in Brighton. They might have intellect beyond any human, but they lived without conscience or remorse. William was nothing like them, and never wanted to be. They were the ancient evil that haunted his nightmares, lurked in every dark corner, and stalked him when he wasn’t reading or studying among them. He’d never forget their emotionless, stern faces as they’d watched the demons chew Cullen’s flesh. None had turned a sympathetic eye toward William, as he screamed for them to stop, and certainly not Cullen.

Even Amelia watched with a smug satisfaction.

One thing was certain; William wouldn’t give them another excuse for their barbarity. He hadn’t used the pin since his first outing, and he didn’t plan on using it again.

Looking out the window, he envisioned his friends far below, living out the rest of their days. Perhaps the best hope he had for them was a protected life in New City, where they would always have food, if not enough. Perhaps the walls that barricaded the city sheltered them from the savage tribes that roamed the forests.

Perhaps in order to save them, he had to let them go.

Smearing a tear away from his eye, he looked out the window, watching the moving masses of people prepare for another day of unrelenting toil.


Chapter 4: Kirby

Kirby watched the men and women returning to their homes out the window of her small room. Only a handful spoke with one another. They hurried back to breakfasts most wouldn’t be able to stomach, but they would eat, because they needed strength for the fields.

“Too many cruelties,” Esmeralda said, spoon-feeding Fiona some cornmeal.

Kirby nodded, unable to put her emotion into words.

“With so many things happening each day, it is easy to forget some of them,” Esmeralda said. “But this game was worse than many others. The guards are getting crueler as time goes on.”

Kirby nodded as she forced down a bite. Too many things had become routine: sleeping, working, eating, and suffering. Seeing the fight this afternoon had brought some of the grisly details of her homeland back to her memory—things she tried to forget.

She couldn’t dismiss the smell of blood, the rabid cries of the crowd, and the fueling screams of the guards. She recalled Gabe’s face as he spun to face the guards, his cheeks smeared with his friend’s blood and his tears. All of those things were horrible reminders of the arena, back in her homeland. Too many times, Kirby had been that winner, facing a crowd who would just as soon cheer for her blood as her opponent’s.

“Some of the people regret their part in what happened,” Esmeralda said, as she watched some quiet people pass. “But it will not bring back the man who died.”

“And it will not stop it from happening again,” Kirby said, bitterly.

“You talk as if that is a certainty,” Esmeralda said.

“I have been here long enough to know that it is,” Kirby said. “Some people will mourn, while others will justify their part in the horrid spectacle. Soon, they will move on, when some fresh, new atrocity occurs.”

Esmeralda nodded sympathetically. “It sounds as if it wasn’t any better where you are from.”

Keeping to the same story she had told The Gifted, pretending she was from Brighton, Kirby said, “They weren’t any better.”

Esmeralda sighed as she scraped the last of the cornmeal from the bowl. “We hear whispers of cities and townships in the forests.” She looked past Kirby and to the doorway, keeping her voice low. “They are pleasant to dream about, but it sounds as if they are fool’s legends.”

“I sometimes forget you have never been outside New City,” Kirby remembered.

“The guards tell us the trees are a place of danger.” Esmeralda shrugged. “They say we wouldn’t last a day there.”

Kirby furrowed her brow. “Have you ever been among the trees?”

“No,” Esmeralda said, a wistful look crossing her face. “The closest I have been is the crop fields.”

Kirby’s reflection became an angry sadness as she realized she might never set foot in the trees again. “The forests can be dangerous,” she said, “but they can be beautiful, too.”

“A lot of our people were born here, as you know,” Esmeralda said. “Some come from the forests, like you, but they do not speak of them. Speaking of such things is dangerous.”

Kirby nodded. She had learned. She avoided conversation and did her work. She avoided death, barely.

“I used to dream about the forests, and the creatures I have not seen,” Esmeralda said. “I dreamt of places where you could fill your stomach without rationing every bite. I dreamt of better places for Fiona.”

Watching a guard walk by, Kirby carefully said, “Even in the forest, you have to work for your food.”

Spooning Fiona another bite of cornmeal, Esmeralda said, “At least what happened this morning is done, and we are alive.”

Kirby nodded. That was true, but the day was just beginning.


**




Kirby walked with the line of slaves out of the courtyard, through the gates leading to the crop fields, and past Rudyard. After a few weeks in New City, he’d given up his gloating. Now, he treated her as another slave, chastising her when it suited him, or ignoring her when he wanted. She was no different than any of the other humans: a child’s plaything, here to do his bidding and his work. Avery had lost interest, as well.

Not so with Ollie.

Every so often, something would spark in Ollie’s eyes as he watched Kirby work. He often lingered at the end of her row, staring at her as she pulled the corn from the stalks, mostly when the sun was hot enough to dampen her shirt. Hoping to sway his attention, she focused on her work until he went away.

Passing Ollie today, she felt his salacious gaze. Kirby would like to poke his eyes out with the sharp end of a corn cob. But that was as likely to happen as escape.

Not until she was past the guards did she risk a glance behind her, finding Bray. He was farther back in the line, veering off with his wagon.

Kirby chose a row, pulling her wagon over the bumpy soil. A few mutants skittered away, weaving through the stalks after a small animal. Quelling the nervousness she always felt around the ugly beasts, she picked a spot free of other workers or mutants.

Kirby set down her wagon handle, reaching for an ear of corn.

She pulled it from the stalk and tossed it in her receptacle.

In the distance, the guards boisterously relived the fight.

After a while, she noticed a figure in the next row of stalks, watching her. Kirby tensed as the person shifted, trying to get a better view of her. It seemed as if they were getting closer. Every so often, the person adjusted their wagon, coming down the row of corn, until they were level with her on the other side.

Kirby leaned forward, catching a glimpse of a gaunt, dirty man to whom she hadn’t been close in a while.

Drew.

Drew’s face looked even more sunken, after only a few more weeks. His eyes flashed to hers as he gave her a barely perceptible nod.

“You’re still alive,” he said, as if the words were a miracle to both of them.

If they were anywhere other than a dirty prison, Kirby might’ve smiled. Instead, she gave a knowing nod.

“I’m sorry about your friend,” he said, lowering his eyes.

“Thanks,” Kirby said. She wondered how many times they’d traded the same words, and how many times they might trade them later.

“I would’ve given my condolences sooner, if I thought it was safe to do so,” Drew said regretfully.

Kirby nodded. “There is no need to apologize.”

Looking up and down the row, ensuring no one was near, Drew said, “I wanted to make sure nothing has changed from when we spoke last. I wanted to make sure we still share the same goals.”

She stared at him intently. They’d both suffered equal atrocities in their homeland, and in the arena, when equally cruel masters owned them. Sharing his gaze, she could see the same obstinate spark of fire they’d had when they sailed those ships across the ocean, all those years ago.

Resolutely, Kirby said, “Nothing has changed.”

“Good,” Drew said. “We will meet tonight.”


Chapter 5: William

William tensed as someone knocked at his door. No matter how much time passed, he couldn’t get past his fear.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“Amelia.” Her voice was gentle.

But then, it always was.

With nothing else to do, William had played along as she instructed him. He couldn’t read fluently, but each day, he picked up more words, and every so often, he fumbled his way through a simpler sentence. If he wasn’t captive in a cruel place, he might’ve been proud of his knowledge. Now he felt as if he was learning skills that he wouldn’t be able to use, once The Gifted decided it was his turn to die.

He crossed the room. Every interaction felt like a test.

Sucking in a nervous breath, William reached the door and waited for her to open it.

Amelia stood at the threshold.

“Did I wake you?”

“No,” William said, hoping he hadn’t spoken too quickly.

“Tolstoy would like to see you,” she said.

William smiled to disguise his pounding heart. “What does he want?” he asked.

“He didn’t tell me,” Amelia said, with the same smile she’d used when she watched Cullen die.

He joined her on the other side of the doorway, and she shut the door behind them. She started down the stairs.

Knowing he couldn’t disobey, William followed.

His dread deepened with each step as he realized they weren’t going up to The Library Room.

He looked out the windows as they descended, watching the slaves work in the fields. A few demons skittered through the corn stalks.

Stopping at the twelfth floor, Amelia knocked four times. The raps hung in the air as she waited. William studied Tolstoy’s door, which looked even more solid and imposing than the others. He had never been inside Tolstoy’s room, though he had learned where a few of The Gifted lived.

Footsteps echoed from inside the room.

William braced himself for whatever new spectacle of horror he faced. Maybe his friends were on the other side, bound, tortured, or dead. Or maybe he’d made another tragic mistake he didn’t realize.

The door opened, revealing Tolstoy, alone.

“William,” Tolstoy said, a smile creasing his wart-covered face.

Hiding his fearful swallow, William managed, “Hello.”

He looked past Tolstoy, expecting to see his friends in peril; instead, he was faced with a magnificent room, much more extraordinary than his own. A bed the size and height of two of those in William’s quarters sat against a wall. White, pristine blankets adorned its surface. Farther back, strange pictures and drawings lined the walls, preceding a grand desk, with a shelf full of books affixed to its back. The electric lights were dim, as they always were in the daylight hours.

“Come in,” Tolstoy invited.

William looked for a threat he couldn’t see, but he saw nothing other than furniture and adornments.

He entered the room with Amelia.

“I won’t keep you long,” Tolstoy said. “I know you are hungry. We will have breakfast after we talk.”

“It’s okay,” William said. He made a show of looking over at the books. “You have even more books here.”

“I do,” Tolstoy said, looking pleased that he’d noticed.

“William has taken books in the evenings, after our daily studying,” Amelia interrupted. “He has made great strides with his letters.”

“So I hear,” Tolstoy said. “Your hard work is showing rewards, William. Perhaps when you have progressed further, I will let you borrow some of my collection.”

Tolstoy beckoned for William and Amelia to follow. They walked past the bed on the left and some strange pictures on the walls on the right. Glancing at them, William saw diagrams that reminded him of the blueprints he’d seen all those weeks ago, but these were different. Most showed human bodies, their arms held level at their sides, their legs in strange poses. Others showed infected people like The Gifted, with rounded or ridged warts on their heads, knees, or elbows. He couldn’t decipher their purpose.

Noticing William’s attention, Tolstoy explained, “Some of the things I have studied. Perhaps later, I will explain.”

Tolstoy stopped at his desk, which was littered with books and supplies, and reached for a drawer. For a moment, William was certain he would reveal some cruel, Tech Magic device to incinerate him. But it wasn’t Tech Magic.

Pulling out a piece of dark fabric, Tolstoy said, “This is for you, William.”

“For…me?” William asked, confused.

Taking the cloth, William discovered a long, flowing robe. William stared up and down the clothing’s smooth contour, as if the garment might sprout teeth and bite him. But the robe was soft and clean, absent of the holes or dirt stains that marred the clothing he’d worn for too long. It was about his size.

It looked just like Tolstoy’s, like Amelia’s.

Like The Gifteds’.

“I don’t know what to say,” William mumbled as he turned the object over in his hands.

“A thank you is all that is required,” Amelia said with a smile.

“Thank you,” William parroted.

“Why don’t you try it on?” Tolstoy suggested. “It might be a little tight over your clothing, but we can get an idea of how it fits. Barron can size it, if you need.”

“Okay.” William nodded.

Tolstoy and Amelia waited expectantly as he held it in his shaky hands.

Swallowing, William unfolded the robe, shoved his arms through the holes, and slipped it over his head.


Chapter 6: Bray

Bray sat on his bedroll, looking out through the doorway and into the courtyard, which was mostly empty. From the houses around him, he heard the clink of dishes and the hushed whispers of children. Far in the distance, the wails of the dead slave’s family bled through the streets. Wiping the remnants of some leftover soup from his mouth, he looked at Teddy, who sat across from him on his bedroll.

“The man’s relatives will cry for a while, but eventually, the guards will silence them, too,” Teddy said.

“Unfortunately true,” Bray said, grunting, “They won’t even be given enough time to grieve.”

“The guards always find new ways to abuse their powers.” Teddy sighed. “Perhaps it is a product of too much free time.”

Bray nodded. He had seen too many similar men, abusing their powers in the towns and villages from where he came.

“In some ways, it is easier to have no family to worry about,” Teddy said, looking down at his boots. “I miss mine, though.”

“Your mother,” Bray said, recalling one of Teddy’s earlier stories. “She was your only relative. You said she died of sickness.”

Teddy shifted on his bedroll, clearly reliving some distant pain. “I had a family, too. I didn’t tell you about them.”

“A family?”

Teddy sighed. “I had a wife and a child, when I was younger in New City. I didn’t speak of them, because it is too painful. I met my wife here, and my child was born within the walls.”

Sensing the man’s somber mood, Bray didn’t push him.

After a long moment, Teddy continued. “I wish I could’ve saved them, but of course I couldn’t.” Teddy wrung his hands, recalling a painful memory. Sorrow filling his eyes, he said, “My wife and I both worked in the fields then, as you do now. Most of the time, we worked separately.”

“You were Field Hands?” Bray asked, recalling that the man worked in the sewing rooms now.

“Yes. For many years. More than I can count. One hot summer day, I heard screams. I couldn’t see what was happening, but when I saw a guard coming for me, I had a guess. I knew Rosalyn was involved.”

“What happened?”

“She collapsed in the heat. I don’t know if the work was too hard, or the sun was too much, but she fell and never got up. I remember the Head Guard’s face as he told me about her death. It was as if a piece of corn had fallen from a wagon. He told me I had to finish my shift before I could see her body. I will never forget his thoughtless expression. I begged, but he wouldn’t relent. And so I abided his rule, picking my corn as the sun rose higher in the sky, thinking about the guard’s uncaring face.”

“I don’t even remember when, but something snapped. One moment I was doing my duties, the next, I had my hands wrapped around the guard’s throat. I remember his choked screams as he tried breaking free. He beat his fists against my head, trying to get away, but I wouldn’t relent. It was as if the guard had killed Rosalyn by his own hands. Or at least, it felt that way.”

“Other guards pulled me off him before I killed him. I barely understood what I’d done. All I could think about was Rosalyn. They burned her body the next afternoon, while I was in a cell. I never said goodbye.” Teddy wiped a tear from his eye.

“I am sorry,” Bray said, but the words felt as hollow and empty as they always did.

“My daughter Tabatha was only four years old when this happened. I was confined to a cell. During the day, they allowed her to stay with the woman who normally watched her, but at night, they made her stay alone in our house while I was imprisoned. Perhaps that is why they kept me alive, knowing they could inflict more pain on me through my daughter.”

Bray felt an empathetic outrage.

“Tabatha slept for almost a week with no parents, in a house by herself, crying herself to sleep.” Teddy coughed through a lump in his throat. “She was hardly old enough to feed herself, and certainly not old enough to be left alone. One night, she wandered off. I think she was searching for me. No one knows for sure, because we never got to ask her. She got too close to the wall. A handful of Plagued Ones on the other side heard a rattle, and they came running. A few got over. They ate her, like they ate your friend.” Teddy’s eyes grew distant, as he stared at the house’s small hearth. “When I was released, I found out she was dead. Perhaps that is why they kept me alive. They knew my memories would haunt me forever.”

“Too many deaths,” Bray said grimly.

“If I seem cold, that is the reason. Do not take it as an insult.”

Bray nodded. In a way, Teddy resembled Bray, during his days as a Warden outside of Brighton, with only his sword, his bag, and his scalps to keep his company.

But things were different now, with Kirby and William to worry about.

Reading the expression on his face, Teddy said, “Having those you care about can be a risk, in a place such as this. Seeing your friend killed a few weeks ago reminded me of that. That is why I caution you often about being careful. Living in this city only causes pain.”

Bray nodded. He thought of Kirby, eating lunch in that distant, dirty house, and to William, stowed away in that shimmering tower. He would do anything to keep both of them safe. “I understand,” he said.


Chapter 7: William

William adjusted his robe as he sat at the small desk in the corner of The Library Room. The robe was itchy. In several places, it was too loose, and it scratched his skin. He wanted to pull the garment over his head and fling it off. He wanted to burn it, but he knew better. Instead, he stared at the words in the book in front of him, pretending to silently study. His eyes drifted off the page and to his left, where Herman and some other Gifted sat at their small desks. Herman let out a thin groan and shifted, reaching down to rub his lumpy knee. The Gifted were always readjusting, stretching their stiff limbs where the warts and lumps afflicted them. Their pain was a reminder of the pain that awaited William, if he lived as long as them.

He suspected their pain was the reason they retired to their quarters every afternoon, where they could spend time studying, or resting. Occasionally, he heard them moving up and down the stairs, heading to different floors. Amelia told him they exercised that way.

William’s gaze drifted to the windows on the south side of the building.

Noticing his eyes off the page, Amelia walked over. William turned his attention back to the book he was reading.

“Is the robe too big for you?” Amelia asked.

“It is fine,” William answered, adjusting some bunches in the fabric that hung over the sides of the chair.

“Barron can alter it.”

Hearing his name, Barron looked across the room at William, smiling. He gave a cordial wave. Each time William looked at Barron, he recalled the man’s wart-covered arm locked on him, forcing him to watch the death of his friend.

“Perhaps later,” William said, returning the man’s polite wave. “I will let you know.”

Barron nodded and refocused on his studies.

“I am going to take a break to stretch my legs,” Amelia said. “Would you like to join me?”

“Sure.” William set down his book, grateful for the distraction. Around him, a few of The Gifted made noises in their throats as they turned pages, or swiveled in their chairs. One or two chatted quietly. He followed Amelia through the doorway next to the bookcases, to the room where the glass cases were kept.

“Tolstoy must be proud of you,” Amelia said, as William adjusted his long sleeves. “You are the first outside of our group to receive a robe in a hundred and fifty years.”

“It is a nice gift,” William said, thinking how much he hated it. Hoping to hide his disgust, he said, “Tolstoy’s room is magnificent. He has a desk larger than any I’ve seen.”

“He spends much time there, as you’ve noticed,” Amelia explained. “In fact, he rarely leaves.”

William nodded. He barely saw the man, other than meals, and the occasional visit to The Library Room. “What does he study?”

“He is trying to decipher the reason for our existence, and the reasons for the spore’s mutation,” Amelia said.

William recalled something. “Is that why he has those drawings in his room?”

She nodded. “Tolstoy is always looking for patterns in the physical mutations of the spores. He wants to discover what separates us from The Plagued Ones, or from the humans. He wants to find a pattern, so he can understand why we turned more intelligent. Perhaps one day, we will understand our existence better.”

“Does he have any guesses as to why we are different?”

“Most of the tests he’s performed have yielded inconclusive results,” Amelia said, with a shrug.

“What tests?”

Amelia glanced at the windows on one side of the room, and back at William. “Remember when I told you about the glass windows?”

“Yes.” William swallowed as he recalled that conversation. He remembered the fright he’d felt when he heard the humans that died were part of them. Parroting what Amelia would want him to remember, he said, “You told me the windows were special, because the humans’ ashes live on as part of them, after they are cremated in the Glass Houses.”

“That is true,” Amelia said. “But the humans live on in other ways, as well, through the knowledge they give us. Many years ago, we tried to find more intelligent ones, like us.”

“How did you do that?”

“We thought if we could watch some of the infected people turn, we might see patterns in how they developed. So we separated the infected humans, observing them in special conditions where we could record their progress.” Amelia’s tone grew reflective. “Unfortunately, none of the people turned into anything other than The Plagued Ones.”

William nodded. He knew that was true, most of the time.

Amelia said, “So we tried other things.”

“Like what?”

Amelia chewed her lip. “We tried to recreate the spore’s mutation.”

The idea didn’t make sense to William. “Recreate it?”

“Many out in the wild think that the spore is the will of the gods, but we knew better. So, we collected the spore when it went on the wind, and put it into the rooms with some uninfected humans.”

Fear struck William’s heart. “You turned men into monsters?”

“Unfortunately, that was the end result,” Amelia said. “None of those we tested turned into The Gifted, like us. Almost all turned into savages. Unfortunately, the slaves who were the next to be tested didn’t realize the importance of what we were trying to do. They resisted our efforts.” Amelia sighed. “And so, they died.”

William couldn’t stop himself from asking the question, even though he didn’t want to hear the answer. “How?”

“They killed themselves trying to escape, William,” Amelia said plainly, as she looked at him. “They would rather perish than participate in a study for the greater good. But that is the way of most humans. They have selfish tendencies.” She tucked her hair behind her ears. “They think only of themselves. Perhaps it is better they did not become The Gifted. We have abandoned that study in the years since.”

William’s stomach churned as he watched Amelia’s emotionless eyes, her cold face. Looking down at the robe hanging over his small frame, he wanted to tear it from his body and fling it at her.

He knew exactly how those poor, abused people had felt.

He never wanted to be one of The Gifted.


Chapter 8: Kirby

“What’s wrong?” Kirby asked.

She entered her house to find Esmeralda pacing, holding Fiona, who shrieked as she rejected her mother’s soothing arms.

“She’s in a mood,” Esmeralda said over the crying, wriggling child. Worry painted her eyes as she looked at her daughter.

“Is she sick?”

“I think she’s just colicky,” Esmeralda said. “I hope she does not make too much noise tonight. The guards are not patient.”

A few nosy people walked by the house, giving sympathetic or annoyed looks inside. Tears filled Esmeralda’s eyes. It looked as if she was drowning in a river, looking for a saving branch.

Kirby felt as if she should help, but she didn’t know how. She’d never had children of her own, but she knew the hardships could sometimes feel as potent as the joys.

“Do you think she would take some cornmeal?” Kirby asked.

“She rejected if before, but I’d try anything about now.”

“Let me make a fresh batch. Give me a few moments,” Kirby said, rising and walking to the hearth.

“Thank you.” Esmeralda seemed grateful.

Kirby gathered the ingredients. Thankfully, she had enough water to boil. She started the cornmeal, cooked it, and brought it over. Fiona continued to cry and squirm until Kirby held up a spoonful of food. Fiona puckered her lips, but with some coaxing, she took the cornmeal and stopped crying. The calm was welcome, after so many moments of disquiet.

“That’s a good girl, Fiona,” Esmeralda cooed. To Kirby, she said, “Thank you for your help.”

“Don’t mention it,” Kirby said, spooning out a few portions of the meal so they could have lunch. “Perhaps the food will keep her calm.”

With a moment of peace, Esmeralda sat on the bedroll. The bags under her eyes spoke of too many nights with no rest. The baby kept Kirby awake, too, but she didn’t have a mother’s degree of sleeplessness.

“I was hoping she would rest through the night at her age, as some of the others have,” Esmeralda said, as she shifted Fiona on her lap. “I was hoping the gods would be kind.”

“Soon, she will settle into a routine,” Kirby assured her.

“I don’t know how much longer I can take it. It is just so hard.” Esmeralda sunk her head and cried. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin your lunch.”

Sitting on the bedroll beside her, Kirby patted her arm to console her. “You are brave to raise a child here.”

“I have no choice,” Esmeralda said. Looking down at Fiona, her tears continued flowing. “I did not mean to have her. It was not a decision.”

Kirby nodded. She had suspected as much. She knew too many women in similar situations—attacked, or abandoned when they became pregnant. “Do you know who the father is?”

Esmeralda nodded through her tears. “It is Ollie.”

“The Head Guard?” Kirby looked around, as if saying the guard’s name might have put them both in danger.

Seeing the expression on Kirby’s face, Esmeralda clarified, “I am only speaking what everyone knows. I am not the first to have one of his children, or the child of another guard. He attacked me after work one day, and I became pregnant with his child. It is not a secret. Even his wife knows.”

Kirby felt rage swell up inside her as she watched Esmeralda’s red cheeks, puffy with the weight of her tears.

“It is the story of too many women here,” Esmeralda said, as if that made it any better. “I was never married, and now I probably will never be. No man would share a home with me, now.”

Tamping her rage, Kirby said, “Things will get easier.”

“Fiona will get older, and some things will change, but not all of them. Most of the guard’s wives stay in and raise their children, like Ollie’s wife does. But not me. I was only given a certain number of months. These months will not ease the responsibility, or the hardship. Soon, I will be forced back to work, and things will be even harder. I will miss Fiona while the caretakers watch her.”

“The caretakers?”

Esmeralda nodded. “The slaves tasked to keep watch over the young ones.”

“There is always hope for a better life,” Kirby said, wishing she could give a better answer.

Esmeralda sighed. Cleaning the last of her tears, she comforted Fiona, who was eager for another bite of food. “I do not mean to burden you with my story, Kirby. But I will tell you this: be careful where you go. Keep others around you. It will not eliminate the danger, but it might help.”


Chapter 9: Kirby

Kirby peeled back the husks on her ear of corn, while the other workers in the Shucking Room chatted quietly around her. She couldn’t forget Esmeralda’s story. Watching the guards preen and pat each other’s backs as they walked past the sweating, stinking room full of workers, she couldn’t stop thinking of revenge—for Esmeralda, for all of them. Her anger was a roiling kettle in her stomach, ready to spill over and scald someone with her rage.

She wished she could say she was surprised by the guard’s attacks. Of course, she wasn’t. She had seen too many similar stories in her homeland.

Next to her, Jack performed his duty with mechanical, practiced hands. Over the course of weeks, he seemed to have developed a quiet kinship with Kirby. They spoke infrequently, mostly keeping out of trouble, updating each other quietly on the news.

“What happened this morning in the courtyard was a shame,” he said reservedly.

Kirby looked over to find his face etched with sadness. For a moment, she thought he was speaking of Esmeralda, but of course he wasn’t. He was speaking of the battle in the courtyard.

“It is a tragedy,” Kirby said bitterly, glancing at the guards who walked by outside the building.

“They say the Head Guards beat Gabe so badly he couldn’t walk,” Jack said. “You probably saw him dragged to the cell, after Avery gave the order.”

“Everyone did.” Kirby nodded gravely.

“He will be let out, as soon as he can work. I’m not sure when that will be.”

Kirby nodded. She had heard the same thing.

“Perhaps he would be better off in the cell.” Jack tossed a piece of corn into the bin they shared. “I do not know what is worse: starving in a cell, or facing his friend’s family.”

“Neither fate is deserved,” she said bitterly.

Jack shook his head, looking out for the guards as he picked up another ear of corn. All around them, slaves talked as loudly as they dared. It felt as if they could detect the closeness of the guards. When the guards were farther away, they relaxed. When the guards got close, they hushed.

When her shift neared its end, Kirby dusted the remnants of the husks on her pants, blinked away the sweat of another long afternoon’s work, and pushed away her empty wagon. Risking a glance behind her, she found Drew on the other side of the Shucking Room. She caught his eyes. Their meeting was the only thing driving her through the day.

Hopefully tonight, things would change.


Chapter 10: Tolstoy

Tolstoy stood by the windows in his quarters, looking out over a moonlit New City. Below him, in between the buildings and houses, lights danced and flickered as people walked down the alleys and pathways, preparing for a night’s rest after carrying out his orders. Directly below, the stoked bonfires glowed brilliantly, but not enough to reach the Feeding Pen, where the guards fed The Plagued Ones every evening. On the eastern side of the city, the tall buildings sat dark, awaiting the laborers who would toil away in the morning, supplying the flow of traders.

The city was a carefully constructed machine, built on the backs of the humans, the devices carefully put together by The Gifted, and The Plagued Ones protecting it. It was as perfect as Tolstoy could make it, for a city mostly occupied by humans.

He sighed.

He knew the city had flaws.

The humans were selfish, prone to thoughts of escape. They were unable to see things larger than themselves. Too often, the guards used violence to ensure their cooperation. The slaves were animals, trained by fear, hunger, and lust, much like The Plagued Ones.

They valued their lives at more than they were worth.

At night, looking out over the moonlit city, it was easy to imagine it filled with his people, his Gifted, rather than humans who tarnished its image. One day, Tolstoy would build a grander place, with dozens of intelligent beings like he and the other Gifted. He would build a city where they could construct incredible machines and create the world they deserved, rather than the ruined world they’d inherited.

A voice reminded him that Amelia was next to him, watching.

“The city is beautiful at night, isn’t it?” he asked her.

“Indeed, it is,” she said.

“Sometimes, when I look out over the city at night, I am reminded of some of the cities from years ago, before the world went dark,” Tolstoy admitted.

“But this city is better,” Amelia said without hesitation.

“Do you think?” Tolstoy cocked his wart-covered brow, looking sideways at her.

“Our violence is less rampant,” Amelia said. “We have a population we can control. The humans might not all be happy, but they are civil. They work toward a common cause. They help us develop things the world has not seen in years.”

Tolstoy smiled. “I wish that everyone thought the same as you, as us.”

“Perhaps in time,” Amelia said, thinking on it.

“Or one day, perhaps the humans will be extinct,” Tolstoy said with a shrug. “It is hard to know.”

“But we will remain,” Amelia said confidently.

They watched over the city next to each other for a moment, fixating on some of the lights.

“One day, more of those lights will belong to our people,” Tolstoy said. “We will have a city filled with The Gifted, next to the city of humans who work for us.”

“It is a hope, as much as a dream,” Amelia said wistfully.


Chapter 11: Kirby

Kirby snuck next to the back of the small, dank buildings under the cover of moonlight, avoiding the doorway-shaped patterns of light spilling from the alley’s opposite side. Through open doorways, she saw people finishing dinner, tidying up, or tending children.

No one saw her for longer than a moment.

She hoped.

All around, in the narrow walkways between houses, people lingered, talked, or carried torches from one place to the next. More than a few groups headed toward the bonfires in the courtyard. A few glanced at her as they passed, or parted to let her through. The slaves spoke more loudly than they would’ve dared during the day, under the scrutinizing glares of the Head Guards. Darkness inspired confidence, but it wouldn’t ward off death.

Kirby knew that as well as her name.

She kept her head down, avoiding an interaction someone might remember.

Reaching the end of a narrow alley, she veered south, her heart beating a frantic rhythm. She was farther than she’d ever been into the city. She hoped she was going the right way. The small houses went as far as the eye could see, but in the distance, she saw taller buildings, silhouettes under a ghostly moon. Somewhere far in the distance, over the wall, she heard the deathly shriek of a demon.

Someone crashed into Kirby.

She bit down on a surprised cry.

An angry man backed away from her, spouting curses.

A Head Guard.

“Stupid forest-dweller!” the burly man yelled, brushing off his shoulder as if she possessed some ugly disease. He spat on the ground. “Watch where you’re going!”

“I’m sorry,” Kirby mumbled, in the submissive tone she had perfected, since Cullen died.

She put her head down, awaiting the cost of her mistake.

“I ought to lay a beating on you,” the guard grumbled, glaring at her in the darkness. The stink of alcohol filled the space between them.

Kirby’s heart thundered. She kept her face in the shadows, lest he see something on her face he didn’t like. Or something he did. After a few more demeaning curses, the Head Guard sauntered off, muttering. She looked over her shoulder, watching him turn out of sight down an alley.

In the distance, she heard him scolding a few more slaves. It sounded as if he had forgotten the incident.

She hoped.

She took a few more alleys, moving in a diagonal, southwestern path, until the chatter of slaves faded, the cloying odor of mold and feces wafted across her nostrils, and the lights transitioned to black. She was in an abandoned part of the city in which she’d never been. She saw no guards or people. But that didn’t mean she was safe. An echoing yowl from over the wall reminded her that even with no guards around, there was no escape. Ahead of her, she saw the cluster of tall buildings she’d seen from a distance, but she saw no sign of anyone—or anything—else.

Maybe she had misheard Drew’s hastily whispered directions.

Maybe she should turn back.

Kirby swallowed as she passed between the last of a few small houses and approached a row of five, tall structures. A new smell hit her—the smell of something charred, something burned. That odor reminded her of the ship on the shore of New Hope, where she’d hunkered and waited for companions who were never coming back. The smell lingered in the air as she kept walking.

Hands grabbed her.

Kirby stifled a cry and raised her fists, ready to fend off an attacker.

“Kirby, it’s me.”

Drew.

“Come this way, the others are already here.”

She followed Drew around the base of the tall building, almost losing him before finding him again in the moonlight, near the back wall of the building.

Three other shadows waited. Had Kirby not been meeting someone, she might’ve thought they were statues. None moved as Drew introduced her.

“This is Kirby.”

The others nodded.

“If guards come, we need to run in different directions,” Drew warned.

One of the other shadows shifted. A woman’s voice spoke. “Is your friend coming?”

“He should be,” Kirby said. “I told him what you said.”

She listened for another set of approaching footsteps. Bray knew better than to light a torch. He was savvy. But what if someone had seen her giving him a whispered message, in the alley after dinner? Cullen’s terrified cries came back to her as she anticipated a similar fate for Bray—for all of them.

Her heart seized as a shadow skulked around the back of the building. The people near Kirby tensed.

“Kirby, are you there?” a familiar voice hissed.

“I’m here,” she announced to Bray. “I’m safe.”

Bray crept into the circle of shadows, limping from the severe beating he’d received all those weeks ago, when Cullen had become a mangled corpse.

“Did any guards follow you?” Drew asked.

“No,” Bray assured him.

“Good,” Drew said. “Let’s get started.”


Chapter 12: Kirby

“What are your names?” Kirby asked the three shadows huddled behind the building next to Drew.

“Names are dangerous,” the woman said.

“I agree,” Bray said next to Kirby. “But you know ours.”

The shadows shifted. No one spoke right away. Finally, Drew told them, “I trust Kirby with my life, as I’ve told you. And she has guaranteed her trust of Bray.”

“Too many have died from similar guarantees,” the woman said with caution.

“Like I said, you can trust them,” Drew said. “They would give their lives to escape, as we would.”

The woman remained silent for a moment, contemplating. “I am Clara, and this is Giovanni and James. We are the representatives of our group.”

“What group?” Kirby asked.

The man next to her, Giovanni, said, “We prefer to avoid names. But if you need to call us anything, call us The Shadow People.”

Kirby nodded as she took in the information. Gesturing at the buildings around them, she asked, “What is this place?”

“This part of the city is nicknamed Ashville. It is not a clever name. Many years ago, before most of us were born, these buildings were burned,” Drew said, waving a shadowy hand in the dark.

“No one goes here,” Clara said. “It is a place of bad luck. Even the guards tend to stay away.” She fell quiet for a moment, adding, “Though they would retrieve us, if they knew we were here.”

“It is a place where they conducted experiments,” Drew explained.

“Experiments?” A shiver ran the length of Kirby’s body.

Clara said, “In the years when our grandparents were young, The Gifted performed procedures on the slaves. Some say they tried infecting them with the spore. One day, one of the slaves broke free and released the others. Together, they set the place on fire. Unfortunately, guards found them, and they were forced to hide in one of the buildings. They perished in the flames, rather than coming out and doing what The Gifted wanted.”

A quiet hung over the air as Kirby and Bray processed a new horror.

“Thankfully, that project ended a long time ago, and The Gifted are focused on other inventions and pursuits,” Clara said. “For now.”

“But that doesn’t mean it won’t happen again,” James said disgustedly. “We are expendable. We are the scum on the bottom of their shoes, worth less than the dung in the Feeding Pen they collect and burn.”

Kirby nodded. She’d heard enough of Rudyard’s remarks to know that was true. And she’d certainly seen enough.

“Drew said you are working on a plan of escape.”

“Not an escape,” Clara clarified. “A revolt.” She looked back and forth between Bray and Kirby. “The people in this city have been beaten down enough. They are ready to fight back.”

“How many people are in your group?” Kirby asked, feeling a surge of hope as she heard those words.

Clara hesitated. “About two hundred. We have people throughout New City, in the shops, in the fields, and among those who tend animals. We have more than you see here, obviously.”

Drew said, “The group has been meeting for a while, trying to determine the best plan. I joined a few months after I was captured.”

Kirby asked Drew, “Do you have weapons?”

Drew nodded in the dark, anticipating her question. “We have a stash here in Ashville. Most are crude shanks, made from pieces of metal stolen from the machine shops, or tools stolen without the guards’ knowledge.”

“Most were gained at more risk than they are worth,” Giovanni added. “We have enough to arm about half of our people, but we still need more.”

Kirby had hoped for guns. But it was a start, and much more than she had when she was rotting in a cell, ready to die.

“Maybe we can get more weapons in the building,” Bray said. “The Gifted must have some. They certainly have ours.”

“We have thought about that, of course. Too many locked doors stand between us and those weapons,” Clara said. “Getting to them would mean getting over the wall and passing The Plagued Ones. Even if we got into the building, we have to contend with the guards on the first floor, and who knows what else. It is rumored there is a weapons stash on the first floor, but it is secured by a strong door, as well as the entrance to the building. We would be better off running into the forest and escaping. Even if we needed a last resort, we do not have an escape route.”

“That is another problem,” James said.

“Most of us were born here, or taken long ago,” Clara said. “Some of us know the area, but it seems as if things are always changing. Did you see anything outside the city that might help us?”

“We came from the north. We found nothing but demon dung,” Bray said, disgustedly.

“That is our problem. No direction is safe from The Plagued Ones,” Clara said. “The closest people are more than a day’s walk, and none would harbor or help us. They profit from their relationship with The Gifted.”

Changing from a subject with no good answers, Giovanni directed a comment at Kirby. “Drew told us the guards in your homeland helped you escape.”

“It is true,” Kirby said. “The guards allowed us access to the ships. Some were sympathetic, while others demanded favors. Perhaps some guards are sympathetic here.”

“Unfortunately, that won’t work, either,” Clara said. “Most of the Head Guards were born here. They get the power of a made-up title. They get amenities. They learn to look down on the others, the way The Gifted look down on all of us. They are untrustworthy, because they gain from our subordination. And they have knives, to ensure we cooperate.”

“The Gifted are only concerned with making their goods to trade, so they can keep the city functioning,” Drew said, disdain bleeding through his words. “Keeping the guards happy furthers their aims.”

“How many Head Guards are in New City?” Kirby asked, though she had a vague idea.

“About a hundred,” Clara answered. “Our small group outnumbers them, but it doesn’t matter. If something happens to the guards, Rudyard will send The Plagued Ones through the gate, or The Gifted will use the weapons they surely have in the tower to kill us. And we are not certain what the other slaves would do.”

“Too many in New City are complacent,” Drew explained. “They would rather live in the city than fight for it. They believe the guards’ lies that the forest is full of greater dangers. Our city is fragmented.”

Kirby nodded as she recalled the words Esmeralda had told her. “Has anyone ever escaped this place, or tried to revolt?”

The people in the shadows remained quiet for a long moment. Finally, Clara spoke.

“About five years ago, some other people organized an escape attempt, unbeknownst to us. They met in secret, as we are doing now. They determined the amount of time they needed to get far enough into the forests to get away. Or, so they thought.”

“What happened?” Kirby asked.

Clara continued, “As you know, The Plagued Ones eat their dinner in the evening, and hunt animals at night in the forests around the perimeter. Even still, a lot of them linger nearby. These people secretly broke a hole in the wall, wide enough to climb through. They planned on leaving early in the morning, hoping The Plagued Ones had filled their stomachs. The slaves hoped to have half a morning before the Head Guards did their count, so they could run far enough into the woods to be forgotten. They hoped for a miracle. It was a foolish plan. They had no weapons.”

“Did the mutants eat them?” Kirby guessed.

“The Head Guards found out about their plan the night before it happened. They waited by the hole. And they caught all of them.” Clara swallowed. “They brought them to the courtyard and fed them to The Plagued Ones, while the rest of the city watched.”

The air became impossibly quieter. Kirby stared cautiously around at the shadows near the building, as if one might move.

“How did the guards find out about their plan?” Bray asked.

“Most of the people in New City can’t be trusted,” Drew said. “Too many open their mouths, repeating what they hear. They hope to curry favor. The Head Guards, Rudyard, and The Gifted prey on peoples’ hopes. They breed a culture of informants where every word is watched.”

Turning to the topic of the meeting, Clara faced Kirby and said, “Drew thought you might have some insight of which we haven’t thought.”

Kirby fell silent for a moment, reflecting on the things they’d told her. She wanted the revolt to be a puzzle she could solve, even though it was quickly becoming clear there were no easy answers. “Bray and I have contemplated many things, of course. But we haven’t settled on anything. And of course, we didn’t know about the possibility of a revolt.”

“We have contemplated many options, too,” Clara said. “Even if we can overpower the guards, The Plagued Ones and The Gifted worry us. We do not have any clear solutions. We are torn between plans.”

“We will only get one chance,” Giovanni added.

“Keep an eye on what is going on here. Perhaps you will discover some new idea, in the things we have told you,” Drew suggested.

“We will try,” said Kirby.


Chapter 13: Kirby

Moonlight spilled over the broken, crumbling buildings, creating deep shadows between every rock and large piece of stone as Kirby and Bray made their way back. The other Shadow People had disappeared, separating down other alleys filled with the same smell of smoke and ash as the place where they met.

For too long, Kirby’s meetings with Bray had consisted of brief, whispered conversations in alleyways, where they met and parted, or cautious looks in the fields. Walking next to him reminded her of riding or hiking through the forest with William, sharing their days and their nights together. Reaching over, she pulled him into an embrace.

“We will find a way out of this life,” Bray promised.

“I hope so,” she whispered, holding him.

“At least we are no longer alone,” Bray said. “With the help of a group, we are in a better position.”

Blotting her eyes before they could release tears, Kirby said, “But that does not mean it will be easy.”

“Do you trust them?” Bray asked.

“I trust Drew with my life. And he trusts the others,” Kirby answered, letting go and looking around. “That is enough, for now.”

Bray nodded.

“A revolt will need much planning,” Kirby said. “We are up against a problem with many layers. Kill the Head Guards, and The Gifted send the mutants in to devour us. Kill the mutants, and we still have to contend with The Gifted. The Gifted surely have more guns in the tower. If they discover us, shivs and hand tools will not go far against them. And who knows what they might do to William?”

Bray sighed at a detail he had temporarily forgotten.

“I knew the city was fragmented,” Bray said, “even before they said the words. I saw it in the eyes of the slaves that chanted this morning with the guards. It is clear that some of the slaves go along with their fate, because they are told lies. Or because they don’t know better. Who knows what they might do, when a revolt happens?”

“Too many people get used to their mistreatment,” Kirby lamented. “They think it is the only way.”

“I have seen people indentured to others in Brighton,” Bray said. “They put up with beatings and vile words that would provoke a fight in others. Some they think they deserve it. Others start to believe that way, after too much time in another’s service.”

“Enslavement has many evils,” Kirby agreed.

“It is too bad your plan with the guards will not work here,” Bray said.

Kirby recalled her last moments in her homeland. When she closed her eyes, she could see the sweating bodies of four hundred of her people, as they ran to the docks. She saw the expression of joy on their faces as they sailed from the harbor of her homeland for the last time, the wind kissing their skin. But those moments hadn’t come without their scars. Some of her people had traded possessions, favors, and even their bodies. Her people had paid a price for their freedom to the guards, some of who had taken their toll in blood and tears. Those scars haunted Kirby, as it had haunted the others for as long as they were alive.

“What worked for us there, will not work here,” Kirby reiterated. “Clara was right. The guards here would rather kill us than allow us a breath beyond New City—especially Ollie and Avery, and some of the guards who beat us. They will not help us.”

“I’d like to pay them back for what they did to Cullen, and to the slave yesterday,” Bray muttered.

“Maybe one day, we can,” Kirby said. “But we will need to be careful in how we execute it.”

Bray went quiet a moment, thinking. “It seemed as if they had a few gaps in their plans. They said they were short on weapons. And they mentioned their lack of recent knowledge of what’s beyond the walls. Perhaps those are things we can help with.”

Kirby nodded. “Maybe we can work on those problems, while we think of some other ideas. In any case, I do not think we will find any immediate answers in the shadows. If we don’t get back, someone will miss us.”

They fell into a silence as they walked a wide alley between rows of tall buildings with less rubble, and plenty of shadow. When they had gone far enough that they could see the first rows of lights, they paused. Bray glanced up at the tall, glass-covered building in the distance, which was mostly dark, except for a few ominous flickers in the windows. Kirby didn’t need him to voice his thoughts to know them.

“We will get out of this life of enslavement,” Bray said. “And we will find William.”

With a final embrace, they parted.


Chapter 14: William

William looked out the windows of the fifteenth floor, sickness in his heart. The information he’d received this afternoon was as cold and suffocating as the robe he wore. He couldn’t get his mind off the strange things The Gifted had done to humans.

He didn’t even know what to call The Gifted anymore. They weren’t men, and they certainly weren’t demons. Any hope he had at playing along with them felt as if it had been thrust away.

He couldn’t live a life like this much longer.

He might pretend he could, when he lay awake at night, imagining that Bray and Kirby were safe, even though he knew they weren’t. Cullen’s death was proof of that.

Sooner or later, he would be complicit in some atrocity he couldn’t fathom. He needed to escape.

William felt useless. All this time in the building, and all he’d managed to gain was a flimsy, twisted hairpin. His achievement felt inadequate. He could get himself out of a room—nothing more.

Looking out the window, William envisioned Bray down there in one of the buildings, perhaps preparing to meet some end worse than Cullen’s. Bray had made a promise of safety to William, and that promise had carried them through the forests, The Ancient City, and The Arches. That promise had led them into the arms of The Gifted, into a life of enslavement he didn’t deserve.

I will find a way to get out of this place and help my friends, even if it means my end, William resolved.


Chapter 15: Kirby

When Kirby returned home, most of the slaves had finished dinner. Only a handful lingered in the alleys, chatting quietly, while others settled down for the night, cleaning their dishes, or doing laundry. A few slaves returned from the bonfires, smelling of courtyard smoke. Moonlight spilled through the open doorway of her squalid house, splashing light over the meager possessions, and Esmeralda, who sat on her bedroll, playing with Fiona. Relief washed over Kirby as she crossed the threshold and found no guards.

It seemed as if Fiona had gotten over whatever mood had ailed her in the afternoon.

“How were the bonfires?” Esmeralda asked, rocking her daughter.

“Fine,” Kirby said without elaborating. “Much of the usual talk about the heat of the fields.”

“It seems as if it never ends,” Esmeralda said. “I do not envy your job with the harvest.”

“You have a challenging job, as well, taking care of a child.” Kirby smiled as Esmeralda bounced Fiona on her lap.

Esmeralda didn’t answer. She looked past Kirby and out the doorway. It looked as if she had something more to say.

“What is it?” Kirby asked.

With a slight shake of her head, Esmeralda beckoned her closer. Kirby got near her bedroll.

“Ollie was here looking for you,” Esmeralda whispered, around Fiona’s coos.

Kirby’s heart pounded. “Ollie? What did he want?”

“I do not know. He said he would find you in the morning.”

Kirby looked to the doorway, as if she’d find a lumbering figure standing there.

Of course, the doorway was empty.

“I would not go looking for him,” Esmeralda warned. “Hopefully in the morning, when he is sober, he will forget about you.”


Chapter 16: Kirby

Kirby walked the paths with a new trepidation under a morning sky pillowed with clouds. All around her, workers rubbed the sleep from their eyes, or said goodbye to their families and children, before striding hurriedly down the paths toward the courtyard. Ollie’s visit was a looming weight, sitting in her stomach. She wanted nothing more than to blend in with the other workers, like she did most days, but somehow, she had gotten his attention and held it.

She braced for a final struggle. For all she knew, guards hid in one of the alleys, or doorways, ready to do Ollie’s bidding. Or maybe Ollie would pull her off alone.

Soon she reached the edges of the courtyard, where handfuls of Field Hands already waited in line. A few glanced at her. Was it normal attention, or did they know something? The smell of people’s sweat mingled with the odor of cooked meat, roasted vegetables, and cornmeal. The morning was already hot, and would be punishingly so, by mid-day.

Maybe she wouldn’t live that long.

She slipped near the back of the line. At the front, far from her, she saw Bray, waiting between a few workers. He gave her a nod and looked away. Of course she couldn’t speak with him.

A guard belched as he came down an alleyway between some houses. She turned slowly and risked a glance, watching him mingle with a few other guards. His eyes were red and glazed. Perhaps yesterday’s fight had turned into an excuse to get drunk, not that he needed a reason.

Kirby looked for evidence of yesterday’s fight. Most of the dirt had been scuffed over, or walked on, but she saw a few dark stains of blood in the soil. She shuddered.

The courtyard filled with more and more Field Hands, until the line was filled with people and quiet chatter.

A loud bang pulled her attention across the courtyard. She turned to find Ollie sauntering from one of the guards’ private chamber pot buildings, the door slamming behind him. He joined a cluster of guards about twenty feet from the line. No one looked at her. She waited for the moment when Ollie remembered her. Maybe he meant to surprise her with an attack. The guards laughed, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying.

Perhaps they discussed her.

A few Field Hands wheeled some creaky wagons to the head of the line, putting them in place and scuttling off.

Kirby looked at a few of the dirty, scrawny workers. They held the same fearful expressions they always did, while waiting for the count. But she could just as easily see those expressions becoming vicious cries for blood, once the guards dragged her out of the line. The guards walked from the middle of the courtyard toward the gate. A few stationed themselves by it, prepared to usher the slaves to the fields, once Ollie and a few other guards finished the count.

“Quiet!” Ollie shouted, silencing the few remaining conversations as he veered to the back of the line.

He and a few other guards moved in her direction. Kirby stiffened, following the posture of a few other slaves, who lowered their heads, or looked away. Ollie’s voice boomed louder as his boots beat the earth, getting closer. She watched him in her peripheral vision as he got within a few rows of her. When he reached her aisle, Kirby stared straight ahead, keeping her fists clenched, and prepared for what might be the last moments of her life. She felt his eyes boring into the side of her head as he walked close enough that she could smell the cooked meat on his breath.

He kept walking.

Kirby exhaled. Reaching the head of the line a few moments later, Ollie stopped and faced the waiting slaves.

“Time to move,” he said.

The guards opened the front gate.

Without another order, the workers shuffled ahead, grabbing their wagons. Kirby couldn’t believe her luck. She moved with the line, anticipating a duty she never thought she’d appreciate. The gate swung open, and some of the first slaves disappeared into the cornfields. She kept walking, passing a few other guards. Ollie stood near the front gate, watching the slaves with a bored expression, picking at some gristle between his teeth.

She was starting to think Esmeralda had made a mistake when Ollie furrowed his brow, turned, and fixed his gaze on her. Raising a fat finger, he jabbed it at her.

“Not you. You’re coming with me.”


Chapter 17: Bray

Hot sun bore down through a break in the scattered clouds, as Bray pulled his wagon through the gate and into the fields.

The Shadow People were alive in his thoughts.

He felt their presence, deep inside the walls of New City, in the torturous grunts of the workers as they pulled their wagons, or in the half-empty stomachs of the people all around him. They wanted escape as badly as he and Kirby did. They were bearings in a machine, waiting for a flaw. He could hear it in their wavering, angry voices as they described The Gifted’s gruesome experiments, or the atrocities they had suffered. They were as beaten and abused as anyone. They had every reason to fight.

But they had every reason to fear, too.

He thought of the words The Shadow People had told him, about those who had tried escaping.

That tale was a gruesome example of failure.

Listening to the people grunting in line around him as they started passing the gates, he wondered which ones might be Shadow People. Did the people toiling next to him in the fields, or sleeping in the houses next door, harbor the same secrets? People all around him might be preparing to fight with shanks and tools for their freedom.

Two hundred people were much more than he’d hoped.

Still, he had concerns.

He couldn’t conceive of a situation where they fought the guards, the demons, and The Gifted, and won, or convinced hundreds of frightened slaves to join them. Neither could he envision freeing William.

Their predicament seemed unsolvable.

Frustrations.

Bray considered the things they’d discussed the night before. One of the problems The Shadow People raised was lack of fresh information about the surrounding area. There had to be demons in other places they couldn’t see—perhaps hordes that did not belong to The Gifted.

Bray wished he had more recent information about what lay in the other directions. He knew how important that knowledge could be.

He thought about his previous battles. More times than he wanted to remember, demons had cornered him in some unforgiving terrain in the wild, and he’d been forced to abandon a battle.

But he never bedded down without knowing his surroundings. Every time he could, he thought ahead. Bray knew how quickly a plan could become a frantic melee.

An alternate route to freedom had kept him alive many times.

He needed to find out what was beyond the city walls.

Staring at the gate as he passed it, Bray left the courtyard.

Knowledge…

Maybe that was a first step.

He glanced over his shoulder as he kept going, attempting to find Kirby, as he did too often in this vile place. And paused. All he saw were skinny workers and chatting guards. She wasn’t in the same place in line. Far in the distance, past the gate and into the courtyard, two figures walked away.

Ollie and Kirby.

The line kept moving, pushing Bray along, even though Kirby wasn’t in it. Bray panicked, ready to run through the gate to get her, but guards were already closing it.

Dammit!


Chapter 18: Kirby

Kirby’s fear heightened as Ollie led her farther up one of the pathways. A few guards, late to the morning line, wiped the remnants of sleep from their eyes as they walked in the opposite direction toward the courtyard, and the fields.

“I’ll be back in a while,” Ollie told them.

The guards traded a look. One of them smirked.

Ollie looked over at Kirby, ensuring that she stayed close. They passed a few doorways where mothers tended babies, or old people tended to their hearths. Ollie swore as he sidestepped a pile of retch.

“Filthy heathens,” he cursed, moving to the side of the path to avoid it.

The smell of a full chamber pot filled the air as they walked by a few more dirty houses, whose inhabitants—like all the slaves—didn’t have private outhouses. A baby screamed from inside a doorway. Seeing Ollie, a mother quickly averted her eyes. No one would help Kirby, even if they wanted to.

Cutting down an eastern path, Ollie headed to a house with a closed door, digging in his pocket for a key. A foreboding she knew too well swept over her.

She knew what this was.

Kirby frantically looked around, finding several paths down which she could run. Should she fight for her last few moments of life, or would that make her fate worse? The creak of a door drew her attention back to Ollie, who motioned for her to step inside.

“Don’t worry, we’re only talking,” he said, with a lascivious grin she didn’t believe.

Kirby looked from his sweaty face to the inside of the room. Once she stepped inside, she might never come out.

Seeing the look on her face, Ollie pulled his knife from his belt and stuck it near her stomach.

“Get inside.”

Kirby’s heart hammered as he forced her inside the small house, which contained two beds—one large and one small. His family’s house.

But his family wasn’t here, now.

Several piles of folded clothes sat on a few shelves. The smell of meat hung in the air—probably whatever stank on Ollie’s breath. Looking over to the small hearth, she saw a picked-over meal of animal bones and skin. On the other side of the room were a small desk, and a chair. The room was much nicer than any of the hovels she’d seen.

Leading her further, Ollie closed the door.

Kirby braced herself for a final battle.

To her surprise, Ollie left her side, crossed the room, and took the chair behind the small desk. He slid the knife back into his belt. Settling back with a sickening grin, Ollie laced his fingers behind his head, watching her uncomfortable pose by the door.

“I’ve seen you in the fields,” Ollie said, a salacious smile crossing his face.

Kirby bristled. Of course he had.

“You aren’t as stupid as some of the forest-dwellers we get in here. Or at least, Rudyard tells me you aren’t.” Ollie picked his teeth again.

Kirby didn’t nod or make any response. She wasn’t sure what the right answer was.

“Did you see the fight yesterday?”

Kirby nodded. Everyone had.

“The slave who died was one of our metal workers,” Ollie said, watching her. “He was here for ten years, longer than most of the others.” She recalled the slave named Jonah lying in the dirt in the courtyard, his face smashed in and blood running from his head. “Of course, that didn’t spare him a punishment.”

Kirby’s face betrayed no emotion.

“He stole from a guard,” Ollie reinforced. “He deserved what he got.”

Breaking the silence that she’d kept since entering the room, Kirby said, “It is a shame.”

Ollie watched her a moment, judging her sincerity. Or perhaps he was looking for an excuse to say—or do—whatever he planned. Sliding back his chair, Ollie stood. His breathing grew heavier as he took a step toward her.

Kirby tensed.

He had promised only to talk, but of course she knew promises from cruel, ignorant men meant nothing.

“Most of our slaves would love a chance to get out of the fields,” Ollie said, hiding none of his lustful thoughts as he got close enough that she could see the glint in his eye. “But that slave threw it away. He could have had a good life here. Maybe another ten years.”

Kirby felt anger as she processed the rationale behind his conversation. It was the same, sick rationale she had heard too many times in her homeland. Out of the corner of her eye, Kirby saw the closed door, wondered how fast she could make it there. Would she reach the handle before his greasy paws were on her?

“You’re more resilient than some of the others.” Ollie eyed her. “A few of the guards thought you’d be back in the cell by now.” He laughed, but she saw a hint of reservation behind it. He probably thought about the fight she’d put up outside the long building, and the bruises she’d given him.

Kirby said nothing. A single word might speed up what he had planned.

She clenched her fists.

“I told them you knew better than to fight with me again.” Ollie smiled, cocking his thick, ugly skull sideways. “You know better, don’t you?”

His words felt like slick, sweaty caresses. He leaned close enough that she could smell his dirty skin, and see a few red sores around his mouth.

“Those who make my time pleasant, live pleasant lives,” he said, through dry, cracked lips.

Kirby would bite those lips off before they touched her.

She tried backing up a step, hoping to get enough leverage that she could throw a punch, or a knee, but she was up against the wall. With nowhere else to go, she stared at him.

Ollie’s hands were at his side, clenching and unclenching, prepared to grab.

The doorknob made a noise and turned.

The door?

Kirby and Ollie’s heads jerked.

A young, mop-haired boy peered into the room.

“Daddy?” he asked, stopping when she saw Ollie leaning against Kirby. “What’s going on?”

“None of your business,” Ollie snapped. “Get out of here.”

A frizzy-haired woman stepped in behind the child, grabbing his shoulders. “I told you to stay out, Junior,” she whispered. “When the door is closed, we can’t come in. You know that.”

“But I wanted to show Daddy the water we got,” the child protested.

“I’m sorry,” the woman told Ollie. “I told him we were going to Annie’s.”

Some of the lust fled Ollie’s eyes as he appraised the two newcomers, and Kirby’s eyes traced a path over their shoulders to escape.

“We’re all set for our laundry, Daddy,” the mop-haired kid said, holding a bucket in front of him. “We’re going to do it while you’re at work.”

Ollie’s face was torn as he looked from the frizzy-haired woman to the kid. “Give me a moment. I’m almost done.” He cranked a thumb toward the door. “Shut the door behind you.”

The frizzy-haired woman watched Ollie for a moment, before putting her arms around the child and ushering him out of the house. She gave Kirby a hard stare before she left. Ollie returned his attention to Kirby. Frustration crossed his face as he tried to recapture his lustful thoughts, but failed.

Angered, he took a step back.

“What do you know about metal work?”

Kirby was surprised. “Metal work?”

Ollie seemed annoyed to repeat himself. “Do you know it or not?”

Kirby nodded. “I have worked with metal where I used to live.” The words weren’t entirely true, but she sensed an opportunity.

“Rudyard wanted me to fill the position we lost,” Ollie said. “Keep me happy, and you’ll keep your job. Fuck up, and you’re back in the fields.” His eyes roamed from Kirby’s face to her shirt. “Or maybe I’ll find another use for you. I’m not through with you.”


Chapter 19: William

Mid-day sunlight broke through the clouds, beaming through the glass windows of The Library Room, reflecting off the strange metal devices situated around the room, and illuminating the bookshelves by the walls.

William sat at the large, opulent table, filled with appetizing lunch dishes that Tolstoy had ordered. All around, The Gifted sat, murmuring their pleasantries and smiling through their warts. They passed dishes of sliced peaches, meat, strawberries, and apples. A few smiled as their eyes passed over William, sitting in his usual spot in his new attire.

“The robe fits you well,” Herman said, with a shake of his head.

William looked down at the robe, which still felt as if it belonged to one of the snobbish scholars in Brighton, rather than draped over a captive boy’s arms. He forced a smile.

“You look esteemed,” Tolstoy agreed, with a sage nod.

William returned his eyes to his plate, wishing he could melt into his food.

“A man who dresses well succeeds,” Barron said with a laugh. “An old adage you might not have heard.”

William politely nodded.

Directing his attention to the others, Tolstoy said, “I met with Rudyard earlier this morning. He says we had a problem with the slaves yesterday.”

“A problem?” Amelia asked, frowning as she chewed.

William looked toward the empty seat at the end of the table. Of course, Rudyard wasn’t there. He was normally too busy taking care of whatever he did in the city.

“The guards solved the issue, whatever it was,” Tolstoy said.

“What happened to the offenders?”

“One was killed, one was beaten,” Tolstoy said, as if he discussed a bothersome pest. “The guards acted in our interests. The city is running smoothly again.”

“Good,” Herman said. “We need to keep production up.”

“Rudyard says we have lost a few to sickness,” Tolstoy said. “With the change of the season, I expect we will lose a few more. Rudyard will have the Semposi bring in more workers.”

You mean slaves, William thought angrily.

William’s stomach twisted in knots as he recalled the encounter with the savage, uncaring men in the forests. Thinking of them led him to thoughts of Cullen’s twisted, mangled body, and the story of how Cullen’s brothers had died.

The Gifted weren’t just the cause of the pain in New City.

They caused pain in the forest, too.

They might not drag people from the woods, or beat them, but they were the people that gave the orders to rip them from their homes. They were the demons that sat on well-constructed chairs, ensuring everyone outside the tower lived lives of pain, suffering, and misery.

A knock at the door interrupted his angry thoughts.

“Ah, that must be dessert,” Tolstoy said, turning to face the door. “Come in.”

The door opened, revealing two muscled guards carrying trays of colorful bread, filled with fruit. William recognized two of the men that usually kept watch on the bottom floor, as he had learned. Bringing the desserts to the table, they set them down at various points in front of The Gifted.

“Are we too early?” one of the guards asked.

“No, the timing is perfect,” Tolstoy responded.

“Do you need anything else?”

“That will be all,” Tolstoy said with a dismissive wave.

The men left.

Tolstoy ignored their departure as he reached for a dessert and passed a dish along to Herman.

After chewing a mouthful of bread, Tolstoy said, “Rudyard mentioned we need to keep an eye on our rations, as the seasons change.”

Barron tapped his fork on the table, reemphasizing the point. “The slave’s stomachs should be full enough that they can do their work. Not an ounce more. Gluttony leads to laziness. And laziness slows progress.”

“It is unfortunate that we need to worry about such things,” Tolstoy said. “Perhaps one day, the slaves will understand the importance of our work.”

William pictured the scrawny, dirt-covered slaves he’d seen picking corn on that first day. Not one had contained an ounce of fat on their sinewy bones. His anger grew as he looked around at the bulbous-headed men and woman, whose full plates and full stomachs gave them the energy to push words past their arrogant lips.

He wanted to take back his Tech Magic guns, pull the metal buttons, and send them all to whatever came after. The Gifted weren’t human, but they weren’t immortal—not really. They could die. They knew their faults, just like the humans who lived in the woods. They knew better than to wander into danger. That was why they stayed in this opulent tower, giving pompous orders and reading their books.

They were above danger, because they lived a protected life.

Or were they?

William looked down at his ugly robe.

Maybe through all their intellect, they’d already made a mistake. William pondered that thought.

Not one of the slaves in those squalid buildings had a chance at reclaiming their freedom. They were trapped in a system that wouldn’t release them. But he wasn’t. The Gifted had let William inside their twisted den—a simple infected boy.

What if he could find a way to rid New City of their leaders? What if he could erase the power that kept the slaves contained?

The idea felt far-reaching and impossible. But it was an idea, and the longer he thought about it, the more he realized that an idea born of anger might be a clear-headed solution.

Maybe there was another way to help his friends.

Sitting at the table, staring at all the smug, arrogant faces, William couldn’t dismiss a nagging thought.

The Gifted had to die.

He had to kill them all.


Chapter 20: Kirby

Whirs and clanks filled the air. Smoke from the city’s shops permeated the loud, sweltering room and lingered in Kirby’s nose.

All around her, slaves toiled, dripping sweat. Some wore thick gloves, or aprons over their usual clothes, while a few wore crude masks. Some workers manipulated long sheets of metal in larger machines, curving or cutting, while others fashioned smaller bits. About half the workers were women. A few people peered at Kirby between their duties, even though she had already been in the building for a little while.

Near the back of the room, several long workbenches sat at a small distance from the wall, with bins for scraps and piles of metal placed between them. Some of the benches contained smaller metal machines, with sweaty people using them, or using hand tools. Racks hung in orderly rows on either side of the room, containing the tools not in use.

The woman named Rosita, with whom she’d been paired, led her to the back. Rosita’s face was ruddy, flecked with sweat. “We work mostly with sheet metal in here. I’ve heard you have some experience.”

“Yes, I have experience, but it has been a while,” Kirby said.

She hoped the lie wouldn’t bury her.

“We wondered if someone would fill Jonah’s spot,” Rosita mused, loudly enough to be heard over the whir of the machines. “We thought they would increase our workload.”

Kirby nodded. She knew the loss of a worker could affect the others. “I was in the fields.”

Rosita nodded. “I remember you. You arrived a few weeks ago.” Handing Kirby a leather apron and gloves, she said, “You’ll want to wear these.”

Kirby donned the clothes. As she put them on, she glanced sideways at a few guards who chatted outside the doorway, past the bevy of machines. They seemed glad to be away from the sweaty slaves.

Pointing around the room, Rosita explained, “We have blacksmiths in other buildings that forge tools, or make molds, but most in this building work on lathes or English wheels. The people on the benches, like us, mostly use hand tools: shears, metal brakes, and a few other implements.”

Kirby nodded. She’d been around some of the machines before, though she’d never used them.

Rosita explained, “Right now I am working on a project for The Learning Building. We’re fashioning some sheets of metal to reinforce the windows on the lower floors. You can help.” Pointing to a stack of metal on the floor, between the workbench and the bin next to it, she said, “This is the material we’ll use.”

Kirby examined the pile of metal. Most was in square or rectangular shapes, looking as if it had been pulled from the rubble in ruined cities.

Answering Kirby’s unspoken question, Rosita said, “The metal was traded from people in the forests. The guards bring in new batches to ensure that we don’t run out.” Pointing at a piece of sheet metal leaning against the wall, she said, “That is the piece we are matching to make the barricades for the windows. It is our template. We don’t have to be exact, but the guards—and Rudyard—want it close.”

“I understand,” Kirby said.

Gesturing at a long rectangular tool affixed to the workbench, Rosita explained, “That’s our metal brake, which helps us keep straight lines. For this project, I have had luck with metal shears. We only need to make sure the metal is large enough to cover the window frames. The guards aren’t concerned with the edges.” Rosita nodded to a pair of thick metal clippers on the nearby bench. “Can you help me with a sheet?”

Rosita directed Kirby toward the next sheet in the pile, which she helped pick up. With Kirby’s help, Rosita propped up the metal, making a straight line down the side with her shears, matching the template piece. When she was finished, she said, “We put the scraps in a bin over here, to be used by some other metal shops. Other workers take the bins away during our shift, as they get full.”

Rosita tossed the long, skinny pieces of scrap in the bin nearby. Peeking over into the bin, Kirby saw a few other scraps at the bottom, in various shapes and sizes. Most were thin and small enough to give her ideas. She glanced outside the building. Past the slew of workers and machines, the guards chatted, looking in the room only occasionally.

Ensuring that no one saw her gazing too long, she looked back at Rosita, helping with another cut.

“Can I work on the next piece?” Kirby asked Rosita.

“Sure,” Rosita answered. “Give it a try. When you are good enough, you can work by yourself.”


Chapter 21: William

“Where are you going, William?” Amelia called over.

“I’m just taking a break,” he said, straightening his shoulders, as if he were proud of his robe. He gave her a friendly wave as he walked into the room with the glass cases. After he left, Amelia ambled over to chat with Barron. A few other Gifted grumbled, or held quiet conversation.

Using his moments alone, William walked to the glass cases.

Peering through the first, he studied a circular, glass bauble. The weapons and trinkets in the glass cases were more familiar than they were a few weeks ago, but instead of filling him with wonder, they filled him with sadness. Rather than picture the mysterious tribes who made them, he couldn’t help thinking of how they were dead. Who knew what ends they had met?

Perhaps some died at the hands of The Gifted.

Knowing what he knew now, William wouldn’t be surprised.

Moving along, he studied one of the long knives with cryptic carvings on its handle, gleaming underneath the case. Next to it was a sideways bow with a long, wooden handle. He’d only seen one thing as strange in his travels, but not in a while. Beside them, he saw more knives and swords. Some had obvious uses. And it wouldn’t take much practice to learn the ones that were new to him.

But how would he get to them?

He peeked over toward the doorway, ensuring that no one was in view before tapping softly on one of the cases. The glass was thicker than most similar barriers he’d seen. He didn’t see a lock, or a place where he could pry the cases open. He recalled one of the buildings he’d been in long ago, filled with broken pieces of stone that came up from the floor, surrounded by glass. He’d been told that place was an Ancient museum. Such places were used to preserve artifacts, instead of using them. The concept was strange to William, but it matched what The Gifted had done here.

The weapons were protected in a way that was difficult—nearly impossible—to get through without sheer force.

And breaking the glass was a surefire way to get noticed, or killed.

He’d be overwhelmed before he could take down more than one or two of his enemies. He needed to kill all of The Gifted—not just a few.

Through the doorway, he caught a glimpse of Barron speaking with Amelia. More Gifted sat in their chairs around them. Looking at their large, imposing figures, William knew he couldn’t single-handedly kill all of them with primitive weapons. He might kill one or two before the others reacted, but they would overwhelm him. They might have weapons he couldn’t see, and they certainly had guards.

He wanted the weapons in the room to be the answer, but he didn’t see how.

A foolish fantasy played in his head. Maybe he could sneak up at night, barricade himself in the room, and break the glass cases. He could create a stronghold with his weapons and battle off anyone who came to harm him. He would be king of the shimmering tower, if only for a while.

But that was a way to death, even if death didn’t come quickly. He would starve, or The Gifted would send more guards or demons than he could handle. They would beat down the door and overwhelm him.

They would kill him before he raised a rusted knife.

Or maybe they’d keep him alive, so he could watch his other friends killed.

The glass cases weren’t the answer.

He needed a better way to ensure that he wiped The Gifted from the earth. He needed a way that might lead to his friends’ freedom, as impossible as that sounded.

He needed Tech Magic.


Chapter 22: Bray

Bray hurried down the alley. Around him, slaves carried buckets of water to or from their houses, or cleaned up from lunch. A few children played games with stones in the alley, stacking them and knocking them over. Relief crossed his face as he found Kirby.

“I saw you pulled from the line,” Bray said. “What happened?”

He looked her up and down, thinking she might have an injury he couldn’t see.

“Ollie took me from harvest duty,” Kirby explained. “He took me to his house.” Seeing the worried look on Bray’s face, she added, “He did not touch me, though that was his intent.”

Kirby told him about being brought to Ollie’s quarters, as well as the task she was assigned. She also relayed Esmeralda’s story about a vicious attack she had suffered. Bray’s anger roiled as he heard about Ollie’s demeaning words and his searching hands.

“If his family wasn’t there, things might have gone differently,” Kirby said.

“I will slit his throat before he touches you again,” Bray promised.

“You will not have to,” Kirby said. “I will kill him myself.”

Bray cooled his anger. Kirby had never needed his protection, as much as he wanted to give it.

“I know men like him,” Bray said. “He will keep trying, until he succeeds.”

“You think I do not know that?” Kirby’s eyes filled with the same rage he had seen that first day in the courtyard, when a guess had become a stinging reality and they were enslaved. “I will deflect him as long as I am able. I have dealt with many men like him. When the day comes that he touches me, I will kill him.”

“You will die if you fight back,” Bray protested.

“Would you have me submit?” Kirby’s eyes moistened with an anger that could quickly turn on Bray, if he pushed.

“I’m not asking you to let that happen,” Bray clarified.

“If I let him do what he wants, I have already lost,” Kirby said, her voice wavering. “I will not let it happen. A beating, maybe, but not this.”

“I understand,” Bray said, and he did. “I will find a way to work nearby. Perhaps The Shadow People can get me into the metal shops.”

“If The Shadow People had that power, don’t you think they would have offered?” Kirby asked, shaking her head. “Obviously, the guards will not help us. Such favors are beyond our reach.”

“Maybe I can—” Bray opened and closed his mouth as no good answers came.

“We have no control over where we are. We both know that.” Kirby’s eyes showed her internal struggle. “I will handle myself for now. In the meantime, we will keep working on the topics we spoke about last night. It is the only way.” Shifting the conversation to a potential plan, she said, “I am already getting ideas from my day in the machine shop. If I can figure out a way to ferret some scraps from the shop, we might have a solution to our weapon problem. Or at least something that will help.”

“Shanks, to fill in our weaponry,” Bray caught on.

“It is not a solution, but a start. Taken over time, some pieces of metal might add up. Perhaps we might even have enough so each person’s hands are filled, when the time comes.”

“I have some ideas, too.” Bray briefed her on some of his thoughts from the fields.

“You are thinking of an escape route, if the worst happens,” Kirby summarized.

“I remembered what James said,” Bray commented. “If we have a better idea of the terrain, it can only help.”

Kirby nodded. “Certainly.”

“These slaves are not fighters, like us,” Bray continued. “Or at least not all of them. If we start a revolt, we might succeed for a while, but at some point, we might have to flee. A few moments’ lead can mean the difference between living and dying. We both know that. We need an alternate route to freedom.”

“What does that mean for William?” Kirby asked, raising a topic that had plagued Bray.

“Unfortunately, it sounds as if we will have to help ourselves before we help him,” Bray said.

Looking up at the shimmering tower, Kirby said, “We will do what it takes.”

Silence came over the conversation. Something else was on Kirby’s mind.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“I am thinking of the others in New City, like Esmeralda,” Kirby admitted. “For every one of the two hundred Shadow People, there are many more that remain silent, scared to leave, or trapped in a position where they cannot run. Hopefully, we can help them, too.”

“You think they all deserve a golden palace in the clouds,” Bray inferred.

“Everyone does,” Kirby said.

Bray fell silent a moment. “We should get back to lunch and to our afternoon duties.”

Kirby nodded as she looked around.

“Be careful, Kirby,” Bray said, touching her arm.

Kirby watched him for a moment, anger and sadness in her eyes. He squeezed her arm.

And then she broke away, walking off down the alley.

Bray lingered until she was out of sight, fearing it might be the last time he saw her.


Chapter 23: William

William sat on one of the long, soft beds in his room. Amelia had suggested he read through a pile of books she had given him, but he was disobeying. It was a small act of defiance that probably didn’t help him, but it felt good. Looking out the windows at the bright sunlight, he allowed himself to remember what it was like hiking through the forest, Bray and Kirby at his side. They had so many memories that too many blended together.

But one particular memory came back to him.

He recalled a bright, spring day when the leaves were budding on the trees and the sting of winter had gone. The weather had been perfect.

William had sat next to Bray and Kirby on a mountaintop, surveying the crumbled spires of a distant city they had yet to explore. With the sun hot on his face, a warm belly full of rabbit, and a flask full of water, William thought that city could contain anything. William had listened as Bray told exaggerated tales of the wild. He and Kirby had laughed, poking holes in Bray’s stories, making lighthearted fun. William remembered never wanting that moment to end. It was a simple moment, memorable in its happiness.

It was so easy to take those days for granted when you didn’t know they were ending.

But now he had hope.

He had a plan, even if he didn’t know any details.

A knock at his door reminded him that Amelia was coming for him. She had told him they would continue practicing letters.

“Come in,” William called, broken from his reverie.

Surprise hit him when he saw Barron standing there, his bulbous head tipped to the side. He trudged in, his robe swaying around him. “It’s been a while since I’ve been on this floor,” he said, nostalgically, looking around.

Fear lodged in William’s throat as he recalled the hairpin underneath the dresser. Not wanting to prolong a visit, he crossed the room. “Where’s Amelia?” he asked, in an innocent tone.

“She is upstairs. I offered to take you to the drafting room. She thought you might benefit from my explanation of what I am working on. Later, she will work on your letters, as she promised.”

William nodded through the lump in his throat. “Okay.” He took a step toward the door, hoping Barron would follow.

“You seem intrigued,” Barron said.

“I am just excited to hear your explanations,” William said, keeping his expression innocuous.

“Of course. Come with me.” Barron waved a hand. “Perhaps you will get bitten by the same bug of knowledge as I have been.”


**




William stared out the third-floor windows, overlooking the balcony and the crop fields beyond, Barron at his side.

It seemed as if Barron could speak about the plans forever, audience or not. His eyes sparkled with an energy that William had only seen a few times—while they ate dinner, discussing their books.

Or when he watched Cullen die.

William wished he could disappear into his head, like he did when he read upstairs. Instead, he gazed out the window, past the balcony and out into the crops.

“What do you think of my revised plans?” Barron asked, snapping William to attention.

“I like the pontoons,” William said, repeating the funny word that Amelia had told him.

“They will help us set the plane on water, when no other option is available,” Barron repeated.

“I understand,” William said.

His attention drifted outside, where a string of strangely-clad men emerged from the distant woods, pulling a caravan of covered wagons. He watched as they toted their goods through the grass field at the forest’s edge, heading toward the dirt path between the crops. A few demons clustered by the edges of the path, watching the approaching newcomers. If only he had a way to harness the twisted men’s power.

Of course he couldn’t, while trapped in a building.

Mistaking William’s silence for reflectiveness, Barron said, “It is an adjustment, living with our intellect.” Smiling at William, he asked, “Have you found it so? You are learning things at a rapid rate.”

Considering his answer, William said, “Yes.”

“Too many thoughts enter our heads at once. Sometimes, we have to choose which ones to follow. But we pick things up much faster than any human. We have intelligence of which they can only dream. Much more than The Plagued Ones outside.”

William made a show of his smile.

“I get ideas at the strangest times,” Barron said, evidently enjoying hearing his own voice. “Sometimes I read something in The Library Room, and it will hit me days later. Other times, I will get an idea in the middle of the night, while I sleep. I’ve worked some long hours on my projects.” Barron’s tone was reflective. “In any case, the bug for knowledge is a strange thing. Perhaps you should pick up some books on aviation and see if you have a passion for it. You will not understand all the words just yet, but in time, you will.”

“I will try them,” William said. Looking over at Barron’s smiling, repulsive face, he said, “Perhaps I will even check some out this afternoon in The Library Room.”

But William already had a passion, and a goal.

He would check out those books. But the only thing he would think about while he stared at them was how he’d destroy The Gifted.


Chapter 24: William

William sat at one of the smaller desks by the window, staring at a page he wasn’t reading. Bright sunlight splashed across the page, illuminating some of the simpler sentences that he was starting to grasp. Across the room, Amelia perused the bookshelves, taking out a few worn tomes, compiling a new stack for him to study, based on Barron’s recommendations.

If he weren’t so afraid of her, he might have thrown her books in her face.

Instead, he steeped himself in thought.

Tech Magic. That had to be his answer. But where could he get it? It was possible The Gifted had weapons in their rooms, but it wasn’t a certainty. Guards were stationed at the building’s entrance, and on the seventeenth floor, beneath The Library Room. All of the other floors were inaccessible without an enormous risk. The only time he might sneak into a room unsupervised was at night, when The Gifted were in their quarters, or in the afternoon. But opening the wrong door might lead him into a vicious encounter. He’d learned where a few of The Gifted’s rooms were, like Tolstoy’s and Amelia’s, but not all of them. And neither of those floors promised weapons. He certainly hadn’t seen any weapons in Tolstoy’s room.

Frustrating thoughts.

He considered what he knew. The square, secure box on the ground floor had once contained their confiscated swords and Tech Magic guns. But who knew to where those weapons had been relocated? The box had been empty when they’d arrived; certainly The Gifted had moved them. If there were a storehouse past the guards, he’d never make it without a weapon to get him there.

One weapon, to have a chance at getting more.

William’s circular thoughts led him nowhere.

The only weapons of which he was certain were those in the glass cases.

William shook his head as his gaze drifted over the desks and out the windows. His eyes roamed back to Amelia’s desk.

A thought struck him.

Amelia’s gun.

He’d forgotten about the old, sentimental relic.

Even if that gun was still there, it was empty. Amelia knew better than to keep ammunition with it. It wasn’t loaded before, and she certainly wouldn’t have armed it so that a desperate, captured boy could get a hold of it. It would be foolish to risk his safety for an empty gun, which would be just as effective as the microscope, or any other weapon only good for hitting someone.

But some hope returned as he considered something Amelia had said: “It should work. I keep it clean, even though I no longer have the need to use it.”

If it worked, she must have ammunition.

And where might she keep the ammunition for a sentimental gun?

In her room.

William’s heart pounded as an idea solidified. Perhaps William had found the first secret to his escape. Rummaging through one room was much less risky than fruitlessly searching through several. If he could find ammunition, it would be worth the risk to go to her floor.

William had hope, now that he had a destination.

He just needed to figure out how to get there.


Chapter 25: Bray

All around Bray, workers dispersed, splitting off to their homes, grateful for the only reprieve they got in this hellish place: dinner and a few hours with their families. Those brave enough to leave their homes after supper spent their time by the bonfires, after the demons had fed.

He looked down at his dirt-caked fingernails. He needed a wash. Returning to his house, he found Teddy using a bucket in the corner.

“I got our water,” Teddy said, cleaning himself with a rag.

“Thanks,” Bray said, shucking off his sweaty shirt. “It seems as if the dirt always finds a way to our skin, regardless of what we wear.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Teddy asked. Finished cleaning up, he passed the bucket to Bray. “I saw Kirby in the metal shops today.”

Bray nodded. “They pulled her from the fields this morning and gave her a new role.” He kept his answer brief.

Teddy said, “It is hard work, as all the jobs are. Her hands will get used to a new ache.”

“How were the sewing rooms?”

“The same as always: too much clothing to finish, but never enough time to do it. The guards treat each day more urgently than the last.”

“They’re pushing us harder with the crops, as well,” Bray muttered.

“It will get worse, as the season ends,” Teddy said empathetically.

Bray cleaned in silence for a few moments as workers outside hurried to their homes. With a few moments before the demon bells started ringing, Teddy sat back on his bedroll.

With a sigh, he said, “Back in the earliest days, there were far fewer jobs in New City.” Teddy wiped some water from his face. “Most of the earliest people spent their days clearing the rubble from the crop fields, or planting seeds that didn’t always take. Some spent time building the wall, or constructing the houses where we now live. Others lived in The Learning Building, serving The Gifted.”

Bray nodded. He looked out the door and up to the tall building, as if he might see past the glistening windows and find William.

“Back then, The Gifted kept swarms of The Plagued Ones nearby for protection, while they let out the rest to hunt in the forests,” Teddy said, looking out at the guards carrying bells toward the gate. “They didn’t hand feed them the way they do now.”

“That life seems more suited for an animal like a pig or a cow,” Bray grumbled.

“It is an unnatural life,” Teddy agreed. “The Plagued Ones might listen, but they are always on the edge of hunger. They fight their instincts by living this way.”

They watched a few more guards pass by.

Shifting on his bedroll, Teddy said, “Life was simpler back then. Not as many machines to keep up, or guards to make our tasks harder.”

Bray asked, “How do you know so much about those first days?”

“When I used to go out to the bonfires, I’d hear stories passed down from the workers’ families.” Teddy averted his eyes. “The Gifted also used to tell tales when they came down here years ago. Now they stay up in the tower. They’re more secure in the life they’ve built. Or maybe they value their safety too much.”

Bray nodded. He knew the safeguards all too well.

Looking at Teddy, Bray said, “You know a lot, for someone who mostly keeps to himself.”

“I might be quiet, but I pay attention,” Teddy said. “I hear many things.”

“In the shops, I imagine,” Bray said.

Teddy nodded.

The bells started ringing. With too much commotion to talk, they turned their attention out the doorway.


Chapter 26: William

“I can’t believe how much better you’ve gotten at writing, in only a few weeks,” Amelia marveled at William, as the daylight waned through the windows. “Your letters are more legible than some of The Gifteds’.”

“My name looks different than I ever would’ve expected,” William said. Not for the first time, he marveled at the strange symbols for the word he’d been saying all his life.

Amelia pointed to the word she’d written underneath his, which started with the symbol ‘A’. He compared both names.

“My name is a little longer than yours,” William said.

“Only by a letter,” Amelia clarified.

“I still don’t understand why some of these letters appear twice,” he said, frowning as he looked at the middle of his name.

“The language can be complicated in its rules,” Amelia said. “In fact, our language is one of the most difficult to learn. But you have done it correctly.”

William stared at the strange symbols, wondering who had decided those rules, and why everyone else had agreed.

“Are you ready to go downstairs for sleep?” Amelia asked.

William looked around. In the time they’d been writing, most of the other Gifted had left for their quarters. Thinking back, William recalled a few goodnights he hadn’t acknowledged.

“I’m ready,” he said.

Finished with the lesson, they put away their materials.

“You are fortunate to have such a library,” Amelia said, gesturing at the bookshelves, as they put some books away. “The price of some of those books was steeper than you might imagine.”

“It is hard to think about how many different places you must have foraged to get them.”

“In some of the earlier days, we took large risks. Sometimes, we went into buildings that were mostly collapsed, sifting through the rubble. The price of knowledge is never cheap. But knowledge leads to greater things, as you know.”

William nodded.

“Let’s get going,” Amelia said.

William followed her out of The Library Room and down the stairs. He looked out the windows into the cornfields, watching the windmills churn through an evening breeze that he missed as dearly as his friends.

Passing one of the landings, he glanced over at Amelia’s doorway. He looked away before he caught her attention. As they took another flight of stairs, William put a hand to his stomach, stifling a cough.

“Are you okay, William?” Amelia asked, pausing with concern.

“I’m fine,” William said, continuing.

“It sounds as if you are getting sick.”

“I’m okay,” William said, putting on the happy smile that he’d practiced for weeks.

“Some of us get illnesses as the summer season ends. Perhaps you should sleep a little later tomorrow,” Amelia suggested. Reaching the landing to his floor, she opened the door to his quarters.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” William said. “I don’t want to miss a lesson.”


Chapter 27: Bray

Bray cracked his neck under the morning sun, tossing a piece of corn into his wagon.

Loud chatter drew his attention to the end of the row, where two guards moved faster than usual, striding in the direction of the forest. A moment later, a few more passed, accompanied by Rudyard. Grabbing his wagon, Bray wheeled it down the row and stopped at the edge of the dirt path, where he could get a clearer view.

Deep in other rows, slaves pulled fresh ears from tall stalks. A few looked over as they saw something more interesting than a wagon full of crops. Bray waited until they looked away before he peered after the guards and Rudyard, toward the forest.

A few of the men called the Yatari engaged in conversation with Rudyard and his guards at the head of the path. They held large bags in their hands. The Yatari spoke with animated expressions, raising their shoulders and arching their backs. Rudyard said something. A moment later, a Yatari that might’ve been a leader let one hand off of his bag to motion over the wall at New City, waving his hands angrily.

A few interested demons crept to the edges of the path.

Rudyard pointed at them, making a show of power.

The Yatari handed the bags to Rudyard and the Head Guards, who started back down the path, toward the gate. Bray ducked back into the row, waiting for Rudyard and his guards to pass. When they were gone, he saw the Yatari standing, waiting.

Maybe their discontent was something he could use.

Bray crept through the dirt rows of corn, cutting between the stalks, avoiding the eyes of slaves and demons as he worked his way toward where they stood. Many of the other slaves had wandered away, probably afraid to get too close to a cluster of guards, and Rudyard.

Or they were afraid of the demons, who kept everyone in check.

Soon he was near the end of an aisle beside the Yatari. All wore loose, white garments, with boots that seemed slightly shorter than what he normally saw in the woods. Necklaces made of strange, multi-colored rocks and shells hugged their necks. One man wore a hat made of a thin fabric, cocked to the side, covering a shock of thick hair. They spoke in strange accents, muttering, or perhaps arguing. Bray couldn’t hear much, but every now and then, he picked up a familiar word.

They stood in a tight group, shaking their heads in disgust.

They were clearly upset.

Bray set down his wagon, feigning work as he watched them. A few turned their heads as they eyed the demons skulking through the crops, clearly uneasy. One drew a flask from his side, sipping nervously. Bray looked down the front of the path, near the gate. A few guards ambled about, yelling at slaves, but Rudyard and his posse had disappeared. It seemed as if they were behind the gate, getting whatever goods they meant to trade.

None returned.

Yet.

Catching the eye of one of the Yatari, who stood at the rear of the group, Bray made a show of glancing up at the sun, wiping the sweat from his brow.

“Another hot day,” Bray said, only loudly enough that the man could hear.

The man shifted uncomfortably, but he didn’t respond. The other Yatari kept their focus in the direction of New City. Bray’s eyes roved over the man’s necklace. What he’d thought were rocks or shells were actually bones, or teeth. Seeing them, he recalled the Semposi, pulling settlers from the forest and using them for trades, or other purposes the gods only knew. But these teeth were too battered, too yellowed, even for settlers or barbarians. Most were chipped.

Taking a guess, Bray asked, “Are those Plagued Ones’ teeth?”

The Yatari man shifted uncomfortably, adjusting his pack. Feeling the weight of Bray’s unanswered question, he nodded.

“I used to slay them,” Bray said, spitting on the ground.

The Yatari man’s friends gave him warning stares as the Yatari man nodded again.

Bray smiled. “They are vile creatures. I might be forced to live among them, but I’d rather they were at the end of my sword. At least you have found some use for them.”

The man refocused on the path in front of him. Bray was the property of another, bound by death and punishment. Of course, they wouldn’t speak to him.

“I’ve killed over a thousand of them in my lifetime,” Bray said, trying to hide some of the frustration in his voice. “Though that doesn’t help me much here.”

He was surprised when the man answered in the same strange accent Bray had overheard. “The necklaces scare away the barbarian tribes. They help us avoid danger.”

Bray nodded. With a knowing smile, he said, “A good idea. I wish I had thought of that myself.”

The Yatari man seemed pleased at the compliment as he scratched his tan face.

Making a show of wiping away his sweat, Bray said, “It seems you are a bit more used to the temperatures than I am. I’m from up north. It was much nicer when I had more trees to hide behind. And a sword to slay the nagging beasts.” He looked sideways, where a demon lurked between some stalks, watching them.

“I don’t envy your work,” the Yatari man said sympathetically, before looking away once again.

Bray leaned around the last corn stalk, checking for Rudyard and the guards. Deep in the distance, some guards chastised one of the slower slaves pulling a wagon toward the path, but no one else approached.

The Yatari man lifted his flask to his mouth again, taking another sip.

“That wouldn’t happen to be snowberry, would it?” Bray grinned, recapturing the man’s attention.

“Snowberry?” the man asked. “I’m not sure what that is.”

“That’s what we drank in the taverns where I’m from.” Bray shook his head. “I couldn’t tell you the last time I had it.”

The Yatari examined his flask, as if he wasn’t used to getting a question about it. “It’s Gutrot,” he said finally.

“I’d kill for something other than lukewarm piss-water,” Bray lamented.

Pity crossed the Yatari man’s face as he looked at his flask.

“Not a good idea,” one of his friends grumbled. “They don’t want us talking with them.”

Those words seemed to stir something in the Yatari man, whose eyes flashed a moment of anger. Putting his anger into a step, the man strode into the corn to talk with Bray. “Fuck them.”

He handed Bray his flask.

The other Yatari shook their heads, clearly nervous. They kept their eyes focused on the path, making it clear they didn’t agree with the first man’s actions. Bray tilted back the flask, swallowing a sip of the beverage. It was bitter and had a strange aftertaste, but it warmed his stomach.

“Thanks,” Bray said gratefully, handing back the flask. “What’s your name?”

“Xavier,” the man said, with a quick nod.

“You live by the ocean?” Bray said, remembering some information he’d heard.

Xavier studied him, surprised. “You know of us?”

“Only what I’ve heard from here,” Bray said. “As I said, my people came from up north.”

“What is the name of your people?”

“We don’t have a name,” Bray said, thinking about it. “But we’re from a town called Brighton.”

“Brighton?” Xavier asked, clearly intrigued.

“It is a township many days walk from here. We were a ways from home, traveling, when the Semposi chased us,” Bray said. “The Gifted captured us not long after. Now we are slaves.”

Xavier shook his head, as more pity crossed his eyes.

“I heard your people have boats,” Bray said. “One of my friends used to sail the ocean.”

Xavier looked over at his friends, a few of whom had been casually listening, and were now eavesdropping closer. “What types of boat did your friend have?”

“She had several. I don’t know the names, but they were large,” Bray said, making a grand show with his hands. “A storm ravaged them. Most have turned to wreckage.” He frowned as he thought on it. “Although, a few parts could probably be salvaged, if someone had the right knowledge.”

Looking back at his friends, Xavier asked, “Do you know where these wreckages are?”

Noting the curiosity on Xavier’s face, Bray said, “I suppose I could remember. They landed where my friend traveled, a long way from here. I will warn you, it is not a short trip.”

Xavier traded another look with his friends. “Still, that information would be worth something to us.”

“I would accept a gift, if I was allowed,” Bray said with a grunt, looking down at his wagon. “But the guards would beat me if they found something I wasn’t supposed to have.”

Another flash of anger sparked in Xavier’s eyes. “Perhaps another drink, then.”

“Thank you, friend,” Bray said, as he accepted the flask and took another long swig. Making a show of pondering something, he said, “Perhaps there is something you can help me with.”

Xavier’s reluctance returned.

“I traveled with a few other friends, before I came here,” Bray lied, shaking his head. “They went in another direction. I was hoping for some assurance that they were alive.”

Xavier looked carefully around. “There are many people in the forest,” he said evasively.

“Of course. I was hoping if I described them, you might have some information.”

“What do they look like?”

“One was portly, with a large mustache. The other had a beard that came to his waist,” Bray lied. “My hope was that they ended up in a place better than this.”

“I have not seen them,” Xavier said. “Which direction did they head, and when did you last see them?”

“They headed east, a few weeks ago,” Bray said. “We were split up.”

Xavier chewed his lip. He seemed as if he was torn between answers. Or perhaps he had figured out Bray’s motive. Choosing his words carefully, he said, “If your friends went west or south, they might have become a meal. But if they headed east, between the mountains, they would have found a path free from The Plagued Ones. There is less game for them to hunt.”

“Over there?” Bray asked, nodding discreetly over the field of corn and in the direction of two distant bumps on the horizon.

Xavier nodded. “Not as many animals lurk there. The Plagued Ones in this city like to hunt in the north, or to the west.”

“How far is the pass?”

“Less than half a morning’s walk.” Xavier flashed a cautious glance. “It is the path we take when we come to trade. It is safe from The Plagued Ones.” Carefully, he added, “If your friends made it that far, they might be safe.”

The Yatari nodded, watching Bray expectantly.

“Thank you for the reassurance,” Bray said to them. “Now, I owe you some directions.”


Chapter 28: William

Pillowy, circling clouds covered some of the morning sunshine as it filtered into William’s room, casting stripes of light over the floor.

William sat at the edge of his bed, listening to Amelia’s footsteps getting closer. He started in on the hacking cough he’d practiced several times since she’d left the night before. The noise echoed across the room, bounced off the walls, and hopefully made its way out in the hallway. He heard Amelia pause before she knocked.

“William? Are you all right?”

He waited a moment before responding, “Yes. Come in.”

Amelia peeked in on him with concern. William kept to the edge of the bed, holding his raw, red throat, irritated from his forced coughs.

“You don’t sound any better than last night,” she observed.

“I don’t feel too bad,” he said, making a face that showed otherwise. “I am ready to head upstairs.”

Amelia didn’t seem certain, but she didn’t say anything as William slowly got off the bed, accompanying her to the doorway. Pulling in a heavy breath, he let out another brutal hack. This time Amelia stopped, shielding her face.

More worry overtook her expression. “It sounds as if you might be getting a sickness. Those types of illnesses are easily spread to the rest of us.”

“Spread?” William asked. “Sicknesses are a will of the gods, aren’t they?”

“The gods.” Amelia laughed. “That is not the way sicknesses work. Humans get them first, and spread their illnesses to us. If we are together in the same room, more of us are apt to get sick. It might be a little easier for you to recover, because you are younger, but severe illnesses are a worry for us older Gifted. Our brains might be intelligent, but our bodies are still susceptible.” Taking a step away from him, she said, “It is probably better if you rest a little while today, away from the others.”

William made a show of his disappointment. “I was looking forward to writing more letters today.”

“There will be plenty of time for that later,” Amelia said, putting a hand over her mouth. “I will have breakfast sent to you here by the guards.”

William held his stomach.

“Are you feeling sick to your stomach, as well?”

He nodded.

“Probably an effect of your illness. Maybe you should skip breakfast. I will have the guards bring up lunch, when they come back with our second trip for dessert.”

William put on a disappointed face.

“You need your rest, to recover,” Amelia said. “You should try to sleep.”

William nodded, maintaining his dejected expression as she opened the door and walked out. Before she left, he forced his way through one more loud, sidesplitting cough. He saw her wincing as she shut the door.

And then William was alone.

William listened to Amelia’s footsteps as she treaded up the same stairs, presumably going to The Library Room. For a while, doors opened in the floors above and below, as more of The Gifted headed to the eighteenth floor. A few conversed quietly. And then the building fell preternaturally quiet.

William waited a long while, until after he heard the guards bringing breakfast to The Gifted.

Only when they returned to the ground floor did he get off the bed.

William tiptoed to the doorway, listening, before retrieving the hairpin from beneath his bureau. Turning it in his hand, he swallowed. It had been weeks since he’d held it, and just as long since he’d considered using it.

He was deathly afraid he might kill his friends with a mistake.

But they might die, regardless. And if they did, he would never forgive himself for his inaction.

Swallowing a nervousness that he feared would accompany him forever, William crept to the door and unlocked it.


Chapter 29: Kirby

Kirby balanced a piece of sheet metal on the workbench, picking up her shears. Nearby, Rosita completed a cut, tossing her finished piece into a stack. The pile of finished sheets they’d started this morning had grown to almost twice its size. A few times, other slaves entered the shops under the guards’ direction, taking away the completed piles. But there was plenty of time in between.

That was the time in which Kirby was interested.

Cutting the sheet in front of her, Kirby forced her way through a stubborn piece. Each sheet seemed to vary in condition. Every so often, she saw a sheet that contained some stain or smell she couldn’t identify. Most smelled of the decrepit buildings of which they’d once been a part, while others contained a hint of animal dung. One or two contained the crusted, dried skin of a carcass.

“The traders don’t always clean the metal, before we get it,” Rosita explained, nodding as she saw Kirby picking at a stubborn brown spot with her gloves. “We’ve seen all types of things on them.”

“I believe it,” Kirby muttered.

“One time, we found one with what must’ve been a skull’s worth of blood, stained on the side,” Rosita said. “Another time we got a batch that smelled like The Plagued Ones. I think the whole shop smelled that day.” A thin smile crossed her face.

A loud, rhythmic clanging echoed across the room, interrupting Rosita’s conversation. Kirby looked over to find a dirty slave working a small piece of metal through a machine. Rosita returned to her work. The workers in the machine shops talked less, unable to compete with the constant sounds of the workers around them. Occasionally, a guard poked his head in, asking a question or making a demand, but otherwise the din was constant.

Kirby noticed the guards mostly stayed out of the building, so they could talk and share jokes away from the noise of the shop.

Finished with a long cut, she pulled a finger-width scrap from the end of the sheet and carried it over to the scrap bin. Peering in, she saw a growing pile that the slaves hadn’t carted away. She looked over her shoulder, watching the guards chat away.

Kirby set the metal in with the others.

She overruled a dangerous impulse.

It was too soon.

A loud laugh drew her attention to the doorway.

A lumbering form stood among the other guards. A bitter taste filled Kirby’s mouth as she saw Ollie, holding up his hands in some lewd gesture. He glanced over, meeting her eyes. She quickly averted them. The memory of his stinking, sour breath and his roaming hands came rushing back. Her pulse pounded. He might come inside when he was through talking, pulling her away from her task.

The moment she feared might be closer than she knew.

Kirby kept her head down, clenching the shears in her hand as she cut with new vigor.

She risked another glance at the doorway.

The laughing stopped.

The guards were on to some new, crude story.

Ollie was gone.


Chapter 30: William

Alone on the stairs, William paused.

Fear pierced his heart like a stake.

Traveling down the stairs in the nighttime was fear-inducing enough, but traveling in the daytime provided its own set of worries. He had no cover of shadow, no place to hide, should someone discover him. The amount of time it took to unlock a door ruled out ducking into a room. He would have to go down three flights of stairs to get to Amelia’s quarters—three flights of quietly sneaking and hoping no one came out.

Something else frightened him.

Tolstoy’s room was on the way.

Tolstoy was probably inside his quarters, poring over his books and his drawings, doing the gods knew what else. Perhaps planning more of his experiments. William’s fright became a sickening fear as he looked up and down the surrounding flights of stairs. The stairwell was quiet. He heard nothing, other than the faint hum of a machine from somewhere outside.

William crept down the flights of stairs.

Next to Tolstoy’s door, he listened for sounds—a footstep, a cough, or the slide of a chair’s legs across the floor. He heard nothing. He pictured the large, wooden desk on the far side of the room, with Tolstoy’s imposing figure occupying it. Tolstoy was so intent on his work that he was silent. Or maybe he wasn’t in there at all. That gave William a frightening afterthought.

What if he encountered Tolstoy on the stairs?

He ran through a stream of excuses.

Amelia left the door open.

I was looking for breakfast.

I was coming to your room to ask you a question.

No excuse seemed legitimate enough.

He wasn’t supposed to be out.

Soon he had passed the landing and was beyond the door’s sight. William breathed a sigh of relief as he crept past a few more landings and reached Amelia’s door. He paused, ensuring he heard no noise, and then worked on the lock.

Finished unlocking the door, William swung it open slowly.

Amelia’s room was empty. Unlike Tolstoy’s, which sported magnificent furniture and an impressive array of pictures and drawings, Amelia’s room was simple. The sheets were turned down on her bed. Several pieces of clothing hung haphazardly on her bureau, or dangled from drawers. She wasn’t as neat as he would have expected, from someone who appeared so ordered.

William didn’t pause on the threshold. Sneaking inside, he closed the door. On the far side of the room, he saw a small desk that looked to be about in the same spot as Tolstoy’s. It seemed as if she didn’t use the desk often—only a few closed books sat on its surface. Next to the desk, however, was a square box that resembled the one downstairs.

Glancing over his shoulder, William tiptoed across the room, past the bureau and the disheveled clothes, and made his way to the box. He bent down, certain that he would encounter resistance and another lock he had to force his way into.

The box was open.

It made sense, when he thought about it.

The Gifted had nothing to fear from each other. And they had little to fear from the guards. Locking their rooms was probably a precaution. High walls, a demon army, and vicious guards repelled their prospective enemies. The slaves were far enough away that they were considered no danger. No one could get to them.

Until now.

William opened the box, wincing at the small noise, and peered inside, finding a few small shelves. William frowned as he found an array of objects, no two the same. Taking great care to memorize the location of the objects, he pulled out a few and inspected them. William turned an aged, brown flask in his hand that looked like it hadn’t been used in many years. Next to it was a tiny bag in which someone might’ve collected coins, now empty. William paused as he recognized three letters on each item, all of which were different. He frowned as he noticed the symbols didn’t appear in Amelia’s name, or even his. Nearby were several strings of jewelry—metals that were in various shapes and conditions.

William kept digging, sorting through things that looked as if they were keepsakes. He felt a pit in his stomach as he recalled the gun upstairs, and Amelia’s explanation of where she’d gotten it.

Dead people’s possessions.

William’s fear almost made him leave, until he spotted a small, metal tin sitting underneath a strange looking flask.

He reached for the items, taking care not to knock anything over as he did.

He looked at the flask. Shaking it gently, he realized it was filled with some sort of powder. A long tube sprouted from the top, containing some residue that looked like some of the black, ashen material he’d seen in the shells of the gun casings he’d used with Kirby.

Setting aside the flask, he opened the tin.

Inside were a handful of balls and some caps. He’d never seen the caps before, and the balls looked different than anything he’d encountered, but they might fit the gun he’d seen upstairs.

It looked as if the objects went together.

This must be what he needed.

He had no idea how to use them, but he’d figure that out later. With a quick glance behind him, he emptied the balls and the caps into his pocket, replaced the metal box with the other keepsakes, and pocketed the flask.

With everything else back in place, he snuck out the door.


Chapter 31: William

Back in his room, William caught his breath. His heart pounded so heavily he thought it might burst through his chest. But he’d done it. He’d found what he was looking for. He felt a burst of elation as he reveled in his accomplishment. But his success wouldn’t last long, if he were caught.

William cocked his head, listening for the sound of fast footsteps. The Gifted might not have been in the hallway, but their presence was everywhere—in the smell of the wooden furniture in his room, in the walls, and in those ominous windows that contained the ashes of the slaves. Looking through the glass, he shuddered as he pictured those dead people forever trapped in the building, doomed to overlook the place in which they’d spent a life of enslavement. He wouldn’t be the same as them.

And neither would his friends.

With his breathing calmed, William fished the hairpin from his pocket and quickly returned it to its place underneath his bureau. Returning to his bed, he pulled out the small, round pieces of metal and the caps from his robe pocket, as well as the flask. He set out the balls and caps. Each ball had a corresponding cap.

They must be rounds.

The rounds were just as magical now as they had been when Kirby had first given him a gun, all those months ago. Looking at them closer, his brow furrowed. The rounds didn’t seem as old as the gun. In fact, they seemed as if they had been preserved, or perhaps found later. But that made sense. He considered what Amelia had told him. The gun was several centuries old. Other rounds would’ve been expended over the years.

Maybe she had stolen these rounds from somewhere—or someone.

His eyes roamed over the balls with wonder.

His face fell.

William counted seven rounds and caps.

Seven.

That wasn’t nearly enough to kill ten Gifted. William’s heart beat in his throat, as he questioned his success. William had fired guns enough times to know that not every round hit a target. And sometimes, a shot wasn’t fatal. He might wound someone, without killing the person. The Gifted might have their wart-covered hands wrapped around his throat before he got a chance to finish what he started. Or they might kill him in some other, horrible way.

Foiled plans.

Staring at the small, metal balls, his heart sank. He had taken a risk with no guarantee of success. He recalled the condition of the keepsakes in Amelia’s quarters. He had been careful to replace them the right way. Still, even if she didn’t look at them regularly, sooner or later, she’d discover the items from the tin, and the flask, missing. And when she did, William’s would be the first name that came to mind.

Who else would steal them?

Amelia might not know the specifics of how he managed to get that ammunition, but suspicion would lead to discovery. And then William would die.

William had the panicked thought that he should slip back out and replace them. But that came with an equal risk of getting caught. William swallowed, picked up one of the rounds, and turned it over between two fingers.

He couldn’t get his mind off the antique, metal gun.

He wanted it in his hands.

He had gone too far in his plan to turn back now.

He would wait a day or so, to ensure The Gifted hadn’t detected anything, and then he’d get it.


Chapter 32: Kirby

“We are almost done for the day,” Rosita said, wiping some sweat from her forehead as she tossed another sheet of finished metal on the pile.

Kirby nodded as she looked at the doorway.

The guards were there, supervising, but none of them looked over.

Ollie was gone.

Still, she couldn’t forget his eyes on her earlier.

Ollie’s looming threat lingered, long after he was gone. At any moment, he might come back and pull her away, to the smirks of the guards and the fearful stares of the other slaves. No one would help her, when he pulled her off to do whatever his greasy hands desired. She couldn’t get her mind off the ominous words he had spoken, when she had been in his house.

I’m not through with you.

In here, she might have a chance at defending herself, but outside, in an alley or in her home, she was defenseless.

She thought about what Bray had said about finding an escape plan. A revolt was the ultimate goal. But what if Ollie attacked her beforehand?

Kirby wouldn’t die without a final fight.

She looked around. Most of the workers finished up their last, hard duties for the day. Soon, they would wind down, take off their work garments, and prepare for an evening of relative freedom. Finished with a long piece of metal, and finding no eyes on her, Kirby swallowed. She looked around.

This time Kirby didn’t stop her impulse.

She used her shears to make an extra snip. A piece of metal the size and shape of a finger fell into her waiting hand.

She looked around again.

No one was watching.

Clenching a fist around the scrap, Kirby stuffed the sharp metal in her pocket.


**




The metal scrap felt like a bomb in her pocket as Kirby took the alleyways home. Every laugh made her turn; every footstep made her think someone followed. More than one pair of eyes seemed as if they fixated on her, even though she doubted that was true. She kept a wide berth as she turned every corner, afraid that hands would grab her and frisk her.

She might be paranoid, but she had something to hide.

Protection.

That’s what the metal was supposed to be, once she shaped and sharpened it.

But right now, it felt like a burden, an easy way to death, if she weren’t careful.

When Kirby returned home from the machine shop, Esmeralda stood outside, hanging laundry. Four other women stood nearby, chatting quietly. Two held babies in their arms, while another held the skinny arm of a toddler. The fourth held Fiona.

Hiding her nerves, the piece of metal still in her pocket, Kirby said, “Hello.”

The women nodded. One of the women shifted the baby on her hips.

Noticing Kirby, Esmeralda turned from her laundry and said, “Kirby, these are my friends Marla, Cindy, Louise, and Gayle.”

The women politely smiled.

“They stopped by for a visit,” Esmeralda said. Turning her attention to her friends, she said, “Kirby works in the machine shops. She was transferred from the fields.”

“My husband works as a blacksmith,” Marla said, with a knowing nod. “He probably works near you.”

“I was just assigned,” Kirby said evasively. “I don’t know many people yet.”

The woman with the toddler, Cindy, winced. “I worked there before I had Cecilia. I can still hear some of the clangs when I lie down to sleep. The noises can be loud.”

Marla said, “You’ll want to plug your ears with a piece of clothing. That’s what my husband does. He says it dampens the ringing he hears at night.”

Kirby nodded, grateful for the tip.

“We should probably get back,” said Marla. “Our husbands will return soon.”

The others agreed. Gayle handed Fiona back to Esmeralda, before shuffling off, motivated by the other slaves returning to their homes. Kirby couldn’t recall a time where the people in New City didn’t feel the pressure of the guards’ schedule.

With the women gone, Esmeralda smiled. “I washed our bedrolls,” she told Kirby, gesturing toward the items hanging to dry as she hugged Fiona. “They should dry by this evening.”

“Thanks,” Kirby said, and she meant it. With so much time spent in the metal shop, normal tasks seemed like a tiresome burden.

Keeping her voice low as they entered the dwelling, Esmeralda said, “We were talking about some of the times we’ve spent with our little ones. Those moments will be over soon.”

Kirby nodded. “The years go by quickly.”

Esmeralda shook her head. “That is not what I mean. The guards came and talked to us this morning.” Esmeralda looked as if she fought back tears. “They will transition us to work duties soon, while the caretaking women watch the kids.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Kirby said sympathetically.

Esmeralda sighed. “I was hoping I might get more time.”

“I am sure Fiona will adapt to the change,” Kirby reassured her.

“She has no choice.” Esmeralda looked at Fiona with guilt in her eyes. “And neither do I. One thing is certain: I will miss her during the day.”

Kirby nodded empathetically. She didn’t know what was worse—living through suffering conditions, or adapting to them. Esmeralda wiped her face as she held her child.

Hoping to distract her from a depressing mood, Kirby asked, “Do those women live close?”

“A few,” Esmeralda said. “Marla and her child Jayden live two rows to the north. Cindy has the toddler named Cecilia. She lives a few rows behind us. Gayle and Louise are from farther back in the city. Last year, we had a few more infants nearby, but they moved.”

“Moved?” Kirby asked. “I did not think we had any choice as to where we lived.”

“We don’t normally. Caitlyn and Jeremy switched to a house on the eastern part of the city, when heavy rain collapsed their roof, flooding their house and damaging the walls. The rain changed the stream near the house, so it floods every time it rains. It was an unlucky accident. The guards decided to move them rather than repair it. Their old house is the corner house at the end of our row.” Esmeralda’s eyes grew reflective as she pointed.

“It sounds as if you know the people here well,” Kirby said.

“I have some free moments, in between caring for Fiona.” She shrugged. “I notice things. Of course, I will not have that luxury much longer.”

Kirby felt sympathy for Esmeralda. But an idea percolated, as she listened to Esmeralda talk. Perhaps the flooded house might be a place where she and Bray could meet.


Chapter 33: Kirby

Kirby ducked into the small, dank house under a caving roof. Piles of rubble lined the floor. What was left of the ceiling was lined with cracks, allowing moonlight to seep through the dwelling. Her feet splashed into a few long-standing puddles as she crept far enough inside to be concealed by the house’s fractured walls. The place was damp, but it was safer than meeting in an alley, or in a dark corner where others might see. The shadows around it kept the lights from the other houses at bay. She saw no one near.

After a little while, a lone figure came down a perpendicular alley and ducked inside to join her.

“Bray,” she whispered.

“Where did you find out about this place?”

“Esmeralda mentioned it,” Kirby said. “It flooded a while ago. She doesn’t know I’m here, of course.”

“How was the machine shop?” he asked.

She could hear another question in his voice. He wanted to know about Ollie.

“Ollie didn’t bother me,” Kirby said. “I saw him once, but he left me alone.”

She could feel Bray’s relief bleeding across the dark space between them.

Pulling the piece of metal from her pocket, she held it in a bit of ambient light. “I was able to take this.”

Bray’s eyes widened as he imagined danger. “Did anyone see you?”

“If someone saw me, they would’ve pulled me away,” she said, trying to reassure herself as well as him.

“Do you think we’ll be able to get more?” Bray asked.

“I am learning how things work,” Kirby said. “The guards keep an eye on us, of course, but there are opportunities. I think I can get some more pieces out and away.”

Bray nodded, but she saw the concern on his face.

“This is not the first time I’ve done something like this,” Kirby assured him.

Bray shifted in the darkness as he kept watch out the small, dank building and Kirby stuck the metal back in her pocket. Determining that no one walked nearby, he said, “I spoke with some of the Yatari today.”

“The people who build boats,” she remembered.

“I traded some information. I think I have that escape route I was hoping to figure out.”

Kirby’s spirits rose as Bray described what had transpired with the men, along with the information he had traded. For a moment, she forgot about some of the other dangers of the city, as she listened to some of his inspiring words.

“How far is this mountain pass?” she asked.

“Less than a half day’s walk,” Bray repeated.

“At a faster pace, it would take less time to reach it,” Kirby said, excitement in her voice. After a careful thought, she added, “Though, if mutants follow us, it won’t matter if the area is free of them.”

“Probably true,” Bray said.

Kirby fell silent a moment as she imagined two hundred slaves fleeing through the narrow pass. “I am trying to picture a worst-case scenario, in which we are forced to use this path. Having steep hills on either side might make it difficult to flee. Or to fight.”

Bray explained his reasoning. “Aside from the assurances the Yatari gave me, I’ve fought plenty of battles in similar terrain. If we are lucky, the demons will come from one direction. Most will stick to the clear path to reach us. If we keep the demons on one side of us, the high ground on either side might help us. We can topple them, so they cannot surround us. It is not a guarantee of success, but it is better than running into the wild blindly. And it is certainly more than we had yesterday, when we knew nothing outside of the walls and the crop fields.”

Kirby nodded. She knew nothing was certain, but the information was definitely useful. “Do you trust the Yatari?”

Bray nodded. “They seemed sincere. I think they feel for us. Not enough to help us, but I believe what they told me. And I told them nothing incriminating.”

“It was a clever move,” Kirby said. A wave of nostalgia swept over her as she thought of the boats in New Hope. As broken down and unusable as they were, she doubted she’d ever see them again. “Did you tell them the truth about the boats’ location?”

“I told them the boats are far. I am uncertain whether they will go, but I did not lie,” Bray said.

“Those boats will do nothing for anyone,” Kirby said, falling silent for a moment as she reflected.

“Exactly what I thought,” Bray said. “But it was enough to get the information I needed.”

Patting the ground around her, she searched with her hands through some of the rubble. Finding a round, smooth stone the size of half her palm, she held it up to the moonlight.

“What are you doing?” Bray asked.

“Finding something to use to sharpen my piece of metal,” she said. “Later—perhaps while Esmeralda sleeps—I’ll fashion it into a weapon I can use.”

High spirits overtook Kirby. She had survived another day, spirited away a weapon, and had plans to get more. And Bray’s information brought them closer to a plan.

“Between what you’ve found out, and my getting some metal, our plan might be closer to fruition than we think,” Kirby said optimistically.

“Perhaps we should talk with The Shadow People,” Bray said.

“I will see if I can catch Drew’s ear tomorrow.”


Chapter 34: Bray

When Bray returned home, Teddy knelt by the fire, cleaning some of their dented pots and pans. The house was otherwise empty. As usual, no one else had wandered in to mingle, as Bray often saw at other dwellings. In Bray’s time here, he had only seen the guard who brought him here and the guards who passed out rations near the door. Teddy was careful, as always.

“How was your walk?” Teddy asked.

“As pleasant as it gets, after a full day of standing,” Bray said, stretching his sore back.

“Sometimes the hottest days make for pleasant nights,” Teddy said, sounding as if he’d used the line before. Or maybe it was what he’d told himself, in those days before his isolation. He scraped a stubborn food stain away from a pot.

A few conversations drifted over from the courtyard, where several large groups of people hovered around the bonfires. None of the backlit faces looked in their direction.

“They are talking about our lowered rations,” Teddy said, shaking his head. “The guards will be cutting down our portions in anticipation of the slow growing season.”

Bray shook his head. “Dirty pig chasers. How did you hear?”

“Aside from those people? Some guards talked about it outside the sewing rooms. It happens most years, though it doesn’t make it any easier,” Teddy said. “Those with children have it the worst. They have to stretch their rations further. The guards compensate for the extra mouths, but never enough.”

Bray nodded, looking up at the shimmering tower. Not for the first time, he wondered about William’s treatment. Was he receiving plentiful meals like when they first arrived, or were his portions reduced to scraps?

Standing near the door, Bray kicked off his boots, emptied some of the day’s dirt, and carried them back to his bedroll. He’d air them a while before putting them back on to sleep.

“You rarely go without them,” Teddy noticed.

“Old habits from the wild,” Bray said. “I’m always ready to move.”

Finished with his cleaning, Teddy sat on the bedroll across from Bray, watching the clusters of people disperse from the bonfires. Quiet conversations grew louder as people finished up their talks, or said their goodbyes. Teddy looked as if he had something else to say.

Surprise hit Bray as Teddy leaned over and whispered, “I wouldn’t meet in the flooded house anymore.”

Bray’s blood froze.

He looked outside, as if he’d stepped into some trap.

“What did you say?” Bray asked, as if he might’ve misheard.

Teddy kept on as if he hadn’t been questioned. “Too many people have used that place in the past. It is not safe. Do not meet there again.”

A few women cackled as they let out a laugh they only dared at night.

Bray watched Teddy suspiciously. Was Teddy giving another friendly warning, or did he want something?

Perhaps Teddy meant to gain the meager share of Bray’s rations, his clothing, or some other benefit he couldn’t see. Bray had seen similar situations. Eventually, the secret would get out, no matter how many promises were made.

His mistake could cost his life.

Sticking with his denial, Bray said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I mentioned before that it was dangerous to have those you cared about in the city,” Teddy said. “And I meant it. Having friends here is a burden.”

Bray clenched his fists, ready to spring from his bedroll and silence Teddy, if it came to that. He was preparing an accusation when Teddy spoke again.

“I am one of The Shadow People.”

Bray watched him suspiciously.

“Drew told me you are trustworthy,” Teddy said, with a firm nod. “I needed to wait to be sure. I have been watching you, and reporting back to him. As you probably know, we have people everywhere.”

“Who’s Drew?” Bray asked, not ready to give up on the idea that he might be ambushed.

“You met him in Ashville, along with Clara, Giovanni, and James. They vouched for you. And for Kirby, too. You do not have to worry. All of this information is safe.” Teddy nodded assuredly.

Some of the tension left Bray’s body as they watched loud people walking past the doorway, too engaged in their conversations to hear.

“Drew came to me when you first arrived. He told me about Kirby.” Teddy glanced discreetly over his shoulder. “He told me he needed to know more about you before we spoke further. Only when it was safe did he approach her and set up the meeting in Ashville. But of course, you know all that.”

Bray nodded as the information lined up.

A strange feeling overtook him as he watched his roommate—his new confidant. “You want escape, too.”

Teddy nodded. “No one suspects me, because I rarely leave. They think the death of my family broke me. They are right. But it will not stop me from escape, or from helping others. When the time comes, Bray, I am ready to fight alongside you.”


Chapter 35: Kirby

Morning sunlight cast a bright hue over the alley outside of Kirby’s house, where people emerged. Throngs of people filled the alleys as people finished their morning rituals, preparing to head to the courtyard for the count before the fields, or their duties elsewhere in the city. A few children hugged their parents, sending them off to jobs that would leave them beaten down and tired by the time they returned.

Taking a dirty bowl from Esmeralda, Kirby scrubbed away the remnants of another meager meal.

“Thank you for your help with the dishes,” Esmeralda said.

“It is no problem.”

Kirby’s eyes burned from another night with little sleep. This time, it wasn’t due to the pain of her joints, or the nightmares that always seemed to plague her, or even because of Fiona; it was because in the night’s darkest hours, while Esmeralda slept, Kirby had quietly scraped away at the metal she kept hidden underneath her bedroll. Over the course of a night, she had turned a piece of metal into a weapon. She felt the sharp tip of it in her boot, pushing against her ankle, in a place where she could reach it. From now on, she wouldn’t be without it.

Finished cleaning the dishes, Kirby said, “I am going to head out.”

Esmeralda seemed disappointed as she played with Fiona.

“I want to make sure I’m not late to my shift,” Kirby said.

“Of course,” Esmeralda said, with a smile. “I will see you at lunch.”

Kirby entered the mass of moving workers, all heading in different directions. She veered toward the shops, taking a diagonal path as she looked through the flurry of faces. A few guards emerged from behind their closed doors, smearing the sleep from their eyes, or popping last bites of food in their mouths. Each of those guards reminded her of Ollie, who probably kissed his wife with his foul lips as he set off for the courtyard, like his comrades. She avoided a path that might intersect with his.

Rounding a corner several alleys from the shops, she spotted a familiar, gaunt figure walking through the streets. Catching up to him, Kirby didn’t look over as she initiated conversation.

“We have some information to share,” she told Drew, keeping her eyes forward.

Drew nodded. “Would you like to meet tonight?”

“Yes.”

With a furtive nod, Drew said, “We will see you then.”


Chapter 36: Bray

Guards walked in a menacing group across the courtyard, heading for the long building.

The people lingering in the courtyard skirted out of the way.

“What’s going on?” Bray asked.

“I think they are letting Gabe out,” Teddy told Bray.

Bray and Teddy stood at the doorway of their house, watching the guards walk toward one of the middle rooms, fanning out around the doorway while one of them fished keys from his pocket, and the others unsheathed their knives. Unlocking the door, the guard pulled it open and stepped back.

They had only seen the slave from the fight once or twice, when guards had opened the door and thrown food in. A few times in the night, they had heard long, disconcerting cries coming from his room—sobs that sparked the curiosity and shame of all who passed by. Most had hurried past, afraid to get the attention of the guards.

But the guards hadn’t paid Gabe any mind.

Now, days after his indiscretion, Gabe was still there. Or was he? It seemed as if the room were empty. Dark shadows covered most of the area they could see. Perhaps the guards would pull a starved, bloodied body from that room.

Or maybe he had escaped.

“Come out, forest-dweller,” a guard yelled, clanging his blade against the inside of the door.

The noise echoed through the courtyard, prompting a few people to take up at their front-row doorways to watch.

“Come out, or I’ll yank you out!” another guard threatened.

A slow groan escaped from the cell. Moments later, a few scrapes echoed from the dark room. The lingering people craned their necks, trying to see inside. The guard banged his sword again, his impatience growing.

A shaggy-haired man stepped out of the shadows, walking a few feet into the sunlight. Gabe’s face was swollen and flecked with stubble. His clothes hung off him in tattered strips. If Bray hadn’t seen Gabe thrown inside, he might’ve thought this was someone different.

Stepping out into the courtyard, Gabe squinted at a sun he hadn’t seen in days.

The guards watched him for a few moments, as if he might make a vengeful lunge. But Gabe was in no such condition. His legs wobbled as he took another step. He seemed disoriented and confused. Bray knew the solitude of that dank cell, when days and nights blended together, connected only by the smell of stale piss and hours spent scratching at the door.

Gabe’s treatment was undeserved.

But he was alive.

Looking around the courtyard, Bray saw wonder on more than a few faces. A few scampered back to their houses, telling others, or heading back down the streets, perhaps to tell his family.

“Some say he wouldn’t walk again,” Teddy said to Bray.

“He’s walking now,” Bray said.

Teddy blew a long breath as Gabe took another, staggering step. “It is a miracle to see him alive.”

Looking at Gabe, Bray couldn’t help but relive the fight. He’d never forget the chants, the guards’ provocations, and the families’ screams.

But something else struck him.

With the battle’s end imprinted on their brains, it was easy to forget what had transpired earlier.

Gabe’s friend, Jonah, had battled Roberto before he died.

Jonah’s struggled had been brief and defiant, but it had inspired the crowd.

Almost everyone had rallied around their fellow slave.

Looking around at the gawking people in the courtyard, Bray recalled the anger beneath the fear. Almost everyone did their toil without complaint, but he saw rage in too many eyes, as they took their beatings. Too many sat silently through scoldings that would’ve prompted more than a few fights in the wild.

What if that rage could be harnessed?

Perhaps a spark was all that was needed to swing seven hundred slaves to their side to win a battle.

And two hundred Shadow People was no small number.

The Shadow People already outmanned the guards. With weapons, a battle would go quickly—especially when the attack was a surprise. Who would attack their brothers, sisters, or relatives when they started a battle with weapons against those that had enslaved them? Who would fight on the side of their oppressors, especially when a battle was going poorly? Some of the more bloodthirsty would jump into the fray without hesitation. Others would fight for their freedom, defend themselves, or perhaps get revenge. The most timid or complacent ones would swing to the side of the winner, once a revolt started. They’d want to preserve their lives.

That didn’t solve the problem of The Gifted, or the demons, but it was a start.

No one would preserve a miserable system.

A few, perhaps, out of fear. But certainly not all.

Bray watched the guards flanking Gabe, escorting him across the courtyard, prodding him when he stumbled.

The sight of the beaten, bloodied man should have ripped away his dreams, but instead it gave him hope.

Maybe the revolt had a better chance than he’d originally thought.


Chapter 37: Bray

Moonlight illuminated the two figures next to Bray and Kirby as they stood behind the putrid-smelling building, waiting for the others. The tall, ashen monoliths of Ashville towered above them, reminding Bray of the danger they were in, but for the first time, he had hope they might escape this hellish place. The thoughts he’d put together in the courtyard inspired him.

The hour of revolt was a step closer.

A new set of footsteps approached, and a new face he could hardly see joined the circle. Moments later another huffing, nervous person arrived. The others shifted, making room for their comrades. Bray looked through the shadows, making enough of an identification to see it was the same group who met before.

“Kirby says you have information,” Drew said to both of them, in the same, stern voice he always used.

“We have news,” Kirby agreed, ready to share the things she and Bray had discussed on the way. “Possibly, some solutions.”

The group fell silent as they anxiously waited.

Kirby started. “A few days ago, I was transferred to the metal shop.”

“I saw you there,” Drew said, with a knowing nod.

Kirby elaborated on her experience working with the sheet metal, and her access to some of the scrap bins. “I have learned enough of the routines to find some opportunities. I cannot take a lot at once, of course. But each shank will arm another person. If we are close to a solution, I am willing to take more risks.”

“That would be a big help,” James told her. “You are not the only one taking from the shops. We have a few others ferreting away what they can.”

Kirby nodded at the information she and Bray had suspected. “Perhaps it is time to increase the amount we take.”

“The guards will frisk anyone they find suspicious,” Clara warned. “Be careful.”

“It sounds as if you have a bigger plan than shanks,” Giovanni said.

Bray took over the conversation, sharing what he had learned in the fields. “I spoke to some of the traders that do their business in front of the shimmering building.”

“Which people?” Drew asked.

“The Yatari.”

The others nodded. A few shifted uncomfortably.

“Not many have risked speaking with the traders,” James said. “It is an easy way to death.”

“I took a risk that seems like it paid off.” Bray told them of the information he’d provided on the ships, and the escape route they unwittingly—or perhaps knowingly—gave up.

“You told them of New Hope,” Drew said, with a similar nostalgia to Kirby’s.

“I did, but what I got was more important. The mountain pass might be an alternate route to freedom. When the time is close, we can break a hole in the stone wall, as the other slaves did, all those years ago. We will have a backup plan, if the revolt goes poorly.”

“I know of the pass of which you speak,” Giovanni said, after a pause. “I traveled it a few times, before I was captured. I believe the Yatari tell the truth. There are fewer Plagued Ones there, but that doesn’t mean it is safe. We might bring our own death, if the wild men follow us.”

“That is what Kirby mentioned,” Bray said. “But it is fresh information, and more than we had before.”

No one disputed it.

Taking back the conversation, Drew said, “You sound as if you have something else to say.”

Bray shared what he’d observed in the bloody battle, all those days ago.

“I think we have more people on our side than we think,” Bray said. “Most are too afraid to start a revolution, but they will join one, once it starts. The fight in the courtyard is proof of that. I saw the defiant looks in those eyes when Jonah attacked Roberto. I saw an obstinacy in the others that can turn into a will to fight.”

Kirby chimed in. “Some of the people may flee, or be shocked when a revolt starts, but many more will fight for their lives, and their freedom. Once they see the first guards topple, their anger will erupt. A small group will become a large one. Even the most timid of them will defend themselves, if they are forced to.”

“And if they don’t side with us?” Clara asked, not ready to accept the proposal.

“It is a risk,” Bray said. “But I think we have a good chance at succeeding. With two hundred people against the guards, we should be able to make quick work of them. That will dispose of one layer of danger.”

“That is a big chance,” Giovanni said, shaking his head. “A mob can turn ugly. A well-conceived plan might turn to chaos.”

“Anything would be preferable to the system under which we live,” Kirby muttered.

A few in the group muttered responses, but no one rebutted her argument.

“You are talking as if the guards will be standing in one place, waiting for their deaths,” Giovanni said. “That is not the case. They have long knives, and plentiful meals that give them strength. It is not as easy as you think.”

“Perhaps if we ambush them in the morning,” Bray said, “we can take them when they are half-awake, with full, slow stomachs. Two of us can certainly take one man. Do you know the locations of all their homes?”

“Yes,” Drew said. “We have lived here long enough, and discussed that often enough, to have them memorized.”

A few in the group nodded as they envisioned the scenario.

“And then what?” Giovanni asked. “Say we take down the guards. We still have The Plagued Ones with which to contend, and The Gifted, who will surely bring their guns and other weapons. They might attack us from the balcony, or even through the gate.”

“By that time, we will have greater numbers,” Bray said. “We will have the guards’ weapons, as well as our own. We will have a mob that can take a stand in a city surrounded by walls, and filled with houses. We will have the keys to the gates, and the ability to defend ourselves, if The Gifted let the demons inside, or if they attack.”

“And if things go poorly, we will have our escape route,” Kirby finished.

With the proposition in the air, Bray and Kirby waited.

The group shifted.

It seemed as if no one wanted to speak first.

“It is strange talking about these things, after planning for so long,” Clara admitted, breaking the silence.

“For months, we have discussed a plan, but this is the closest we have come to action,” said James.

“All of us are willing to risk our lives for our freedom, but I am worried,” Drew admitted. “Hundreds of Plagued Ones are no minor threat, and neither are The Gifted. The slaves in this city are workers, not fighters. Those in our revolt are better suited for battle, but many have no experience. How will they fare, if we become outnumbered?”

“I am fairly confident we can kill the guards,” Clara said. “But Drew has a point about the other threats.”

“Everything about this city is a risk,” Kirby said. “We might die at any moment, like some of the others we’ve watched. We might spend so much time planning that we die before we finish.”

Bray heard a frustration in her voice, born of too many nights of uncertainty, lying in a cell, or even in bed, waiting for the knife at her throat.

A few of The Shadow People shifted, uncertain, or perhaps afraid.

“I will not lie,” Clara said. “The Plagued Ones still concern me. Perhaps we should give it a few days, before we commit. We can take it to some others with whom we meet.”

“In any case, your plan with the weapons seems like a good idea,” Giovanni said. “We can have our people step up our weapons collection. Anything you can get will help.”

“We will make a decision when we meet again,” Drew said.


Chapter 38: Kirby

Kirby placed the stack of metal in the pile, watching the guards at the doorway. Whirs, scrapes, and bangs echoed across the room. She adjusted the small, rolled-up pieces of fabric she’d put in her ears, which she’d made at the suggestion of Esmeralda’s friends. The fabric didn’t protect her from all the sounds, but it dampened them. Hopefully she wouldn’t need them much longer.

Hopefully, a revolt would come soon.

Behind her, Rosita said something over the noise. Kirby turned, taking out one of the pieces from her ear to rid some of the muffle.

“We received a new batch of sheet metal,” Rosita repeated, pointing at a new pile in the corner. “That will keep us busy for most of the day.”

Kirby nodded. More metal meant more scraps, which meant more things to ferret away.

Picking up a fresh piece to work with, she brought it over to her bench and picked up her shears. She risked a glance at the doorway. Three of the same guards idly chatted, watching some slaves pass. None looked at her, at the moment. The guards were complacent in their duty. Not only that, but they were assured in their power. They lived in a city where most would rather walk in the other direction than confront them. They lived in a city where most were afraid to whisper.

Hopefully, that complacency would cost their lives.

Shearing off a long strip of metal, Kirby curved inward, making an angled cut. She left a shank-sized scrap at the end, cutting it off separately and placing it on the table. She repeated the action. With two pieces set aside, Kirby glanced at the guards. One of the guards, a dark-haired man, watched her, foiling her immediate plans.

Averting her eyes, she picked up all three scraps and walked them to the bin.

Dammit.

The shank in her boot moved slightly with each step, reminding her of the danger she was in by carrying the contraband. Rosita smiled as she passed, working her way through a large, stained piece of metal. Finishing her cut, she joined Kirby and dumped some scraps.

The guards stepped out of sight.

“I’ll be glad when this project is over,” Rosita said, tossing a few pieces of metal in the bin. “Too many days of cutting the same thing have me longing for something else to do.”

Kirby nodded, removing one of her plugs.

Rosita clapped a gloved hand on her shoulder. “Some who start here struggle. You have taken to the task.”

“Thank you,” Kirby said, returning her smile.

“We will finish the project in a shorter time than I planned,” Rosita said, walking away from the bin and toward her workstation.

Replacing the plug in her ear, Kirby turned and took a step.

She rammed into a thick, meaty stomach.

A blubbery body shoved her backward, cornering her against the bin.

“Where are you going?” Ollie boomed, pinning her.

The three guards from the door stood behind him, laughing.

“I told you I’d be checking up on you,” Ollie said. With a regretful frown, he said, “It seems as if you’ve been doing a little too much talking.”

He looked sideways at Rosita, who stood by her workbench, watching with fear.

Kirby’s eyes flicked to her boot, but Ollie had her pressed tightly. She couldn’t bend down more than an inch. She frantically checked her surroundings, looking past Ollie and his guards, toward the rest of the machine shop. The whir of a few last machines stopped, as a few people set down their hand tools or pieces of metal, or held them in the air in surprise.

She had no clear path.

Even if she could make it around an obese man, the guards trapped her.

Ollie made sure all eyes were on him as he leaned in close, making a show of his authority.

“Remember what I told you about making me happy?”

His eyes narrowed.

Kirby had no room to throw a punch.

She had no room to do anything.

Ollie raised a hand, as if to caress her. Kirby leaned back, recoiling as far as she could against a bin that wouldn’t bend, or move. She could barely get back a knee. But she had to. She wouldn’t let him touch her.

Ollie surprised her with a punch from his other hand.

The unexpected blow landed hard, catching Kirby in the face, knocking her sideways as Ollie stepped back and let her fall. And then she was face down on the ground, between the bin and his fat, enormous boots. A delayed pain hit her as blood rushed to her swollen eye. Ollie kicked her ribs, rolling her against the bin.

She blinked, reaching for her boot.

“I told you I’d pay you back for what you did.”

The guards laughed.

This was the end.

She reached for her shank, wondering if she’d have the coordination to stab him in the leg before he stomped her to unconsciousness, or the guards cornered her.

“Stop!” a voice screamed, over the din of laughter and Ollie’s thunderous bark.

Kirby looked up to find Rosita wedged between them, her chin upturned in defiance.

“Stop, I said!”

Ollie’s face twisted with surprise as he gauged an unexpected threat. “You want a beating, too?”

One of the guards cut in. “She seems a little too chatty, as well. Maybe she needs a reminder to focus on her work.”

Rosita stood her ground, staring at Ollie through the fear on her face. Kirby’s fingers grazed the end of her shiv. She paused as she thought through an unintended consequence.

Rosita might die, if she fought.

“We have work to do,” Rosita said, with a voice she was trying to control. Jabbing a finger in the direction of the sheet metal, she added, “Rudyard will be angry if we don’t finish this pile.”

A thought greater than Ollie’s amusement crossed his face as he heard the name. Looking over his shoulder at the guards, a smile crossed his face. “I think she just threatened me with Rudyard.”

“You think Rudyard gives a shit what any of you slaves say?” one of the guards taunted.

“I know that he wants these done for The Learning Building,” Rosita said. “Leave us be, so we can finish. We won’t talk again.”

Ollie looked from Rosita to Kirby, contemplating something. Kirby held his gaze in defiant hatred, afraid to make a move for the shiv, or any move, lest Rosita be punished.

Kirby fought the screaming blood rushing to her face, and the adrenaline that told her to move, to fight, to stab. Rosita stood her ground, keeping her face even, even though her legs shook.

“Please go,” Rosita said.

Ollie eyed her for a long moment, looking as if he was torn between choices.

With a snort, he lumbered away, under the chuckles of his guards.

Kirby’s breath heaved as she recovered her wind, getting to her feet. She clapped her hand over her puffy, swollen face.

“Your eye,” Rosita said, with a regret in her face that showed she blamed herself.

“I’m fine,” Kirby swore, anger overtaking her pain.

As soon as she got home, she would make sure her shiv was sharp.

Later, when dinner was done and darkness set in, she would find Ollie and plunge it into his neck.


Chapter 39: Kirby

“By the gods,” Esmeralda exclaimed, clutching Fiona in fright as she surveyed Kirby’s face. “What happened?”

Kirby looked behind her, through the doorway, as if Ollie might be there. But Ollie was long gone, probably shucking off his boots and waiting for his wife to cook his meal. He would be out of the house at some point, though. After feeding the demons and having dinner, the guards strolled the streets, sipping their flasks and chatting with their friends. She would find him, and shove her shank through his neck.

Realizing Esmeralda waited for an answer, Kirby couldn’t help the anger in her voice, as she said, “It is nothing.”

“You were beaten,” Esmeralda said, crossing the room to study Kirby’s swollen, painful eye.

Kirby looked away. She didn’t need to confirm the obvious.

“Who did this?” Esmeralda said.

“Does it matter?” Kirby spat, with more venom than she intended.

“I am sorry. I just—” Esmeralda stepped back, clutching Fiona.

Kirby regretted her misdirected emotion. “It was Ollie.”

“I knew it,” Esmeralda said, as if she might have prevented something. “I knew when he came looking for you…” Esmeralda couldn’t speak the words.

“He hit me,” Kirby clarified. “That is all he did. And all he will do.”

She clamped down on more threats.

Instead of dragging Kirby through a painful memory, or more questions, Esmeralda moved to the hearth. “What do you need? Let me get you something. A wash bucket, some water…”

“I’m fine,” Kirby said, hating the lie.

Of course, she wasn’t.

Her stinging, sore eye screamed her story to anyone who saw it. Her injury would be another violent incident to talk about around the bonfires, or over meager bowls of supper, until a new, fresh event took its place. But it would never end—not for Kirby. Ollie would keep after her until she died, or worse—at least in her opinion—she wound up like Esmeralda.

Kirby couldn’t think of dinner. She couldn’t think of washing up.

All she thought about was revenge.

Forcing herself to sit and collect her violent thoughts, she watched Esmeralda scurry around the hearth. Kirby felt guilty for lashing out at Esmeralda, who bore the guilt of her attack, without reason.

Fiona stared at Kirby over her mother’s shoulder. Someday, she would be subjected to the same torment—things even a mother’s warnings couldn’t stop.

Everyone in New City would suffer, until the day something changed.

Kirby couldn’t guarantee the success of a revolt.

But she could guarantee one man’s life would end.

Reaching under her bedroll, she found the stone she’d used to sharpen the blade, tucking it into her pocket while Esmeralda’s back was turned. A moment later, Esmeralda brought her a flask.

“Here you go,” she said, lingering nearby as Kirby drank.

The lukewarm water felt strange as it went down Kirby’s throat. It felt as if she were living her last moments.

“Maybe he is done with you,” Esmeralda said, unable to sell those words to herself.

Kirby nodded, her thoughts focused on the man she wanted to kill.

“Some food in your stomach and some rest will do you good,” Esmeralda said. “They will help take your mind off what happened.”

Kirby couldn’t stay put any longer.

“I’m going for a walk,” Kirby said, trying to hide the bitterness in her voice.

“A walk?” Esmeralda seemed surprised.

“I need to get out,” Kirby said, standing.

“But The Plagued Ones will come through soon,” Esmeralda worried. “The guards do not like us out of our houses until after they eat.”

“I’ll be back in time for dinner,” Kirby said, feeling sorry for another lie.

She was sorry for a lot of things.

But Ollie would be sorry, too.

Kirby walked from the house, her shank jabbing into the side of her boot. She kept down the alleyway, passing houses full of chattering children, filthy parents, and workers washing up. She looked over her shoulder once, feeling another wave of guilt as she saw Esmeralda at the threshold with Fiona, watching her disappear into the crowd.


Chapter 40: Bray

Bells rang in the courtyard.

A couple of worried slaves jogged back to their front-row homes, just ahead of the feeding. The clangs increased in volume as the snarls grew over the wall, and the guards prepared to open the gate. Bray looked over at Teddy, who stood next to him at the doorway, along with a slew of other people staring from their houses across the dirt courtyard.

“I heard about your meeting,” Teddy said softly, under the din of the demons and the guards.

“The leaders are worried,” Bray said. “It is hard to tell if they will commit. The twisted men concern them.”

Teddy nodded. Of course, he understood.

The front gate creaked as the guards opened it, allowing the first batch of filthy demons into the courtyard. The slobbering, wart-covered creatures paraded across the dirt, streaming toward the open gate at the other end, where guards rang the bells and shouted orders, luring them into the Feeding Pen as if they were a herd of cattle. A few demons looked sideways at Bray, obviously preferring a man’s flesh to a pile of corn, but none deviated.

Watching the hungry, twisted men, Bray asked, “If a revolt starts, what do you think The Gifted will do?”

Teddy mulled it over. “The Gifted view us as replaceable. They value our work, but they do not value us. I saw it on their faces when they killed those slaves. If it comes to it, they might send The Plagued Ones in to kill all of us.” Fear lingered in Teddy’s eyes. “It is probably the reason for the hesitation you heard in the voices of The Shadow People’s leaders.”

“They certainly raised that concern,” Bray said.

“Our people will fight, but I’m not sure what the rest of the slaves will do. If we are overrun and people flee, a revolt will quickly become an individual battle for survival.”

“What if we barricade the gate?” Bray asked.

Teddy looked over at the gate, and the twelve-foot-high wall to which it connected. “Rudyard has mostly kept up the wall through the toil of the slaves, but there are places where the wall has crumbled—especially in the back of the city. I fear The Plagued Ones could get over, as a few did that time with my daughter. If not, The Gifted have weapons that can surely break parts of the wall down. Or, at least, I suspect they do.”

Bray nodded. With as many devices as The Gifted had, he didn’t doubt they could figure out a way to let the demons inside.

He watched the batch of demons finish traipsing through the gate and into the pen. The guards stopped ringing the bells and quickly swung the Feeding Pen door closed. From over those high, wooden walls, Bray heard the gnashing of teeth and the cries of hungry demons.

The guards relaxed.

Looking among their faces, Bray noticed, “It seems as if the guards rotate their duties.”

“They do,” Teddy confirmed.

“Do they have a single set of commands for The Plagued Ones?”

“Not really. Mostly, they just urge The Plagued Ones from gate to gate. I think the words are secondary to the bells,” Teddy said with a shrug, looking at a few of the guards. “The Plagued Ones line up before the guards even let them inside. You can hear them over the wall, preparing for dinner. They are trained.”

“That’s what I’ve seen, too,” Bray observed, watching the guards herd the first batch of demons out of the Feeding Pen.

“Rudyard directs them from the other side of the entrance, of course, but I think they would line up, even without him,” Teddy added. Noticing the expression on Bray’s face, he said, “Have you thought of something?”

An idea gelled into a hope as Bray said, “I think I might have another plan.”


**




Bray walked through the alley. Pots and pans clanked through the open doorways as people started dinner. A few children peered cautiously from their homes, as if the demons might be waiting to pounce, even though they had already gone. Bray kept developing his idea in his mind as he walked down a few more paths, reaching the row where Kirby’s house was. Passing the squalid, stone hovel, he saw Esmeralda—her roommate—inside, preparing supper. No Kirby. Esmeralda met his eyes, but he looked away. He didn’t need to draw any more attention to himself by asking questions.

Frowning, he turned past the house, headed toward the nearest well. Perhaps Kirby was fetching water. He reached it to find a line of waiting slaves, holding empty buckets as they chatted. Kirby wasn’t there, either. Worry overtook him as he scoured a few more alleys, without luck.

Perhaps Ollie had snatched her away to a dank, putrid hole.

Bray’s fear intensified as he walked in the direction of Ollie’s house. Approaching carefully, he saw the door closed. Numerous voices, including Ollie’s loud, raucous voice, came from inside. It sounded like his family was home. Assumedly, Kirby wasn’t there. Fruitless alley turned to fruitless alley, as the last rays of light left the sky and everything turned dark. Every time he heard a laugh, he spun, as if he might find Kirby at the center of a circle of guards, but he couldn’t find her.

He was heading back to Kirby’s home when he thought of something. Taking a shortcut, he headed to the end of her alley.

Deep shadows surrounded the cracked, flooded house where they had met before. He approached carefully, looking over his shoulder. A thin scrape from inside echoed and died. Ducking, he made it through the threshold to find a silhouette inside, kneeling on the floor. The person turned in his direction.

“Kirby?” Bray identified her silhouette in the moonlight. “What are you doing?”

Ambient light struck Kirby’s face as she stood and backed away, as if she were hiding something.

“We weren’t supposed to meet here anymore,” Bray warned.

“You need to go,” Kirby said, with a quiver in her voice that told him more than words.

Putting two things together, he whispered, “Ollie.”

Kirby turned away, but not before he caught a glimpse of her face through the moonlight. He couldn’t see the details, but he saw enough. Bray clenched his fists.

“What did he do?” he asked.

Kirby stuck her face in a spear of moonlight, jabbing a finger at her swollen, bruised eye. “There. Do you see? Now leave, before you are discovered and killed.”

Bray fought against his rage. He wanted to march to Ollie’s house, pull him from inside, and kill him in front of the other guards. He wanted to unleash a pent-up anger that had been building since the first beating he’d received in New City.

“When did he do that?” he asked.

“Earlier, in the machine shop. He did it before I could defend myself. Someone in the machine shop stepped in. Otherwise, I would’ve killed him.” Kirby’s voice trembled with anger.

“I walked by his house looking for you.”

“He is there,” Kirby said, with enough certainty for Bray to know that she had been there, too. “He is eating with his family, with the door closed.”

Bray looked down, catching a glint of the piece of metal in her hand. Even a dim-witted guard could see what she planned. “You will die, if you go after him,” he said, trying to contain his own rage. “You will die for a moment of revenge.”

“I will die regardless,” Kirby said. “I would rather it be after I put a shiv in his neck.”

“It will be a last choice,” Bray warned.

“Perhaps so, perhaps not,” Kirby said. “Maybe I will get lucky and kill him without others around. But I will not let that stop me. Whatever it takes, he dies tonight.”

“It won’t be hard to figure out it was you, after what happened today in the machine shop,” Bray protested. “Even if they don’t put two things together, others will pay for your actions. When the guards find Ollie dead, they will penalize the other slaves. Some might lose rations. Some might even be killed.”

“I will give myself up, then.”

Bray threw up his hands. “You will die for a single moment?”

“What would you have me do? Wait for a revolt that might never come? Spend my nights planning, while Ollie takes my dignity during the day, or whenever else he decides?” Kirby’s voice was laced with venom he seldom heard. “I haven’t, and I won’t.” Kirby drew a deep breath. “Ollie will act before Drew and the others do. And then none of our planning will matter. Perhaps my actions will save women like Esmeralda from his abuse.”

“For every Ollie, there are many more guards like him, ready to touch women with their filthy hands,” Bray said. “And then what will your death be for?”

Kirby smeared tears from her eye. “For me.”

Her words hit Bray like a punch to his stomach. He opened and closed his mouth, robbed of words. He wished he could take away all the things that haunted her.

Of course, he couldn’t.

Bray looked over his shoulder, as if someone might be there to back up his argument. He needed to find a way to reach her. “A while ago, you told me you worried for the people who had no voice, who were beaten down and unable to make a decision. You regretted leaving those people behind. Do not leave them behind now.”

Kirby fell silent.

“Your death—your life—is worth more than a pig-headed man’s blood. If you are going to die, make your death matter.”

“When we were first in those cells, all those weeks ago, you asked me to give you some time,” Kirby whispered. “I did that.”

“I know,” Bray said. “And I am sorry we are still in this situation. This is my fault.”

Shaking her head, laboring through a weighty sigh, Kirby said, “No, it isn’t.”

Bray stepped toward her, embracing her in the moonlight. She trembled with rage as he squeezed her gently, hoping to defuse some of her anger. In a voice strong with a resolution he had every intention of keeping, Bray said, “If you go after him, I’m coming.”

“Foolish man,” Kirby said, but he could hear her admiration.

They stood quietly in the dark room, until some of the raw, fresh emotions of her attack passed, and Kirby stopped trembling.

“I came to find you for a reason,” Bray said, as he held on to her. “At least let me explain it, before we both run out to our deaths.”

Kirby laughed through the silent tears on her face. “Another plan?”

“This plan might be different,” Bray said, his original purpose for finding her resurfacing. “Let me convince you that a revolt might work.”

Kirby stepped back, but he could see her hesitation in her stance.

“It is worth discussing, before we throw our lives away,” Bray said.

Kirby nodded silently in the dark, waiting for him. She was obviously thinking about other things. But he had to get through.

Putting his thoughts into words, he said, “Teddy and I spoke about the demons tonight.”

He relayed he and Teddy’s concern that The Gifted would command the horde to kill the slaves.

“It is something all The Shadow People fear, of course,” Kirby said. “And it is certainly stopping them from acting.”

“What if we could eliminate the threat of the demons? Then we would only have to deal with the guards and The Gifted.”

Kirby laughed softly, but he could tell she was intrigued. “I don’t see how, without slaying them.”

“The guards have ingrained a routine that might help us,” Bray suggested. “They use their words, and their bells, to herd the demons into the Feeding Pen. What if we could do the same?”

“I do not understand,” Kirby said.

“The demons react to the bell, not the people,” Bray guessed. “At least, that is what I think. If we can keep close enough to the same ritual, we might be able to get the twisted men inside the Feeding Pen, away from the commands of The Gifted. We might be able to contain them before they can harm us.”

“Why would we let them in?” Kirby seemed dubious.

“Outside the city, the demons are an uncertain threat. The Gifted have control of them. Even if we barricade the front gate, The Gifted will find a way to let them in. Teddy mentioned that some parts of the wall are crumbled. The Gifted might know that, and order them over in the unstable areas, or they might use Tech Magic to break down the walls. We will not know which points to defend, or when. We will have no visibility.” Bray watched her a second, more of his idea solidifying. “If we trap the demons in the Feeding Pen, they will be contained in a much smaller area than outside the walls of a whole city. And they will be away from their owners. We will not have to worry about The Gifted commanding a swarming mob to kill us. Even if the demons get over the wooden Feeding Pen walls, we can station our people by the walls and take them a few at a time. Or we can feed them corn and keep them subdued while we enact the next part of our plan.”

“Which is?”

“We storm the building,” Bray said, with a firm nod. “We will have the keys. Hundreds of us slaves can certainly take down ten Gifted. We might suffer some losses, but once we kill them, we will have the power of their Tech Magic to fight the demons. And we can rescue William. The shimmering tower will be ours. We can use it as a base, a place of refuge, or however we see fit.”

“It is a brave idea, but it is risky,” Kirby said. “And you are forgetting about Rudyard. He helps control the mutants during the feeding. Assuming we kill the guards before the feeding, once we open the gate, he will command the mutants to kill us.”

“We do this in the morning, before he wakes,” Bray clarified. “Rudyard does not come down to New City until just before the count of the Field Hands. If we do this before daybreak, he will not hear much, from so high up in the tower. At least, that is my hope. We kill the guards in the morning, after first light, as we planned. We take their bells and weapons. And then we head to the main gate, before Rudyard is outside. If we time it right, we lure the demons into the pen before he catches on to what’s happening. By the time he or anyone else in the tower hears the bells, it will be too late. The demons will be confined.”

“Do you think the mutants will listen to the bells in the morning? That is outside their routine.”

“No animal I’ve seen in the wild will refuse an easy meal,” Bray said. “They will follow the bells because they mean food. We can feed them in one large shift, herding them all in at once, instead of in two shifts. I was inside the Feeding Pen. It is large enough to hold all of them. I do not think any of them will stop moving, once they see corn on the other side.”

“You hope,” Kirby reminded him.

“If something goes wrong, we will have the escape route we talked about,” Bray finished.

Kirby was silent a moment.

Finally, she admitted, “It is a bold idea.”

“It is worth taking to The Shadow People. It is worth waiting on our deaths. What do you think?”

Kirby looked around the dark house. She didn’t agree. But she didn’t rush past him, either.

“If we are going to die, let it matter,” Bray said, pushing his words into a final argument. “Let us spend our last moments fighting, instead of facing death at the hands of a few cowardly guards. Let us find that golden palace in the clouds.”

Kirby sighed again. She said, “I will have Drew set up a meeting, as soon as he is able. It won’t be tonight.”

“The soonest we can meet, then,” Bray said. Feeling the weight of her anger and pain, he said, “We will get revenge for what they have done, Kirby. I promise you. Just hang in a while longer.”


Chapter 41: William

William’s breath heaved as he pressed his ear against the door of his quarters. He’d waited several days before risking another escapade. In that time, Amelia had only come by once or twice, but his cough had scared her away. She didn’t want to risk her own health, or the wellbeing of the others. Instead, she had sent two of the scrawny, stone-faced guards to bring his food and take his empty trays. He already had the ammunition for the old, sentimental gun.

The next time he saw The Gifted, he hoped to have the Tech Magic gun in his possession.

Letting that thought drive him, William opened the door to a darkened hallway, peering out onto a stairwell he couldn’t see. He slowly made his way to the landing, clung to the rail, and climbed upward, counting the stairs. He passed the sixteenth floor without incident. Quiet conversation made his heart beat loudly as he passed the seventeenth level, where the guards watched. He imagined they had a dull task, waiting and looking out the windows. Occasionally, he had heard laughter coming from behind that door, when he passed it going to The Library Room, but he seldom saw them.

Still, at any moment, they might step out and find him.

He kept going.

Reaching The Library Room, he picked the lock.

He left the door open to a crack, just in case he had to depart quickly.

The odor of succulent meats and vegetables—smells he recognized from his tray earlier, which he’d taken in his room—wafted into his nose. The moon shone enough light to illuminate the outlines of the grand table and chairs. Operating on muscle memory, William skirted around the furniture, past the bookshelves and the looming, metal devices called fans, heading for Amelia’s desk. Looking at the shadowy shelves on the walls filled with books, he recalled the many lessons he’d received.

If his plan went correctly, he would never have a lesson again.

Reaching Amelia’s desk, he slid open the drawer and searched for the gun. The panicked thought hit him that Amelia might’ve moved it, but he found it, sitting idly, as if it had been waiting for him. William felt the power of Tech Magic as he picked up the heavy weapon and held it. The long, metal barrel gleamed in the moonlight shining through the windows.

The gun was freedom and power.

Tears he hadn’t expected stung William’s eyes as he ran his hands over the gun’s smooth surface, thinking he might have the answer to his predicament. Perhaps he’d even see his friends soon.

But not if he wasn’t careful.

Returning the way he came, William cautiously made his way past the furniture. He couldn’t allow his excitement to make room for a mistake. He’d left the caps, balls, and the flask of black powder in his room. He didn’t want the clanking, small pieces of metal making noise and giving him away. Nor was he foolish enough to think he’d have the time to figure out how to load them in the dark Library Room.

He would do it when he got back.

With his eyes adjusted to the moonlight, he moved at a quicker pace, ready to get back to the relative safety of his room. Reaching the door, he eased it open.

The light of a lantern splashed on the stairs.

The person holding it took a step.

Barron.

Barron stopped moving as he saw William.

A moment of uncertainty passed as two people processed an unexpected meeting. William’s mouth opened and closed as he thought of an excuse that would save him. Before William could speak, Barron’s eyes roamed from William’s face to the gun in his hand.

Barron’s wart-covered lips twisted to anger.

He lunged up the stairs.

Barron grabbed for William, but William leapt backward and turned. Barron reached again, catching hold of the back of William’s robe and pulling. William fought for balance, grabbing for the doorway to avoid being tugged back onto the stairwell. He found a handhold, jerking free.

A pained cry rose from Barron’s direction as he lost his balance, falling.

Loud thuds reverberated through the building.

The lantern bounced and shattered.

A small flame erupted as the oil from the lamp caught fire, creating a glow of light on the stairs.

A cold panic coursed through William as he saw Barron’s silhouette, lying on the seventeenth-floor landing near the smashed lantern. He wasn’t moving. William glanced frantically behind him into The Library Room, about to flee and find refuge there, but the image of that last, frantic standoff panicked him. He wasn’t ready to die.

In his terror, all he could think was to get to his room.

William darted down the stairs, rushing as quickly and quietly as he could. He jumped over the small fire and kept to the wall as he reached the landing, skirting around Barron’s body, certain that his greasy, infected hands would clamp his ankles and trip him. He didn’t. Loud voices emanated from some of the floors above and below. William had just reached his room when doors on the other levels crashed open and shouting filled the stairwell.

He shut his door and sprang for the bureau.

The rounds, the rounds!

He managed to get the supplies and sink to the floor behind the bed as more voices echoed from the stairwell just beyond his room. He fumbled fruitlessly with the gun, the rounds, and the flask.

Even if he knew how to load the gun, he couldn’t see what he was doing.

It was over. All of it.

Once Barron awoke, he would expose what he saw. Or he was dead, and The Gifted would connect it to William.

“What’s going on?” Tolstoy shouted in the stairwell, to the exclamations of the guards.

Electric lights winked on, illuminating the crack beneath William’s door. His nervous hands slid over the gun. More voices echoed as more of The Gifted joined Tolstoy. William heard Amelia’s voice, intertwined with the sounds of the guards. Confusion bled through animated voices as people put out the fire and tried to determine what happened. The Gifted and the guards spoke loudly enough that William could hear the words, echoing down the two flights of stairs and to the landing just past his door.

A pronouncement froze William’s frantic hands.

“Barron’s dead.”

William felt a small relief through his icy chills.

“Dead?” Amelia said from the stairwell, in disbelief.

“His neck is snapped,” Tolstoy announced, to the grumbles and murmurs of the others. A few of The Gifted talked at once, inspecting the body, or making sense of what must be a gruesome scene.

Footsteps pounded up and down the stairs as they continued inspecting the stairwell, and William stayed put in his room. People answered over one another, trying to explain, or make sense of what they were seeing. Eventually, one of the voices won out.

“What happened?” Tolstoy demanded.

“I’m not sure,” said a nervous guard. “We were at the windows when we heard the noise. It took us a moment to retrieve our weapons and come out. We thought it was The Plagued Ones. When we arrived, we found him like that.”

“The Library Room door is open,” the first guard said, stating the obvious. “I didn’t see anyone else upstairs.”

“Check the bottom floor,” Tolstoy ordered another guard.

Footsteps clapped down the stairs, passing William’s floor, continuing to the building’s bowels. After a few moments, more guards returned. It sounded as if the guards downstairs had joined the others. “We didn’t see anything from the bottom level,” said one of them, presumably stationed below. “The Plagued Ones outside are quiet.”

“I told Barron to stop going to the Library at night,” Amelia said, with a crack of pain in her voice. “I told him he might get hurt.”

“It must’ve been an accident,” Leonard proclaimed, repeating her assessment.

An accident.

William’s heart hammered in his chest.

He hoped everyone would believe it.

Tolstoy cleared his throat, clearly unnerved. “See if you can move him,” he ordered the guards.

Grunts and grumbles echoed through the stairwell as the guards tried moving Barron. Footsteps beat the stairs as someone came up or down. It was only a matter of moments until someone remembered William and thought to question him, coming to his door. His panic heightened as he looked across the room toward the crack of light, making another realization.

He’d left his door unlocked.

In his haste, he’d left a clue that might connect him. Stuffing the gun and the ammunition back in the drawer, William padded across the room, reaching the door handle. He dug for the pin, stuck it in the door, and worked on the lock as The Gifted’s chatter grew louder, and they fought with the body, getting it down what sounded like a flight of stairs.

“Where are we going?” asked one of them.

“To Barron’s room,” said Leonard, in a grave tone. “We’ll put him in bed until we can figure out what to do with him.”

“Be careful,” Tolstoy ordered. “We don’t need someone else falling.”

Heaves and groans got closer as people carried the body. William knelt on the ground, fiddling with the lock. He had just managed to re-lock it when the people outside reached his landing. Raising a fist, he banged hard on the door. The voices on the other side stopped as they heard a new source of commotion.

Someone unlocked and opened his door.

Rubbing fake sleep from his eyes and putting on the most confused face he could muster, William peered out into the hallway and into the staring faces of The Gifted.

“What’s going on?” he asked.


Chapter 42: William

A circle of grave, stony faces stood in a circle around Barron’s bed, staring at the lifeless, prone man. Barron’s eyes were wide. His mouth was gaped open in an expression of pain and surprise. Several of his warts had broken open, leaving bloody, puss-covered holes in their wake.

Death wasn’t pretty.

But then, it never was.

Standing in the far corner of the room, kept away due to his supposed sickness, William watched The Gifted hover around the dead man. They had propped Barron’s head up on his pillow, but even then, his neck bent at an unnatural angle, weighed down by his bulbous head. Despite the size of his skull, he seemed to sink into his robe, as if the gods had already claimed him. Amelia, in particular, stared at the body, as if Barron might sit up and speak, even though he would never talk again. A lump in William’s throat reminded him that he was the last person to see Barron alive.

William wiped away his fake tears. He was a sickly boy, woken from sleep by a tragedy. Or, that was how he’d played it.

“Three hundred years of life,” Tolstoy said with reverie, as he shook his head. “Over in an eye’s blink.”

“It is a reminder of our fragility,” Amelia said in a somber tone.

The other Gifted folded their arms, staring at the scene, as if they hadn’t yet processed it.

“We are the most intelligent beings on the planet, but we have our perils.” Herman sighed. “If only our bodies were as strong as our minds.”

William surveyed Barron’s body on the bed. His victim. Any remorse he might’ve felt was buried by the memory of his friends, rotting away in the city below. Looking around at all the wart-covered figures in the room, he couldn’t help but picture them alongside Barron.

“Shall we have a service for him?” asked Leonard, cocking his wart-covered head.

“Perhaps those in the city will mourn,” Amelia suggested.

“Mourn?” Tolstoy scoffed, as if he had stepped in a putrid puddle. “They will not mourn. They will blow their pale noses and smear their watery eyes, but they will welcome our end, because they think it means something better. They would rejoice in Barron’s loss.”

“It is true,” Rudyard said, shaking his head. “They are misinformed. We should not speak of Barron’s death to the humans.”

“They do not deserve it,” Tolstoy spat emphatically. “We will honor him in a private service.” Turning to the handful of guards hovering by the door, who awaited his orders, he said, “Sneak his body to the Glass Houses and cremate him privately. When you are finished, bring his ashes to me.”


Chapter 43: Kirby

Shrill screaming ripped Kirby awake.

She sat up quickly, looking around her small hovel in the morning light. Blinking through the pain of her swollen eye, she saw several guards in the room, arguing with Esmeralda.

Fiona screamed from Esmeralda’s arms.

“Please!” Esmeralda cried, to the uncaring faces of the guards.

Kirby tossed aside her bedroll. A guard stopped her before she stood.

“Stay down,” he ordered, standing near her to make sure she complied. “You don’t want to get involved.”

“Tomorrow, you’ll bring her to Isabella’s,” another guard told Esmeralda. “Those were the orders.”

“I just need a little more time,” Esmeralda pleaded.

“If you’re not at the shop for count, you’ll be punished,” the guard threatened. “You know how it goes.”

Esmeralda pleaded with a few guards, but they barely listened. They waved their hands, as if she were a circling gnat. One or two smiled in a way that showed they were used to the commotion and the tears.

“Not all of the new mothers want to go back to work,” the guard next to Kirby explained. “Sometimes they need a little coaxing.”

Kirby watched the guard, keeping expressionless.

“This time, it is a friendly visit,” the guard said. “Next time…” His warning hung in the air.

Esmeralda’s pleas turned to tears as the guards left. She hugged Fiona tightly, sniffling. Kirby watched the guards disappear down the alley, swallowed by a few slaves who had emerged from their homes to watch. After a few moments, the slaves lost interest and left.

“I prepared for this moment,” Esmeralda explained, wiping away her tears. “But when the guards came to remind me, I lost control of my emotions. I am sorry.”

Kirby nodded. Even without children, she knew the strength of a mother’s love.

Esmeralda consoled Fiona with gentle words and caresses, as if it might be the last time she saw her.

“They said you are to leave her with Isabella?” Kirby asked.

“One of the caretakers,” Esmeralda explained. “A while ago, Isabella lost a finger in one of the machines in the shops. She couldn’t work as fast, so they pulled her from the shops and tasked her with taking care of the children. Isabella has a challenging job. She will do her best to handle Fiona, but it will be hard to give her specialized attention.”

Kirby nodded. Turning her sympathy into a suggestion, she said, “I am sorry to hear about your trouble. Perhaps you can visit her at lunch?”

“Perhaps, but the guards mostly discourage it.” Esmeralda sighed. “We have so little time, as you know.”

Kirby nodded. Too many rules.

Wiping the sleep from her eyes, she inadvertently touched her swollen eye.

Guilt passed through Esmeralda’s face as she said, “I am sorry to wake you like that. You might’ve had a few more moments to sleep.”

“It is okay. I needed to be up for work anyway.” Kirby looked around, surprised she had slept as long as she had. But it made sense, after the physical and emotional pain she’d endured the day before.

“I find that some cold water works best in the first few days, to reduce the swelling of a black eye,” Esmeralda said. “Let me get a washcloth for you.”

Kirby nodded. Too many previous injuries told her that what Esmeralda said was true. She accepted the washcloth and held it to her eye.

Esmeralda bent down, getting a better look. “I don’t see any blood in it. Can you see all right?”

Kirby nodded. In another scenario, she might’ve considered herself lucky. Not now.

“Thank you,” Kirby said, thinking to add, “I’m sorry about Fiona.”

“It is fine.” Esmeralda looked back at Fiona, perhaps finding some new guilt, or a reason to obey, as she considered Kirby’s injury. “I will prepare her things. When the time comes, I will leave with the others.”


**




Kirby kept a steady, inconspicuous gait as she walked past the last few houses in her row, approaching the path near the shop buildings. Slaves mingled, or parted ways as they broke from the homes around her, heading for various buildings in time for work to avoid a beating, or a scolding.

She kept her head down, trying to hide her bruised face and her swollen eye. Her injury felt like a beacon to those around her, drawing curiosity or sympathy. More than once, she hurried away from someone whose stare made her uncomfortable.

At the edge of that path, a caravan of wagons and carts trundled up the pathway. Kirby hesitated, watching a line of slaves pull or push the goods inside. Most were covered by cloth, or secured in boxes. One slave fought with a tipsy wagon, loaded with sheets of metal that he continually readjusted, probably headed for one of the many metal shops. Another slave rolled a cart filled with carefully tied bags, about the size of a man’s head. She couldn’t see what was in them.

Like with most shipments she’d seen, the guards were careful, moving the goods from the gate to the eastern side of the city with haste. None of the slaves faltered or delayed.

Farther back, toward the end, Kirby saw a few guards helping to wheel a wagon covered by a tarp, pulling a heavy load as they headed for the Glass Houses.

Probably some material for the massive building’s windows, Kirby thought.

She continued in the direction of her shop, grateful for the distraction that gave the slaves and the guards something to look at, other than her. She spotted Drew. Pushing faster, she caught up, getting his attention long enough for a careful word.

Concern crossed his face as he spotted her injury. “What happened to you?”

“I’m fine,” she said, with no desire to explain any more. Drew could read her tone. He didn’t ask any more questions.

“Can we meet tonight?”

Drew said, “I will make it happen.”


Chapter 44: William

William lay in his bed under the covers, listening to the sounds of footsteps on the stairs. After allowing him out for those few moments to see Barron, Amelia had returned him to his room.

All morning, the guards had either occupied the stairwell, carrying Barron’s body down and out of the building, or making preparations. A few times, he’d caught snippets of conversation from The Gifted, speaking about Barron’s death. His passing was a sobering reminder of their mortality.

Good, William thought. Let them think about it.

William had seen the end of The Gifted in Barron’s lifeless eyes as he lay on that bed, staring at nothing. More than that, he’d seen an end to the violence and enslavement.

He had the gun, and the ammunition to go with it.

Looking under the covers, he studied the smooth, antiquated weapon he’d managed to acquire, at the cost of Barron’s life. In those quiet moments when The Gifted were in their rooms instead of the stairwell, he’d figured out how to load it. The old weapon wasn’t as simple as the guns he’d used in the forest.

The balls and the small, cap-like pieces he’d found in Amelia’s tin were easily paired, though he’d had to figure out where to put them. The powder had taken more time. After unlocking the long, metal piece under the gun’s barrel, he’d swiveled open the chamber, smelling and seeing some of the black powder’s residue inside the holes. That had given him direction.

Studying the flask, he had figured out how to portion out what he needed, using a mechanism that placed some of the powder in the tube.

A few times, he had spilled some of the black substance, stopping to scoop the precious powder. Once he had the hang of it, he’d put some in each of the gun’s six chambers, along with a ball, and carefully put each of the caps in the back of the cylinder, using intuition to figure it out. It seemed as if he had loaded it right.

He wasn’t sure.

He wouldn’t know, until he fired a first shot.

Or the gun failed.

William was unnerved.

The uncertainty of the gun wasn’t the only problem. The gun only had places for six balls, making the seventh ball and cap useless. Once he started firing, those rounds would go quickly. The Gifted wouldn’t stop and wait for him to ready a last ball.

That meant he had six rounds to kill nine Gifted.

The gun wasn’t the solution he’d hoped.

He couldn’t stop recalling Barron’s grasping hands as they’d struggled. The Gifted were centuries old, but they had adult bodies, and more strength than he did. Taking on all of them at once seemed impossible. He might kill a handful, but not before the others got to him.

Frustrations.

William thought about an individual attack. Maybe he could enter each of The Gifted’s rooms at night and take them down singly with his gun, as he had done with Barron. But a single gunshot would rouse attention. He’d kill no more than one or two before the guards and the rest of The Gifted determined that there was a threat and cornered him. A bludgeoning might work, and would be quieter, but he might only kill a few in that manner before he created noise, or a struggle that forced him to use the gun, and then he would blow his cover that way.

He needed a quiet method to dispose of them.

Perhaps smothering them?

Thinking of Tolstoy’s large, imposing figure, William couldn’t envision taking the man out with his bare hands. Most of The Gifted had similar statures, or were at least bigger than him. He needed to kill all of them at once. Another death would cause too much suspicion, and he’d certainly be questioned, or caught. He felt just as frustrated with the gun as he did without it.

The gun was power.

But it was power he couldn’t use.

Even if he could get past the guards downstairs, the demons would eat him before he took a few steps. There was a possibility he could threaten the guards into showing him more weapons, but he didn’t know for sure where they were kept. William might raise enough noise in the process to be caught.

William felt as if he had only one chance.

He needed a better way—a more probable way—to use that chance.

The gun was part of the answer, but not all of it.


Chapter 45: Esmeralda

Esmeralda looked out the doorway, holding Fiona in her arms. Hot, mid-morning sun beat down over the stone roofs of the neighboring dwellings. Most of the slaves, including Kirby, were hard at work in the shops, toiling on machines, or sewing clothes in the eastern side of the city. Others worked in the fields in the hot sun.

Holding Fiona tight, Esmeralda walked out to the path and headed down the row of houses, aiming for the main path.

She took several turns, winding between some houses until she approached the larger buildings on the city’s eastern side. She glanced at a tall building with an open doorway, with larger buildings in front and behind, peering inside at the room filled with machines. Slaves slid pieces of fabric through the devices in front of them, stepping on pedals at their feet. Head Guards stood outside the doorways. Others walked the rows.

Esmeralda kept going.

Passing another tall, wide building with a large chimney, she saw three furnaces inside one of the Glass Houses. Esmeralda didn’t need to get close to feel the heat coming from that room. A few guards stood near the doorway, overseeing the melting of some product.

She continued.

Esmeralda passed a row of machine shops with similar setups. The slaves sweated through the day’s heat as they labored on machines, creating whatever pieces The Gifted had in mind. Tomorrow, Esmeralda would return to one of those buildings, producing angular pieces of metal, helping to power the windmills, or other pieces of equipment that she didn’t understand. The slaves were taught the skills to do what The Gifted wanted, but rarely more.

Passing more machine shops, and then some woodworking shops, she finally stopped. Esmeralda kept to the sides of a nearby house as she waited to be noticed.

Across the path, Ollie yelled at some people inside a building used for storage. A few guards stood next to him. Esmeralda knew better than to interrupt. She looked down at Fiona, who smiled at her from beneath the blankets. When she looked up, Ollie was coming across the path and toward her.

He looked at her as if she might be lost. “What do you want?” he asked angrily.

Esmeralda lowered her eyes. “I was hoping I might speak with you a moment.”

“What is it?” Ollie’s eyes showed disdain, as he looked her up and down. A few guards behind him smirked as they stepped in to take over his duties.

“Can we speak privately?” she asked, gesturing toward a nearby alley.

Fiona cooed, forcing Ollie’s eyes to Esmeralda’s arms. He quickly looked away. “Only for a moment.”

Esmeralda led him down an alley that resembled her own, passing a few empty houses whose inhabitants presumably worked. Finding a quiet place, she stopped.

“What is it?” Ollie demanded again.

“It is about my new roommate, Kirby.”

A memory flitted through Ollie’s oversized head, followed by a smile. “I know who she is,” he grunted.

“I wanted to give you a warning,” Esmeralda said.

“A warning?” Some anger flitted through Ollie’s eyes as he looked from Esmeralda to Fiona. She didn’t want to know what might happen if she wasn’t carrying the infant. “It sounds as if you want something.”

“I was hoping I might get another month at home with Fiona, if I gave you information.”

“You’d be punished for withholding it,” Ollie said, a spark of aggression in his eyes.

“Which is why I came to you,” Esmeralda added quickly. “I knew you’d need the information.”

Ollie looked around, as if someone might be listening, even though they were the only ones around. “Spill what you know.”

“She has been sneaking around lately, mostly with the man she came here with,” Esmeralda said. “I think they are planning something.”

“Planning?” Ollie asked, as if the word itself was foul.

“I think she is up to no good,” Esmeralda explained, making an assumption that even a thickheaded brute like Ollie would understand.

Ollie didn’t seem impressed. Looking down at Fiona, Esmeralda felt a pang of failure.

“Tell me something that will make it worth stepping away from my work,” Ollie growled, “or I will send you away. Maybe I will take away your rations.” Esmeralda felt sick to her stomach. She hated him. Fiona was the reason she did this. Not Ollie, and unfortunately, not Kirby.

“Before The Plagued Ones fed last night, I saw her ducking into the flooded house at the end of our row. She skipped dinner.” Esmeralda put on a grave expression worthy of the information she gave. “A while later, I saw her meeting the man with whom she was brought here. They are definitely consorting.”

“Probably fraternizing,” Ollie said.

“I am not sure,” Esmeralda answered. “But it seemed more sinister than that.”

Ollie’s eyes riveted to hers as he made a promise. “She will regret the day she tries anything, if she lives long enough. We have plenty of hungry Plagued Ones to feed, if she steps out of line.” Ollie pronounced the words loudly and looked around, as if some others might hear his threat.

Esmeralda remained quiet, waiting. When it was clear she was done speaking, Ollie wiped some sweat away from his forehead with his large, grubby hands. He looked over Esmeralda, his eyes lingering on the top of her shirt.

“Can I receive another month of time with Fiona?” she asked, hating the fear in her stomach, hating that she had to ask twice.

Ollie nodded. “I’ll call in a favor with Rudyard and inform the other guards.” With a dismissive wave, he said, “Now get out of my sight.”


Chapter 46: William

The wind blew through William’s shaggy hair as he stood in a semi-circle with the other Gifted on the rooftop, all wearing their robes and hoods, all standing with their arms folded. Tolstoy stood in the center of the curved group, holding Barron’s ashes in an urn that he had received from the guards. Every so often, the wind blew loudly enough that he projected his voice to the other Gifted, who adjusted their hoods to keep them from blowing off.

William sucked in a breath of fresh air. He’d spent most of the morning and lunch confined to his room. After a while, Amelia had come for him. He was instructed to keep his distance, but he was allowed out for the ceremony. His gun and ammunition were safely in his bureau.

He listened to Tolstoy’s extolling words.

“We are here to celebrate the life of our brother, Barron,” Tolstoy said, pronouncing each word with clarity. “A brother who has walked among us for centuries, a brother who has transcended all of the beings who have walked the earth before, or will walk after. One of ten chosen Gifted, the founders of New City.”

The Gifted bowed their heads.

“Most of the world will not know the impact of our dead brother, but we will not forget him. Barron had evolved past a simple human, but he still carried the shell of his former self. His vessel was imperfect, as ours are.” Tolstoy met each of their eyes before turning to the rooftop, waving a ceremonial hand over the city. “We bear the scars of our human predecessors, and we are forced to breathe the same air. We are prone to accidents of nature. Barron might be gone, but he has given his life for his work. His life is an inspiration, but also a warning. We must be careful. We must stay alive, to follow his vision.”

A few of the Gifted murmured their agreement.

Staring at Tolstoy, listening to his pompous words, William wanted to knock him off the roof.

If they were alone, he probably would have considered it.

Tolstoy gestured off the rooftop, toward the tall and short buildings in the distance. The Gifted turned their heads, following his hand. “It was Barron’s planning that led to the creation of the walls around our city. It was his intellect that led to the development of the machines the humans use to prepare our clothes, and the innovations of our windmills. It was his ingeniousness that created the parts for our lathes. Barron has helped our city run at a greater efficiency than most of the cities before The Collapse. In his latest years, he developed a vision that will carry us into the next phase of our existence, a mission to find more of our people, through his study of flight. We honor his accomplishments by remembering our brother, but also by continuing his work. Barron might not have lived to see the end of our great experiment, but he has contributed in lasting ways.”

The Gifted nodded their agreement. A few shifted, or held onto their hoods.

“We will mourn his loss, but we will continue. We will follow his ideas until we reach our goal. We will build a grand city of our people, if not in this century, then in the next.” Tolstoy’s voice grew hard as he held up the urn. “Let us take a moment to honor Barron with a moment of silence.”

The Gifted tilted their heads, staring at the roof of Ancient stone. William followed suit, pretending as if he were mourning, while his thoughts ran dark. He recalled when he’d first met Barron, in The Library Room, and the few conversations he’d had with him before his friends were enslaved.

That first day in New City held a magic he couldn’t forget.

But each of those memories was overshadowed by Barron’s coldness as he stood next to William on the balcony, gripping his arm and forcing him to watch the snarling, writhing demons, pulling out Cullen’s insides in the Feeding Pen. Barron’s words from that day came back to him.

“The Plagued Ones fight for food. They are always hungry.”

Barron said those words as if they were fact, but they weren’t always true.

The Gifted’s demons fought each other, but not all demons did.

William knew the demons’ instincts better than anyone, because he had lived among them. He had spent long days learning, hunting, and sleeping in their presence. The demons obeyed when he spoke with them, but they also helped each other survive.

The demon army fought for food because their owners starved them.

The Gifted ordered them to keep close to New City, allowing them only meager scraps of corn and the animals they could hunt close by. Most of the animals in the nearby forests, or around the walls, had long been killed and eaten. William had seen the hungry looks in the demons’ eyes as they chased the remaining small prey through the cornfields. They yearned for more.

Staring at The Gifted, watching them bow their heads in solemn reflection, he wondered if perhaps there was meaning in Barron’s death, after all. Maybe Barron’s cold words on that day had given William another answer.

Maybe he could show The Gifteds’ demons another way.

“Brothers and sister,” Tolstoy said, as he opened the small urn and threw the ashes into the wind. “May Barron’s ideas, and his intelligence, live on.”

Perhaps the demons had always been the answer.


**




“Come in,” William said, responding to a knock at his door.

The same, stony-faced guard entered, balancing a tray of food for his dinner. William remained in bed, tucked under the covers, as he watched the guard enter. Sucking in a breath, William hacked his way through a noisy cough before the guard got within a few feet of him. Reacting to Amelia’s warnings, the guard set the tray on one of the bureaus, keeping his distance.

“I’ll leave it here,” he said.

William nodded and touched his throat, as if he was unable to answer. Out on the stairwell, through the open door, he saw another guard waiting. He’d already heard them bringing The Gifted dinner, followed by dessert a while later. They followed the same schedule as always.

William was an afterthought, or at least it seemed that way, now that he was sick and no longer among them as much.

Without another word, the guards shut and locked the door. William listened to their footsteps recede down the fifteen floors to the bottom, before looking over at the food on the bureau.

Meat, potatoes, and corn.

Fighting the hunger in his stomach, he rose from the bed and walked over to the food, but he didn’t eat it.


Chapter 47: William

William crept through the moonlight toward his doorway, holding his full plate of food. When everyone was asleep, he snuck out, made his way to the third floor, and unlocked the door.

Inside the room, William veered toward the northern balcony.

He opened the glass door and looked out, searching for guards on the floors above and below before stepping through it. More than likely, they scanned beyond the building’s perimeter, or behind the wall. Or perhaps they weren’t looking at all. It was a risk he had to take.

The fresh air felt good on his face as he stepped to the railing and peered over.

Something skittered in the shadows, near the building’s base three floors down.

Sucking in a nervous breath, William hissed, “It’s okay. I’m here to help.”

He heard rustling through the cornfields as more shadows emerged to investigate. A handful of demons congregated underneath the moonlight, looking up at him.

“I know you’re hungry. I brought food.”

An anticipatory hiss echoed from below him as William picked a piece of meat from his plate, aimed, and tossed it. More hissing came as the demons scrambled for it. Teeth tore and chewed noisily. William looked up and down the face of the building, but he heard nothing other than the demons.

Picking up another piece of meat, he reared back and threw it. More shadows came to join the others, hissing with a new sound. Pleasure. They wanted meat, not corn.

Of course, they did.

And he gave it to them.

“Have some more,” he said, making sure the demons heard his voice as he threw down the rest of his meat and potatoes, feeding them.


Chapter 48: Bray

“I’ve been thinking about your idea with the Feeding Pen, and storming the tower,” Kirby said to Bray, as they snuck along the alley, heading out of the inhabited part of the city under the moonlight. “I think it might work.”

Bray reached over, squeezing her arm. “Hopefully The Shadow People will feel the same.”

They fell in step together, looking over their shoulders, as the lights behind them receded and they traveled into deeper shadow. The dirt path on which they walked was littered with stone and debris. All around, a few hooting owls reminded them that animals roamed the dark alongside them, walls or not. More than once since they had that first meeting, Bray considered that a brave demon might skirt over the wall and run out screeching from the shadows, like those few had years ago when they ate Teddy’s daughter.

“I had a dream about William the other night,” Kirby whispered, when they were far enough away that most of the lights behind them had disappeared. Nostalgia crept into her throat, as she said, “We were riding on the horses, in that valley past the canyon, where the grass rose really high. Do you remember stopping there?”

“We had lunch there,” Bray whispered back. “There were so many rabbits, William said we could live there forever. He said that we’d die before we ran out of them.”

Kirby laughed softly at the memory. “Perhaps we should have stayed.”

“There is no way to know where our choices lead,” Bray reminded her.

“Still, it is nice to dream,” Kirby said, voicing a rare, sentimental thought.

Bray nodded. “Perhaps one day we can return there.”

A noise in the dark made them halt.

They waited, looking in all directions. They’d reached an intersecting alley running east and west. A rat skittered through the darkness somewhere in front of them, finding a nearby hole and hiding. A bat fluttered its wings, leaving its perch.

A light appeared in the distance.

“Is that Drew?” Bray hissed, peering past too many shadows.

“The people we are meeting do not use torches,” Kirby warned.

Bray swallowed as he looked behind them. Before they could make a move, two more torches sprang into view, forty feet behind and closing.

“More lights,” he said under his breath, as Kirby spun and looked.

“And down there, too,” Kirby noticed, pointing west down the intersecting alley.

With no choice but to go east, they headed that way, down the only clear path.

They skirted through the alley, their breath heaving as they ran out of sight of several of the torches. The bobbing torch behind, however, was still in view, and pounding footsteps in other directions told them the other people were converging. Dark, foul-smelling buildings surrounded them. The moon illuminated part of the pathway, but too many objects remained hidden in long, dark shadows. More rodents scurried from harm’s way.

They picked up as much speed as they could. The dark doorways and windows around them looked like pits of inky blackness, ready to suck them in and hold onto them. Bray’s leg scraped against a jagged piece of stone, hard enough to draw blood. He bit back his pain as the footsteps behind grew louder.

“Over here!” a close voice yelled.

More shouts echoed from other directions.

“Guards!” Kirby hissed.

“If they see our faces, it won’t matter if we escape,” Bray warned. “They will drag us from our houses as soon as we return.”

They took another alley, keeping ahead of the shouts and the lights. Tall buildings loomed above them. Bray wondered if they could come up with a story that would save them from death. The gods knew he had told enough tales. But he doubted the guards would listen.

Everyone knew this area was forbidden.

He couldn’t stop thinking of the warning The Shadow People had given them about those who had tried escaping.

They fed them to The Plagued Ones, while the rest of the city watched.

A shout drew his attention to an intersecting alley, where a guard careened around a corner, pointing his finger.

“I’ve got them!”

Bray tripped over another piece of stone he didn’t see.

He fell.

He hit the ground hard, losing his breath. His hands scraped gravel. Jagged rocks scraped his palms as he pushed off, trying to regain his feet, but not before the guard caught up. Bray cried out as the man reached down for him, latching on to his boot.

“We’ve got one of ’em!”

Bray lashed out, kicking the guard backwards and knocking the torch from his hand. The man grunted and fell.

“Come on!” Kirby urged, reaching Bray’s side and pulling him up and away.

More guards caught up to the first, cursing as they turned a nearby corner and fell in line behind him. Bray could see the glow of their torches in his peripheral vision. He scanned the distance for the interior of the city—proof that they were headed the right way.

“We need to get back around other people,” he hissed. “We need to blend in.”

They raced down a dark, shadowy path between broken monoliths, until another group of lights blocked their path.

Shit.

They were cornered.

Bray thought back to what Clara and the others had told him about Ashville. The guards stayed away, unless they chased someone. Bray and Kirby had been vigilant about sneaking out, but they must’ve been followed.

There was no time to contemplate how it happened.

Reaching out, he tugged Kirby’s shoulder as they darted down a skinny alley branching off from the alley down which they ran. They skirted around a few hunks of broken, ancient stone. With no other choice, they headed to a doorway to hide.

Something clattered to the ground near Kirby.

“Dammit!” she hissed, as she lost something.

“What was that?”

“My shank!” she replied.

“Leave it!” Bray said, as the shouts behind them grew louder.

They ducked inside the building.

Footsteps echoed closer.

Bray clutched Kirby’s sleeve, holding her close as they found a spot in the rubble and crouched.

Shouting men slowed their footsteps, passing within a few steps of the place into which they’d ducked, moments ago. Torchlight penetrated the fringes of the doorway. Bray smelled the stink of the men’s clothing, heard their ragged breaths as they slowed down.

“They’re around here somewhere,” a voice said, with certainty.

Ollie.

More guards’ thundering footsteps beat the alley.

“Check the buildings,” Ollie barked. “They must’ve hid.”

Bray glanced behind him, looking for a break in the darkness that would signify a place to run, or hide. The room was pitch black. A single kicked stone would give away their position. Bray listened as the men started entering doorways. His clenched fists wouldn’t go far against so many men with knives.

They had to move.

He tugged Kirby’s arm, leading her further into the darkness as they padded gently over a floor they couldn’t see. They got only a few steps before a torch splashed light through the doorway.

Bray only had a moment to look around before a greasy-faced man stuck his head through the doorway, holding his torch and his long knife.

Spotting Bray and Kirby, he yelled, “In here!”

Bray and Kirby moved a few more steps, but the room was full of large chunks of cracked stone, and a set of stairs that led nowhere. The windows were caved in. They were trapped.

A group of eight men poured through the entrance, holding their torches high and shouting in triumph, cornering Bray and Kirby against a wall.

Cutting a path through the menacing guards, Ollie approached Bray and Kirby with his knife drawn, getting in their faces. “What are you doing here, forest-dwellers?”

Quiet pervaded the room as all eyes turned to them.

Reaching for a lie he doubted would help, Bray said, “We were taking a walk.”

A few soldiers chuckled.

“I think they were kissing in the night.” A blonde-haired guard snickered.

Bray and Kirby didn’t dispute the claim.

“There are plenty of places to do that in the city,” Ollie grunted. “And people with nothing to hide don’t run.”

A few of the soldiers nodded their agreement.

“Who else is here?” Ollie barked.

Bray wondered if the other Shadow People had been caught, but he heard nothing to give him that impression. Hopefully, they were back in their houses. Further evidence of a consortium would certainly crucify them.

“We are alone,” Kirby said simply.

The guards awaited an order, looking at Ollie.

“We only saw them leaving the city,” said a guard with a ruddy face. “Maybe Arnie was right. Maybe they were kissing.”

Bray put on a serious expression. “That’s what we were doing.”

Ollie’s face twisted into a malevolent smile. “Whatever you were doing, it won’t matter much longer.” To the guards, he said, “Bring them back to the city. Drag them through the alleys. Make sure everyone sees and hears.”

Ollie stepped back, allowing his soldiers to get by him.

Five guards approached Bray, invigorated by the chase that led to this moment. Bray looked sideways at Kirby. If this were the end, neither would give up easily.

Bray swung at the first guard to approach him, catching him in the face. He punched another guard in the stomach, but the three other guards backed him farther against the wall, quickly overwhelming him and pinning his hands.

“Let me go, you dirt-scratchers!” he yelled.

“This is the end!” one of the guards screamed.

Nearby, he heard Kirby fighting back, but three guards surrounded her, too.

“You filthy bastards!” Kirby spat, as she was overpowered.

“Take them out of here!” Ollie thundered.

Kirby’s cries echoed through the room as the guards obeyed Ollie’s orders. Bray dug his heels into the ground, unable to stop his captors from pulling him into the night.


Chapter 49: Bray

Bray sat with his back against the hard, stone wall of the cell. They’d taken Kirby into a room somewhere at the end of the long building, away from him. She might as well be back in the alleys through which they’d been kicked, beaten, and dragged, to the terrified expressions of the watching slaves. Many slaves had shown shock or sympathy, but no one had helped.

Who would volunteer for death?

Kirby and Bray had struggled, but their efforts were fruitless.

Bray didn’t see any of the other Shadow People. It seemed as if he and Kirby were the only ones caught.

It was over.

Staring at the cracks of moonlight, Bray hit a hopeless fist against the ground. The reality Kirby had spoken in the flooded house held more wisdom than his fantasy-fueled revolt. They had no chance of overrunning this filthy prison. They never had.

Kirby had been right, all those days ago.

His fingertips and nails bled from scratching at a locked door that wouldn’t budge. His voice was hoarse from shouting. All he could do now was wait for a last chance to prove his bravery. Whatever torture they planned for him, he would die with his fists swinging.

He stared at the walls, shifting positions, occasionally finding the strength to shout through the door at the guards outside. Occasionally, he heard them snickering, or telling loud stories.

Eventually, a long, hopeless night turned to morning.

The light under his door brightened.

Bray smeared some of the sweat and dried blood from his eyes as new sounds filled the courtyard.

Lots of sounds.

The clank of a key in the lock filled Bray’s heart with a last sensation of dread, before the door swung open, allowing the morning light to spill in.

The guards entered the room, yanking him several steps out into the dirt.

Through the bright, blinding sun, Bray saw the fringes of an enormous, gathered crowd, the hundreds of slaves that comprised New City, all waiting, watching in a circle in the center of the courtyard. Most of their heads were turned toward Bray and the guards that pulled him toward the side of that crowd, who had left an opening to admit them.

Pulled past the throngs of nervous, waiting people, Bray saw Kirby standing in the courtyard’s center.

Ollie stood behind her, grinning with an expression he recognized, as he looked between Kirby and Bray, and the crowd filled in behind Bray and the guards.

He knew what this was.

A horrid feeling took root in Bray’s stomach as a chant took hold.

“Come to the center!” Ollie boomed across the courtyard. “Come and fight!”

Avery raised his arms, walking along the edges of the hesitant crowd and riling them up.

“Fight! Fight!”

“Keep walking, or I’ll gut this spineless wench!” Ollie said, keeping Bray’s attention as he stuck his knife against Kirby’s back, making a demonstration of his threat.

Kirby stood rigid in front of him, her face painted in defiance.

The crowd was a single, faceless mass, cheering, screaming, and wailing. Children hid behind their mother’s skirts. Some of the slaves with bloodlust stepped forward. The guards stood on the fringes of the circle with their knives out, ready to gut Bray if he didn’t comply.

They had learned from Jonah’s attack.

Bray took a compliant few steps forward, but he didn’t go any farther. He hoped that a few seconds of time would buy his way out of a hopeless situation. Of course, there was no way out. He might as well be standing in a pit of snarling demons.

He scanned the crowd for Drew, but he couldn’t find him or the other Shadow People. They had prepared for a meeting, not a revolt.

“Keep walking!” Ollie snarled again.

He nudged Kirby, ready to stab. Bray and Kirby traded a look of resolve. Neither she nor Bray would fight. They would meet their ends in the sharp ends of the guards’ blades before they killed each other.

A new voice entered the fray.

“Step aside!”

The crowd parted as several women and children moved to admit a familiar, robed figure. Some of the chanting quieted. Rudyard tilted his misshapen head as he appraised Kirby, Ollie, and Bray. He walked until he was level with Ollie. A smile played across his lips.

“You came,” Ollie grunted.

“I heard how much fun you were having,” Rudyard said. “I didn’t want to miss it.”

Bray looked through the crowd past which Rudyard had walked, as if he might find a cluster of demons, ready to enforce Ollie’s edict. But it seemed as if Rudyard was alone.

Bray steadied himself in the dirt as he stared across the courtyard at Rudyard. “No beasts to do your work?”

Rudyard’s smile was glued to his face. “Not today.”

“Perhaps you’d like to fight, yourself, then,” Bray said, raising a dirty fist.

A few in the back of the crowd cried out in support, before quickly growing silent.

“You speak bravely, for a slave who is about to kill his friend,” Rudyard said, with a confident nod.

“If you believe that, you should have brought your demons.” Bray spat in Rudyard’s direction.

“They don’t want to fight,” Ollie grunted, making a fake show of disappointment.

Rudyard looked between Kirby and Bray. “Perhaps I can persuade them.” Motioning up at the tower, he said, “Perhaps I will bring William down to spur them on.”

Kirby spun, making no effort to hide her fury as she asked, “Where is he?”

“Sleeping,” Rudyard said. “But it would be easy to wake him up.” Rudyard’s nod brought a sick feeling to Bray’s stomach as more hopelessness set in.

“You heard him,” Ollie bellowed, waving at the building. “Fight, or he brings the Plagued kid down here.”

Bray looked from the threatening faces up to the glimmering tower, as if he might find a cluster of robed figures with William on the balcony. The balcony was empty.

They wouldn’t harm William.

Would they?

Advancing toward Rudyard, Bray said, “I’ll kill you before you take a step toward that tower.”

A few guards matched his steps, moving in position to protect Rudyard.

“I am not attached to William, as the others are.” Rudyard shrugged as he glanced at the guards, who were eager for blood. “William does not belong down here in the city, but I will have no problem hurting him. Or perhaps, I will ensure that he has many long, miserable years after you are dead.”

Bray looked for a bluff beneath Rudyard’s threat, but he saw only malice in his eyes. Kirby turned over her shoulder, contemplating a last move, until Ollie raised a boot and kicked her forward.

“Get to fighting!”

Kirby stopped from falling, regained her balance, and watched Bray. Her face was bruised and dirty.

They shared a look of hopelessness. Angry tears spilled down Kirby’s cheeks as several of the guards went to the edges of the crowd and riled the slaves up again.

“Fight! Fight!”

“Do I need to explain the rules again?” Ollie called, over the growing cries of the men and women.

A few men and women in the front rows shook their heads.

Bray looked at Kirby, sharing a look both knew would be one of their last.

He balled his fists.

He took a step.


Chapter 50: Kirby

Kirby blinked as cheers and shouts grew louder around her. All at once, she was back in the arena in her homeland, listening to the shouts and cries of another bloodthirsty mob. Spittle flew from people’s mouths as they shouted more loudly. Each moment of inaction bred impatience. Only blood would sate their cries.

Fight! Fight!

Finding clarity, she looked over her shoulder at Ollie, who led the crowd with a noisy bellow. Avery stood next to Rudyard, watching with a complacent grin. She felt the surge of adrenaline that always accompanied her in the fights when she was forced against another, unwilling infected. Sometimes they begged, sometimes they groveled, but it only prolonged the pain.

Death was inevitable.

Killing the other infected in the arena had filled her empty stomach, but it had hollowed her soul.

She’d sworn she’d never do it again.

Kirby readied her fists, looking at Bray as he took a step forward. Rudyard’s words echoed in her head as she thought about William, alone in the tower with the intelligent monsters who might harm him. For all she knew, Rudyard had lied, and he was dead already. And she would be soon, when the spore claimed her.

She was a walking corpse, waiting for the infection to take her mind.

If only she had deteriorated already, so that she could forget what she was about to do.

Bray stood a few feet away, looking at Kirby with pain in his eyes. Through the dried dirt and blood on his face, she saw the man in the forest with whom she’d shared those meals, conversations, and even her bed. Somehow, she’d seen through the misery of her existence to allow herself a feeling, but that feeling would become a weapon that would hurt her worse than the infection ever could. Or maybe Bray would find the strength to see that he had a future, while she didn’t.

Maybe he would kill her, and it would all be over.

She allowed Bray’s face to blur. It was the only way she could see past the horror of what they were forced to do.

“Get to it!” Ollie screamed.

“Come on!” Bray urged her, his face contorting with pain. “We have to do this. If we don’t, they’ll hurt William.”

Fight! Fight!

Kirby cocked back a fist. A flurry of faces whipped through her mind as she saw some of the others whom she had fought. She had killed more than she wanted to remember—people with whom she was forced to live before she fought. She’d never forget their names, and she recalled each of those bloodied faces in her sleep. Terry. Marshall. Angela. Patrick.

Kirby swung.

Bray threw up a deflective arm, blocking.

Marcus. David. Roger.

People cheered as the unwilling opponents circled, and Kirby prepared another swing.

Kirby struck again, catching Bray in the side. He grunted and circled. Their stalling wouldn’t last long.

Jerry. Ben. Josephine.

The hard feeling in Kirby’s stomach became a pit she remembered too well.

Bray swung a fist that she easily avoided. Dodging out of the way, Kirby stopped herself before throwing a counter-blow. Watching Bray’s hesitant face, she allowed it to blur again, recalling another memory from the arena, all those years ago.

All at once, the faces and the names faded, replaced by a single person.

Edward.

The first man she’d fought.

She remembered Edward’s screams as he flung his fists at her, fighting a battle that neither of them wanted, a battle that had lasted too long until one of them had finally succumbed. She recalled the punch that had knocked him from his feet and stopped him from getting up. A few punches in either direction, and Edward might’ve been the one standing over her at the end.

Edward hadn’t died, though, at least not that day.

She had caught him in a manner that had knocked him out, rather than killing him. They had declared her the winner, but they hadn’t given her a meal.

Still, Edward had lived past that fight.

There was only one way out of the arena.

One way out, unless…

Moving toward Bray, under the instigating screams of the guards, and the chant of the crowd, Kirby muttered, “When I hit you, stay down.”

A look of confusion crossed Bray’s face.

Before he could process her words, Kirby charged. She summoned her anger into a fist, recalling the beatings of the guards and Ollie’s sneering, pig-headed face. Putting that anger into a swing and a ferocious cry, she aimed between Bray’s left temple and ear, as she had done to Edward that day.

Bray’s hands came up to block, too late. The blow landed hard and true.

Too hard.

Kirby had a second to wonder if she’d made a mistake before Bray dropped, and stayed down.

He landed on his back, unmoving.

The crowd whooped into frenzy. Kirby regained her fighting stance, as the last of her cry died in the air. Surprised shouts came from the guards, as they approached with their weapons and Bray didn’t move. The crowd leaned forward expectantly.

“Get up, forest-dweller!” a guard cried.

“To your feet, you weak-kneed bastard!” another goaded.

Receiving no response, the guards got closer, bending down to look at the fallen combatant. A few circled behind Kirby, guarding her, while others formed a half-circle around Bray. They kept their knives in front of them, as though he might spring up and surprise them.

“What’s going on?” Ollie called impatiently from behind them.

Kirby turned to find Ollie, Avery, and Rudyard watching.

Gaining confidence, one of the guards put an ear to Bray’s lips.

“He’s dead,” the guard pronounced, with an unbelieving smile.

Despair filled Kirby’s stomach. Whispers swept across the crowd.

I’ve killed him.

Kirby clenched and unclenched her sore fist as she stared at the body on the ground, images of too many others flooding her memory.

Terry. Marshall. Angela.

Marcus. David. Roger.

Bray.

She’d killed the closest person in her life.

“Not dead,” said another, leaning over and pressing a grubby hand against Bray’s neck. “He’s knocked out.”

“Knocked out?” Ollie looked around, as if someone played a trick.

Kirby’s despair rose to hope.

A few more guards bent down, verifying the first’s findings. A ripple went through the crowd as the news spread. Surprised men, women, and children watched Ollie’s reaction, and Rudyard’s.

Turning to Rudyard, Ollie guffawed, “Knocked out, by a simple wench!”

A long, hearty laugh came from his throat.

Waving a robed hand, Rudyard said, “Perhaps I should have sent in The Plagued Ones, after all.”

A few of the guards chuckled. Kirby kept her eyes down as she waited for that order.

Rudyard cleared his throat as he looked from the crowd to the front gate.

“What should we do?” Ollie asked.

“The slaves need to line up,” Rudyard said, losing interest. “Do what you want with them, but the harvest waits for no man.”

Rudyard turned and walked away.

The crowd parted to let him through.

Ollie looked around. Watching Rudyard go, perhaps feeling the weight of his orders, Ollie said, “Throw them back in the cells. When they’re done recovering, put them back to work.”

Kirby stood stock-still, as if she misheard.

Appraising her with a smile, Ollie said, “Keep the weak-kneed man in there longer than the wench. Let him stew in his shame.”


Chapter 51: William

“Your food,” said the same guard William had seen for days, as he walked into his room.

William sat up, rubbing the bleariness from his tired eyes. Too many nights of sneaking around, thinking, and planning had worn him down. Mistaking his exhaustion for sickness, the guard set the tray down on William’s bureau. He retrieved William’s empty dinner tray and walked to the doorway, joining the other guard.

They exchanged a sly smile.

“You missed the show,” one said.

William frowned. Before he could ask a clarifying question, the guards left, leaving him with the smell of fresh breakfast in his nose and a worry in his heart. William threw aside the covers and hurried to the window, looking out over New City. Below, he saw slaves weaving in between the houses. Of course, he couldn’t see Bray or Kirby. Crossing the room and looking north, he saw nothing out of the ordinary.

William couldn’t help but feel as if time was slipping away. He might be devising a plan to help two dead friends. He needed to act soon.

Walking back to his tray, he nibbled at some of the fruit, sticking the meat and bread in one of his bureau drawers. Ignoring the hunger in his stomach, he set the tray where the guards left it, keeping the rest of his food hidden.


Chapter 52: Kirby

Five days after the fight, after spending three days in the cell, and the last two days in the metal shop, Kirby wiped the sweat of the mid-day sun from her face. She headed down the long, dirt pathway toward her house. Ever since she’d been let out, she’d spent long days working while Bray spent long days confined. She couldn’t get the last glimpse of him out of her mind—his lifeless body lying on the ground.

She knew he wasn’t dead.

Late in the evening, after the mutants were fed, she’d crept close to the courtyard, watching with anger as guards stood near the doorway to his cell. Too many snide remarks accompanied those visits. Days after the fight, Bray’s loss was still a source of entertainment.

Not much longer.

Kirby looked to her left down an alley, finding someone near the back of a house where they’d agreed to meet, walking slowly enough that she could catch up. Anger laced her words as she stopped close to Drew.

“We need to act,” Kirby whispered, no room for arguments.

Drew’s face was a mask of seriousness. “I spoke with the others about you and Bray’s plan.”

“And?” Kirby watched him, prepared to unleash more than a day’s worth of fury. She would make a plan of her own, if they rejected her argument.

“Your plan for The Plagued Ones is a risk, but no one can argue against it.” Drew sighed, unable to contain the guilt she’d seen on his face, ever since she and Bray had fought in the arena. “It won’t be much longer until we are all pitted against one another, or perhaps killed in some other, horrible way. I think the fight in the courtyard allowed the other leaders to see that.” Drew looked sideways at Kirby, watching her remorsefully. “I feel badly about what happened to you, Kirby. If I could’ve stopped it…”

“I know you couldn’t,” Kirby said, letting go of some of her anger.

“In any case, I want to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” Drew watched her for a long second. “I have convinced the others of your plan. They are committed.”

“Committed?” Seeing the look in her friend’s eyes, Kirby felt relief. That relief was weighed down by the guilt of what she’d done to Bray. “When will we meet?”

“Tonight,” Drew said.

“With Clara and the others,” she assumed.

“No,” Drew said. “With fifty of us.”

Kirby’s surprise was written on her face. “Fifty?”

“Two hundred people would easily be missed. We can’t all meet at once. But we can pass the information to the others.”

Kirby nodded.

Drew watched her intently for a moment. He looked as if he had something else to say. “After what happened in New Hope, I never thought I’d see you again, Kirby. It was a surprise finding you here, but it was bittersweet. I would not wish this life on anyone. Hopefully, we can outlive our enslavement and find our freedom. With luck, what happened to you will never happen again.” A look of resolve crossed Drew’s face as he appraised her, making a promise. “The rule of the guards—and The Gifted—is coming to an end.”

“I hope so, too.”

She thought she saw the hint of a smile on Drew’s face as he snuck away.


Chapter 53: Kirby

Kirby, Drew, Clara, Giovanni, and James stood tall on a chunk of ancient stone, looking out over a silent, growing crowd that stood in the courtyard behind one of the buildings in Ashville. Shadows formed in rows on the ground as people appeared from the darkness, lining up and waiting for the leaders to speak. A palpable tension surrounded them, as men and women shuffled nervously, making room for others.

The meeting was a risk.

Hopefully, a last risk.

Standing among the revolt leaders on that high perch, looking out over a crowd for which she couldn’t help but feel responsible, Kirby’s nerves carved a hollow pit in her stomach. She was apprehensive, but she was ready.

When everyone was present, Clara said, “Let us begin.”

Clearing his throat, Drew spoke loudly enough that all the shadows could hear. “For too long, we have stayed idle as the guards beat, mistreat, and starve us. We have watched people dragged from the forest and imprisoned next to us, without the means to help. We have watched our brothers and sisters forced to fight or kill one another, for the guards’ perverse amusement. We have lost our families to sickness, or intolerable working conditions. As slaves, we have worked for The Gifteds’ profit, without reward or gratitude. No more. The time has come to fight back.”

An excitement that had built for months—years—boiled to a head as everyone in the crowd nodded. Had this been a rally, or a village gathering, the crowd might’ve cheered. Even as they stayed silent, Kirby felt an excitement brewing in them that was impossible to ignore. Bodies shifting in the darkness, living out a moment none would soon forget.

Something far more important than a meeting in the dark was coming, and they were prepared.

“Some of you have heard parts of the plan. Some of you have heard little,” Clara said. “We will provide you with the details now, so everyone is clear. Your job is to disseminate the information to the others.”

Drew spoke up next. “Over the past days, we have greatly supplemented our weapons cache, enough that each of us can fill a hand, or two. Your efforts, and your risks, are appreciated. When we are all free, we will celebrate. For now, we plan.”

A few laughed quietly, or nervously.

Clara took back over the conversation. “I, along with the others up here and some extra people, will take care of the guards on watch first, just before dawn. The rest of you will attack those in their homes immediately afterward. You will be assigned a guard’s home that is close to where you live. When you have eliminated the guard, you will help the others around you. We will overwhelm and surprise them before they can defend themselves, or warn The Gifted. We will attack them individually, so they cannot help one another.”

A few shadows in the darkness nodded.

“An attack before dawn will ensure that the guards are groggy from sleep, or hung over from drink,” Giovanni said, parroting Bray’s earlier idea.

“What about the guards’ families?” asked a shadow in the front row.

“Many of the wives and children do not understand the pain the guards cause, or they benefit too much to see past it,” Clara said. “We will do our best to keep the families quiet and contained, but it is possible we will face some situations.”

“This is a war. There will be casualties,” Drew said simply.

“Perhaps we can lock the families in their houses to protect them,” the shadowy figure suggested.

“It is a nice thought, and certainly something to strive for,” Drew said. “But the realities of a battle won’t match what we plan. It is your job to make sure the other people around you are safe.”

Kirby nodded gravely as she thought of Esmeralda, and some of the other quiet victims of the guard’s abuse. War had many victims. Hopefully they could minimize the bloodshed of the innocent.

“We have enough among us to outnumber the guards by two to one,” Clara continued. “That is not an exact ratio, of course. For those guards who live in pairs, we will assign more of you. We will maximize our odds. Whatever happens, it is imperative that we do not allow the guards anywhere near the gate. We cannot allow them to warn The Gifted.”

“Ideally, we take out most of the guards before anyone in The Learning Building is awake,” James said. “By keeping the battle away from the gate and the walls, our hope is to eliminate riling up any of The Plagued Ones. As you know, there is a possibility some might scale the walls. We will need to watch for that.”

“Once we kill the guards, we will collect their weapons,” Clara said. “Their long knives will give us even better odds.”

A shadow person adjusted in one of the back rows, speaking over the people in front. “What if The Gifted are alerted as we fight the guards?”

“It is a risk,” Drew admitted. “But the cover of darkness will give us some leeway. Most in the building cannot hear what goes on here. It is simply too high.”

“I can verify that is true,” Kirby agreed.

Another shadowy figure interrupted, following up on the other’s question. “What about the other slaves? We do not know what they will do. What if they decide to fight us?”

“Many are our friends, our families, or our acquaintances from the field, or the shops, as you know,” Clara said. “I do not think they will throw themselves in harm’s way to save the men who beat them. Once they see what we are doing, hopefully they will join us. They will not choose to side with dead men.”

“By the time many realize what is happening, hopefully the guards will be dead,” Drew added.

“What then?” one of the shadows asked, shifting nervously in the dark.

“That is the next part of our plan,” Clara said. “I will defer to Kirby to explain.”

All of the shadows, even the inquisitive ones, fell silent as they swiveled to face Kirby. Looking out over the silhouetted crowd, Kirby realized that she was probably a stranger to most. But they had an unspoken bond stronger than casual conversations or handshakes.

“I do not know all of you, but I know your pain,” Kirby started. “I felt it the second I was enslaved here, along with the rest of you. This is not the first time I have been the property of another. For too many years, I suffered at the hands of people who treated me like an animal. I was forced into wars that benefited all except me. A life of enslavement is a fate suited for no one. A few days ago, most of you watched me fight against my friend, for the sake of the bloodthirsty guards. I will not allow that to happen again, to any of you.”

A ripple of quiet enthusiasm spread across the crowd.

“We have a bond that is stronger than most people who live in the wild. We will fight together, so that we can gain our freedom.”

A few hushed, excited whispers permeated the shadows.

“You have heard our plan for the guards. Once we have beaten them, we have a plan for The Plagued Ones.” Kirby paused. “As you know, the guards keep the bells for The Plagued Ones, and the keys to the gates, on them. We will take those bells and keys to the courtyard. We will use the bells to lure The Plagued Ones into the Feeding Pen, once the guards are defeated. We will mimic the guard’s orders and trap them, before we enact the next part of our plan.”

A slight hesitation went through the crowd.

“Only the guards can use the bells,” said someone. “The Plagued Ones will not listen. They will kill us!”

“We believe the bells, not the people, drive their instincts,” Drew took over. “I think the ritual is so ingrained in them that it will not matter.”

“What about Rudyard?” asked the first person to speak up, again. “He controls them. He is the reason they stay in line.”

“I do not believe his presence is necessary,” Kirby said, making the argument Bray had sold her on all those days ago. “Once they enter the gate, they will head for the Feeding Pen, out of habit. They will obey their instincts for food. Our words might not even be necessary. We will stock the pen full of corn, so they will go inside and feed. We will close the door and contain them.”

“They are used to feeding at night,” said another shadow. “This plan will be in the morning.”

“It will be at a different time, yes. Our hope is to get The Plagued Ones away before Rudyard realizes what is happening. They will follow the bells to their food.”

A few more people shifted, unconvinced.

“Most of you have prepared to fight a revolt for months,” Kirby said. “Has there ever been a scenario where you did not expect to fight The Plagued Ones?”

A few people conferred with one another, but no one disputed her.

“If we succeed, we will have The Plagued Ones contained,” Clara said, reinforcing Kirby’s words. “If not, we will be prepared to fight them on our terms. Ideally, we will have many more slaves—free men and women—ready to join us. We will have the guard’s long knives, and our weapons. We will be in a position that none of us would have ever dreamed, with the guards alive.”

More in the crowd agreed as they heard unity in the leaders.

“If we fail with the mutants, we have another option in place,” Kirby took back over. “We have found a path that might provide refuge, if we need it, through a mountain pass to the east. As we prepare to enact the plan, a group of us will work on breaking a hole through the eastern wall, large enough to fit several people through at once. We will have a backup strategy, should we need it. If we succeed, we will move on to the final phase.”

“Our goal is to take New City as our own,” Clara clarified, capping the discussion. “But this gives us another option.”

“What is the last part of the strategy?” asked one of the shadows.

“We will storm The Gifted’s building,” Kirby said resolutely. “We will have hundreds of people at our side—perhaps more, once others join us—to take down the ten of them. My friend, William, the boy most of you have probably heard or whispered about, is inside. We will free him, and take The Gifted’s weapons as our own. Once we have the building, we will have a stronghold to defend. We can pick off The Plagued Ones from the balcony, or however we choose. We will have the numbers—and the weapons—to succeed.”

More of the initial excitement returned as the crowd envisioned an end to their enslavement.

“The gods know we have suffered enough,” Drew told the crowd. “But if our fight is blessed, we will live out our lives in freedom, rather than under the heel of a guard’s boot, or under The Gifteds’ disdain. We will raise our families and our flasks in a city that is ours.”

“Let us fight for our freedom, the way we pledged to each other when we started this group,” Clara said, finalizing the plan. “Let us turn New City into a place of which we can be proud.”

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd.

Kirby looked out over the crowd of shadows, waiting for an argument, or a dissenter. None spoke out. They were all here for a reason. They knew what had to be done.

“Over the next few days, we will have a group working on the escape route Kirby mentioned,” Giovanni said. “We will break a hole in the wall large enough to fit a few of us at a time. When we are finished, we will pass the word among us. We will let you know the night before we are to act. This will be our last meeting in hiding. Hopefully the next time we meet, we will be free.”

“To our freedom!” Clara said, in a voice loud enough to inspire, but not to be heard outside of the small, dark courtyard in which they met.

The Shadow People raised their hands in the air, expressing their excitement.

With the meeting concluded, Kirby looked around her at the faces of the leaders in the dark.

“Here,” Drew said, beckoning to the pile of weapons they had gotten out before the meeting. “You can help us pass them out. We will give four per person, so they can distribute them among their neighbors.”

Reaching down, Kirby passed the weapons into one sweaty hand after another. She was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, to see Teddy’s face in the moonlight as he came up to receive a shank from her. They shared a look of resolve that needed no interpretation. A little later, a shaggy-haired man she had seen only a few times came up to meet her.

Gabe.

Gabe gave her a solemn, haunted nod in the moonlight. Neither had to speak about the battles they had endured in the courtyard. Theirs was a shared pain.

The next time they saw each other, hopefully they would be fighting alongside one another.


Chapter 54: William

William crouched near the balcony railing under the light of the moon. He smiled as he heard hisses and smelled the familiar scent of his brothers.

“Here you go,” he whispered, projecting his voice enough so the twisted men below could hear him, as he had the previous handful of nights. They were acclimating nicely.

William dropped a few pieces of meat from the balcony, watching the shadows converge. A few hissed as they fought for the meager scraps of food. Finishing, they clawed at the rocks at the bottom of the building, as if they might scale the tower’s bulky barricade. They listened, but they were restless. That gave him a hint of trepidation that he was trying to see past.

“I know this isn’t enough,” William said, repeating some of his similar mantras. “But we can get more together. I promise. All you have to do is listen to me.”

A few upturned, bulbous heads looked up at him. In the moonlight, he saw a few glinting eyes. William reached into his robe, pulling out a few more pieces of meat and dropping it down to eager hands.

He stood, making sure the demons saw his robe as he threw down the last bits of his saved breakfast and lunch. He had eaten only enough to give him strength, saving the rest for his brothers. With each bite he fed them over the past few days, the demons grew to anticipate the sound of his voice, looking up to him, the way they had done so many times in the forest. But still, he hesitated.

He was worried.

The commands of The Gifted were ingrained in them. How well would they respond, when confronted with the voices of their old masters? Six rounds of his gun wouldn’t stave off that many sets of biting teeth, if the demons decided they had enough of his placating words.

William looked past the demons, to the empty cornfields, and to the dirt path that was mostly hidden under the cloudy night sky. He remembered that first trip up the path with Rudyard, when he and his friends had entered New City, armed with more guns than he had now.

If only they had kept hold of them.

But even that wouldn’t be enough.

A piece of that conversation came drifting back, as William looked out over the crops and the heads of the waiting demons. He remembered Rudyard’s concern as he made sure to take their weapons.

“I will not lie. We are bothered by the items you carry, the guns. They upset The Plagued Ones.”

Of course, they did.

William perked up, clutching the railing as an idea took root. He might have another piece to his plan.

He might have a use for the gun, after all.


Chapter 55: Kirby

Kirby dipped her hands in the wash bucket, cleaning dirt away from her calloused hands as she looked around her squalid hovel. Since the meeting, she had worked with her head down, neither talking nor looking at anyone, hoping to avoid another dangerous encounter. A new, sharpened shank accompanied her wherever she went. She envisioned all the other Shadow People going about their business, anticipating what they were about to do. Every so often, she met the eyes of some stranger on the dirty paths, wondering if they were one of the people who would fight alongside her. A few she recognized from those moonlit moments on the stones in Ashville, when she’d passed out weapons.

In whispered, passing conversations with Drew, she had learned that the hole in the wall was a few days from completion. In the night’s darkest hours, a few of the Shadow People close to the eastern side of New City were loosening enough stones to create a passageway, covering up the hole before leaving each night. When the time came, they would leave it open. Kirby knew the risk of their actions. If someone found that passageway, a plan would turn to a punishment—not only for the involved slaves, but for all of New City. Who knew what the guards and The Gifted might do?

Finished cleaning her hands, Kirby picked up a rag and wiped her face. She blinked through eyes tired from days of constant focus, and a mind exhausted from nights ruminating. Not for the first time, she realized she was alone.

She’d seen little of Esmeralda in the past few days. It seemed as if she had been quiet, ever since Kirby had been caught in the city. Esmeralda kept her distance, perhaps afraid to break any rules. Or maybe she was afraid to get too close to someone who had gotten on the wrong side of the guards.

Kirby didn’t blame her.

Looking around the small house, she saw a few dirtied pots and pans, crusted with the remnants of some cornmeal. It seemed as if Esmeralda had already eaten and gone back to work. Kirby hadn’t even seen her going to the shops. She had always headed off before they could walk together.

Perhaps she was visiting Fiona at Isabella’s.

Kirby stepped toward the doorway of the house and walked out in the bustling alley. Slaves scurried to and from their homes as they tried to make the most of their mid-day break.

Kirby strode over to the laundry, checking a few hanging clothes to see if they were dry before returning inside to cook her lunch. Looking down the adjacent alley, she was surprised to find Esmeralda standing a handful of houses away. Fiona was in her arms. It looked as if she was hiding between a neighbor’s hung sheets.

“Esmeralda!” she called.

Esmeralda’s face paled as Kirby spotted her.

Kirby looked over her shoulder, expecting a guard sneaking up on her. She saw no one except slaves. Forgetting the laundry, she walked toward Esmeralda.

“Are you all right?” Kirby asked.

“I’m fine,” Esmeralda said quickly, coddling Fiona.

Kirby noticed she didn’t look all that dirty, for someone who had spent a morning working in a greasy shop.

“I didn’t see you at lunch.”

“I ate a little while before you got back,” Esmeralda said.

“Would you like to join me while I eat?”

Esmeralda looked around again before agreeing. Kirby walked back toward the house, with Esmeralda trailing.

“How is everything?” she asked Esmeralda.

“Good,” Esmeralda answered, keeping her eyes on Fiona.

Kirby asked several more questions, receiving short answers. They fell into a strange silence as they returned to the house. Walking through the threshold, Kirby headed for the hearth to cook some lunch.

Esmeralda sat on the bedroll, setting Fiona down and half-heartedly playing with her.

“How has she been adjusting?” Kirby called over her shoulder, as she started some water boiling.

“She’s…fine.” Esmeralda hesitated as she stopped playing.

“Isabella has been doing well with her, while you are at work?”

Esmeralda murmured something that sounded like agreement.

Once the water boiled, Kirby started some cornmeal. “I am hoping the guards will release Bray soon.”

Kirby turned, finding tears rolling down Esmeralda’s face.

“What’s wrong?” Kirby asked, abandoning the hearth.

Esmeralda kept her gaze down, refusing to meet her eyes. “I saw the guards outside of Bray’s cell this morning.” Esmeralda wiped the tears from her face. “I saw them taunting him.”

“Bastards,” Kirby grumbled. “Their treatment is nothing new.”

“I am sorry for what you had to do in the courtyard,” Esmeralda said. “I am sorry they made you fight.”

“It is no matter,” Kirby said, looking away as she battled some of the guilt that had plagued her since that day. Bray was alive. It was much better than another scenario.

“It is my fault,” Esmeralda said, clutching Fiona tight.

Kirby looked up suddenly as the words surprised her. “What do you mean?”

Esmeralda slowly lifted her eyes. “I told Ollie you snuck out with Bray. It is my fault you were caught with him.”

A realization slammed into Kirby as she stood suddenly, backing away from Esmeralda. She clenched her fists and looked to the doorway, as if another betrayal was coming. Perhaps guards were waiting outside for an incriminating statement. Only Esmeralda sat in the room, more tears filling her eyes. Sensing a change in the room, Fiona looked up from her mother’s arms, a curious expression on her face.

“Why would you do that?” Kirby demanded, unable to believe the depth of the betrayal.

Esmeralda’s tears grew worse, as she watched Kirby with a guilty expression. “I told him you snuck out with Bray so that I might buy more time with Fiona. I haven’t been going to work, Kirby. That is why you haven’t seen much of me. I’ve been hiding.” Esmeralda looked as if she was waiting for the fist to strike her face. Holding up an apologetic hand, she said, “I did it for my own, selfish reasons. I’m sorry.”

Kirby’s eyes blazed with anger as she recalled the strange conversations she and Esmeralda had in the past few days. She remembered the suddenness of their capture, when they’d been on the way to Ashville. It made sense now. The pain they’d endured that night—and the torment Bray still received—overtook any sympathy she felt for Esmeralda.

“You did this to us,” Kirby said, venom lacing her words.

“I’m sorry.” Esmeralda didn’t argue, or excuse her actions. “I saw you sneaking out a few times, meeting him in the dark, in the flooded house. Like I told you, I notice things when I am home. I figured it was something I could use. When I watched you and Bray in the courtyard, I saw the result of my words. It was an awful, selfish thing.”

Kirby tried for more anger, as she looked into Esmeralda’s despondent eyes, and at the child in her lap, but she couldn’t find any. What could she do? Hit the woman? Unleash her anger, and lure in the guards?

Perhaps Esmeralda knew that.

Kirby had seen slaves give each other up for as little as a meal, in her homeland. They were products of their conditions. They lived on empty stomachs, fearing the repercussive beatings of the guards. They did whatever kept them fed, and their families protected.

That didn’t excuse Esmeralda’s actions, but looking at Fiona, Kirby understood them.

She didn’t want to, but she understood them.

Esmeralda clutched Fiona, blotting away more tears. She shook her head, as if she might erase the damage of what she’d done. Surprised at where her legs took her, Kirby crossed the room and sat on the bedroll next to Esmeralda.

“What can I do to make it up to you?” Esmeralda asked her.

“You can tell me what else you told Ollie,” Kirby said.

“I told him you were sneaking off,” Esmeralda replied, “that is all I said.”

Kirby watched her, gauging the sincerity of that response. For all she knew, she might be dragged off before she lived another day. But it seemed as if Esmeralda told the truth.

“I’m sorry,” Esmeralda said. She had nothing else to give.

“I forgive you,” Kirby said, and she did.

Hopefully soon, Esmeralda’s betrayal wouldn’t matter. The Shadow People would tear down the system that trapped them in lives of betrayal, hunger, and pain.

In a few days, the guards and The Gifted would pay.


Chapter 56: Bray

Warm sunlight stung Bray’s eyes as he made his way across the courtyard, two guards at his side.

“You stink,” said one of the guards, holding his nose, as he laughed along with his comrade.

The second guard prodded Bray as he walked through the bright light he wasn’t used to seeing.

A few children near the edges of the courtyard ceased their play, as they saw something more interesting than rocks to clap together, or sticks to toss. A few women peered around their hung laundry. Through doorways, Bray saw people breaking from their hearths to watch him. He let the guards lead him as they brought him toward the house he’d thought he’d never see again.

“Make sure you clean up, so you don’t bring that stench to the fields with you,” said the first guard. “I don’t think your buddies will like it.”

Despite their words, the guards’ taunts were half-hearted. Bray was a plaything they had expended.

Stretching his sore, stiff limbs, he walked the last steps to his open doorway. He looked over at the guards, waiting for an order.

“Make sure you’re in the Shucking Room after lunch,” a guard said.

Bray nodded as he turned.

An unexpected kick to his back sent him forward.

Bray stumbled, catching himself before he fell through the threshold. And then the guards were gone. Teddy stood inside, waiting. He looked at Bray as if he were a ghost.

Before Bray could say anything, Teddy crossed the room and embraced him.

Bray bit back a swell of nostalgia he hadn’t expected as they clapped each other on the back.

“You made it out,” Teddy said. He stepped back and appraised Bray, as if he might disappear, or the guards might pull him away.

“I could use a washcloth,” Bray said. “And a drink.”

“Of course. I hope water will do,” Teddy said with a smile, as he fetched Bray a flask. “I’m surprised to see you out.”

“Apparently, I’m good enough for the Shucking Rooms. Another pair of hands to work.”

“I thought I wouldn’t see you again,” Teddy clarified, shaking his head. “I saw the fight from the back row. I wanted to help…” An emotion ran through his face that Bray wasn’t used to seeing. “I couldn’t…I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Bray said. Voicing the question that he’d been waiting to ask for too many solitary days, he said, “Is Kirby alright?”

“She’s fine,” Teddy said.

Bray felt a surge of relief. Teddy looked past Bray and into the courtyard, as if he had more to say, and Bray was sure he did.

Keeping his conversation quiet, Teddy said, “I have something for you. But not right now. Let me make you something to eat. You must be starved.”


Chapter 57: Kirby

The sun was turning from yellow to amber as Kirby walked up one of the pathways with her water bucket in hand. She turned down a few alleys, passing a few groups of chatting slaves, when she spotted Bray in the distance. He walked with his head bowed, his arms to his sides. Looking around, she spotted no one suspicious nearby as she walked fast enough to overtake him.

Bray looked over carefully. “Kirby,” he said, his voice laced with an emotion she had missed.

“How are you?” she asked.

Putting his hand to his head, he said, “If that’s how you try to help someone, I’ll be sure to never make you angry.”

Kirby hid a tearful smile. “I didn’t mean to…”

“You kept me alive,” Bray said. “I owe you.”

“You do not owe me anything,” Kirby said, swallowing a tinge of emotion. Looking back and forth to ensure no one heard, she said, “We are almost ready.”

“Teddy told me,” Bray said, keeping his voice low. “How long until the escape route is finished?”

Kirby felt a pang of nervousness as she spoke the words aloud. “Three days. The people working on it have been taking shifts. They have to work very quietly, of course. A few times, the mutants startled them at night, forcing them to go slower than they would’ve liked. They have to cover it up afterward, as you know. Drew will pass the word the night before we are to act.”

“I’ll be ready,” Bray said.

A feeling overcame Kirby. Standing in the amber sunlight, she recalled those last moments before she had left her homeland. She remembered the fear behind the resolve in her comrades’ eyes, as they prepared for their last fight to freedom.

But her feeling for Bray was stronger.

“Be careful,” she said to him.

Bray reached over, gently touching her fingers for a split second, before breaking away, leaving only his familiar smell behind.


Chapter 58: Kirby

Kirby turned back and forth on her bedroll, looking from the ceiling to the dark sky out the open doorway. Long ago, the last, lingering conversations had quieted. The bonfires were doused, leaving a faint smell of smoke that reminded her of the wild. It would take more than a smell to convince her she wasn’t living in this hellish place.

Three more days…

Esmeralda quietly snored from her bedroll, getting the few bits of sleep she managed before Fiona roused her for a feeding. Kirby turned, trying to forget her trepidations and the pain of her lumps so she could get comfortable, even though she doubted she’d succeed. Far in the distance, a yowling mutant reminded her of The Shadow People, creeping through the night and finishing the last few bits of the passage, before they committed to a plan that would lead either to salvation or to their deaths.

Forcing her eyes shut, she tried to envision the outcome of their plan.

Before she knew it, she was asleep.

All at once, she was back on that dock in her homeland, running alongside hundreds of sweaty, nervous men and women, as they made for the ships that would lead to their freedom. Kirby looked over her shoulder, glimpsing the silhouette of a city that had provided only torment. The people around her were mere shadows in the moonlight, their breath heaving, their faces indiscernible. Every so often, she recognized one of the people with whom she had shared a cell, a meal, or a conversation. Too many of those discussions had been about this moment.

And now it was here.

Kirby’s legs felt as if they might collapse underneath the weight of her nervousness as she forged ahead, reaching the deck of the ship and hissing instructions to the others. The people around her moved with practiced, nervous hands, using their experience in the wars to aid in their freedom. All around her on the docks, she heard the quiet movements of a few hundred others, taking control of similar ships. Any moment, Kirby expected a stream of torches and a litany of shouts to expose them.

“Hurry!” someone next to her exclaimed, as she worked on a rope.

Kirby loosened a knot.

She pulled.

Shouts drew her attention to the docks, where the silhouettes of more people appeared. Not people.

Mutants.

A dream became a nightmare, as more and more mutants appeared, thundering up the dock, snarling and bringing their stench. Kirby panicked as she pulled on the rope on which she worked, only to find another knot, and another. She felt her way along the rope in the moonlight, frantically trying to get the kinks loose, as the mutants closed in. On the boats next to hers, she heard the thud of several mutants getting onto the decks. The screams of her comrades echoed into the night, as the twisted men found hot flesh and tore.

“Come on!” another voice yelled next to Kirby.

Drew’s voice wavered in the dark next to her. She heard his fruitless cries as he pulled on the rope on which he worked, only to run into a similar obstacle.

A thudding footstep landed too close.

A shrill cry of terror pierced the air.

“Kirby! Look out!”

Kirby spun, abandoning the rope to find mutants everywhere, clawing, biting, and tackling her comrades. Her friends fought and kicked, but more and more fell, landing on the deck and screaming their death throes, or falling off the side of the boat and splashing into the water.

Kirby spun to find Drew battling a handful of mutants, screaming her name.

She tried to help, but a demon knocked her backward and away.

With a cry, she watched Drew fall next to her, succumbing to hungry mouths and digging fingers. Kirby pushed aside the lunging mutant and punched another, knocking it back. But more surrounded her. Too many. Somewhere above her, she heard her comrades bellowing in agony, or falling silent and succumbing to the monsters’ tearing teeth.

Kirby shot upright, awake.

She looked around the small hovel she shared with Esmeralda, gasping for breath.

She reached for her shank, as if the mutants might be everywhere and closing, but she was alone, except for Esmeralda and Fiona.

A nightmare. That’s all it was.

Wiping the sweat from her brow, she calmed her breathing and left her bad dream behind.

A nightmare.

Three more days…


Chapter 59: William

William sat on the edge of his unmade bed as he waited for the morning sun to rise. His belly felt as empty as the trays he had been handing back to the guards.

He steeled his heart. Months of searching in the woods, looking for Kirby’s golden palace, had culminated in this. It was time to break free. What would happen on the other side, he didn’t know.

Looking out the window at the sky, dark for a little longer, he recalled that first night he’d spent in the wild, after leaving Brighton. The stars had never felt as bright, nor the moon as full, as when he looked up at them from that first, tall building. He’d stood next to his mother, high above any place either of them had ever been. The wild had called to him in a way he had never known when he was a young boy in Brighton, with the only things he knew from stories, or the few glimpses he got through the front gate, when the soldiers returned from war. He’d known in his heart he was never going back.

It seemed as if William’s life had stemmed from that moment.

He’d traveled farther and done more things than he’d ever thought possible, with Bray and Kirby. But it would end here, if he didn’t break free.

When mid-day came, he would do what he planned.

The gods help him if he failed.


Chapter 60: William

Sweat poured down William’s cheeks as he crept down the stairs, the heavy gun in his hands. Far below, on the stairwell, he heard the last footsteps of the guards as they returned to the bottom floor, heading to the city to get more food for The Gifteds’ lunch. He paused, waiting until the door opened and slammed closed before he moved again.

Silence filled the air, save his nervous breathing and the soft pad of his footsteps. He traveled the flights of stairs, past the floors where The Gifted lived, past the windows that revealed the empty cornfields where the workers had been that morning. Only demons lurked there now. Reaching the last flight of stairs, he dug out his hairpin, listened, and heard nothing from the other side of the thick door. Not a whisper, not a laugh.

He had to work quickly.

Tucking his gun in his robe, he started on the lock, fearful that someone would pull the door from the other side and he would meet resistance. A complication might ruin his plan before it started. The door took a while to unlock, but it opened easily.

William’s heart pounded furiously as he peered into a room he hadn’t seen since those first days, when he’d taken the guided tour of the building with his friends. He scanned around the dimly lit area. A few pouches of the guards’ food sat on the floor, along with their flasks. To his right, he saw the secured box where he and his friends had stashed their weapons on that first day.

He headed for it, hoping their weapons would still be there. Or maybe he’d get lucky, and find even more.

The box was unlocked. Swinging the top open, he found it empty.

To the left side of the box, he saw the thick door leading to the only other room on the floor. Pulling the doorknob, he confirmed that it was locked. Choices.

He might have a few moments before the guards returned with more food.

He could either spend the time getting through a door to an uncertain room, or he could do what he came here to do.

Tiptoeing to the opposite wall, he unlocked the entrance, inched it open, and revealed a sliver of daylight. Through the glare of the sun, he saw the dirt paths leading north to the corn stalks, the first rows of the shorter crops preceding them, and the compost heaps. William opened the door wider, drawing his gun.

No guards.

He scanned the wall that extended from the building, noticing the closed gate that led to a city he had never seen up close. He wanted to run into the sunlight, down the paths between the crops, and take solace in the trees and the comforts of the wild.

But he wouldn’t do it without his friends.

Hisses drew his attention to several rows of lettuce, where a few demons appeared, aware of him. A few scratched themselves as they crept down the path and toward him.

More demons joined them as they saw something out of the ordinary. They approached in a cluster, getting within twenty feet of the doorway, trampling some of the crops. William’s heart pounded as he realized he might’ve made a mistake. He gripped his gun tightly. Instinct told him to slam the door, run back inside, and head for his room. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a few pieces of meat.

“Here you go,” he said, holding out his uneaten breakfast.

William mimicked the same tone he’d used on the balcony.

A few of the demons cocked their heads as they heard his familiar voice.

“I know you’re hungry,” William urged. “Take it.”

He flung a piece of meat in the direction of the demons, about halfway between the doorway and where they crept. The first of the curious demons ran over and snatched it, chewing. William broke up the remnants of his meager portion, casting it out over the dirt path and toward the demons. They scampered and grabbed, shoving food into their hungry mouths, getting close enough that he could smell their unwashed skin and the blood of their previous night’s kills.

They watched William with red, hungry eyes.

“I told you I’d come for you,” William said.

He fed them the remaining food in his pocket as he spoke with them, until he’d exhausted the last of his paltry scraps.

With the food gone, the demons stood, waiting.

William looked toward the gate. Still no guards.

Finding courage in his voice that he hadn’t used in too long, his confidence rose as he told the demons, “I know you’re still hungry. But I know where you can get more food. Plenty more. Follow me!”


Chapter 61: Tolstoy

Tolstoy sat among his Gifted, passing plates around the table. A few grumbled, or cracked their necks, stretching from a long morning of reading and studying. Picking up a plate of succulent, fresh-killed boar, Tolstoy speared a slice and passed the remainder over to Herman.

“Thank you,” Herman said politely, before passing it on to Leonard.

“I am looking forward to the change of seasons,” Tolstoy said, to the agreeable nods around him. “The cooler temperatures should yield some nice arugula and celery.”

“Hopefully, we will avoid the sicknesses of those below,” Amelia said.

Doling out some berries, Tolstoy said, “Rudyard says we have lost a few of our elderly slaves who sorted crops. He will be talking to the Semposi about getting more workers.”

“We need to make sure production is steady,” Herman agreed.

Finished passing out the food, The Gifted prepared to eat.

Tolstoy looked around at his people, his Gifted. Tapping the table, he startled a few of his companions into setting down their forks. Clearing his throat, ensuring that everyone knew he had something to say, he started, “Too often we take these meals for granted, but perhaps it is time I spoke a few words.”

“Like the old traditions.” Herman nodded knowingly, adjusting his napkin.

Tolstoy set down his utensil, gazing from the window to the faces of his people. “Long ago, I stopped believing in any of our old faiths. I believe we have forged our own paths, through our intellect and hard work. But perhaps we should take a moment to appreciate what we have, what we have built.”

The wart-covered people around him murmured their agreement as they raised their full cups.

“To New City,” he said, catching Amelia’s gaze.

Smiling, she clinked his glass and repeated, “To New City.”

The Gifted tilted back their cups, drank several large gulps, and set them down, starting in on their food.

A knock came at the door.

Making no effort to hide his annoyance, Tolstoy said to Herman, “Dessert is early.” To the guards on the other side of the door, he said, “Come in.”

He started back in on his plate, chewing a bite of meat.

The knock came again. Louder.

A few of The Gifted looked over, but most kept eating. With an annoyed sigh, Tolstoy rose and crossed the room. Reaching the door, he put his hand on the knob and turned, prepared to scold the ignorant guards on the other side.

The door caved inward.

Tolstoy jolted back.

Shock overtook him as he saw a sight that didn’t make sense, in his surroundings. Plagued Ones poured from the hallway, pushing him back into the room. They wove around him, heading toward the table, hissing and salivating.

The Plagued Ones screeched as they stomped into the room, surveying the full plates of steaming, odorous food and the people sitting behind them. A few reached for the plates at the table’s edges, unable to control their hunger. The Gifted pushed back their chairs with panic-stricken faces, attempting to stand.

“Get out!” Tolstoy screamed, causing a few of The Plagued Ones to look sideways at him.

“No!” yelled an authoritative voice from the doorway, ripping Tolstoy’s attention back to the threshold. His mouth hung agape as he saw a familiar, robed figure in the threshold of the room, fifteen feet away. Determination flickered in William’s eyes as he pointed a gun at Tolstoy’s chest.

“What are you doing?” Tolstoy managed.

Before Tolstoy could utter another word, loud cracks filled the air. Pain lanced through his chest as a bullet from William’s gun thudded in his stomach. His shoulder ripped backward as another round found its mark. He struggled to find words, emitting only a gurgle.

“Kill them!” William shouted to The Plagued Ones. “Kill them all!”

Giving up on the food on the table, The Plagued Ones leapt onto the surprised, terrified Gifted. Plates fell from the table and shattered. Food smashed underneath crazed demons’ feet. William’s commands—and the gunshots—had whipped them into frenzy.

None of The Plagued Ones listened to the struggling cries of The Gifted, as they fought for their lives.

Seeing the blood leaking from Tolstoy’s wounds, one of the infected latched on to his shoulder. Sharp teeth sunk into Tolstoy’s skin as he screamed.

“Kill them! Kill them all!” William kept shouting, his voice growing louder.

Leonard cried out as a demon clawed his arm and he fell backward.

Savagely, The Plagued One pulled off a chunk of Tolstoy’s wart-covered skin, leaning in for another bite. Tolstoy flailed and staggered, beating the creature’s dirty hide as it knocked him backward in a blind stumble. More creatures stampeded into the room, edging past William and leaping onto the table to join their brethren, letting out hungry hisses. A few gorged on the plates of food on the table, knocking over glasses, sending more dishes shattering. Others twisted The Gifteds’ arms and sank teeth into their flesh. In his peripheral vision, Tolstoy saw Alfred and Herman ripped from the table, while The Plagued Ones latched onto whatever warm bits of skin their mouths could find. Amelia screamed as two creatures caught hold of her hair, tugging her from her seat and onto the floor, ripping at her clothes and skin. The world became a messy blur of spilled blood and screaming, terrified Gifted as Tolstoy stumbled.

Two more Plagued Ones leapt onto him. He screamed as The Plagued Ones—his Plagued Ones—bit off more of his flesh.

Through his haze of pain, he saw William standing in the doorway, calm amidst the chaos.

Tolstoy’s screams found no words as he took a few more unbalanced steps backward, groped the air, and found enough clarity to know he was headed toward the window.


Chapter 62: Kirby

Kirby clutched a bucket as she stood in line for water. The slaves in front of her talked nonchalantly, speaking of the late summer heat, or their children at home. A few impatiently peered around the others, annoyed by the holdup.

“Come on,” an elderly man behind her grumbled. “I need my water.”

Kirby barely heard him. Her thoughts were consumed by the plan. Every bite of food she took, every step, was accompanied by thoughts of impending doom, or success. Many more than two hundred lives would be affected by whispered discussions in the dark. What would happen when order turned to madness?

All she could do was prepare for Drew’s order.

Shifting in the line, she felt the pressure of the shank against the inside of her boot as she walked a few feet with the moving line. She couldn’t see past a throng of people, waiting their turns. With nothing to pass the time, she turned and faced the houses on the city’s northern side.

And stopped.

A loud crash and a scream echoed through the air.

The people in line spun.

All eyes in the line turned toward the shimmering building.

A robed figure fell from the top floor, shrieking and kicking, the person’s long garment billowing around him. Fragments of glass dropped behind. The screaming stopped as the person thudded somewhere below.

A few in the line dropped their buckets. Others stared wordlessly.

“What’s going on?” the elderly man behind Kirby shouted.

“I don’t know!” someone answered.

The line broke as people scattered, heading toward the source of the commotion. Slaves streamed from their houses with worried or confused faces, talking in excited shouts, trying to decipher what was happening. Frightened mothers pulled their children indoors. A few guards raced past the well, pulling their long knives.

Kirby raced after them.

Her heart slammed in her chest as she stared at the building while she ran. Another robed figure crashed through the windows, kicking and flailing, leaving another shattered hole in the top floor of the building. The person’s scream echoed over the roofs of the houses as whomever it was disappeared from view and landed somewhere below. Screams and screeches rang through the air as a few naked, squirming bodies plummeted after.

Mutants.

Kirby kept running as more people flowed past her, bumping shoulders and crowding the alleyways. Mothers held babies tightly as they hovered in doorways, screaming questions without answers. No one knew what was happening. Weaving through several alleyways, Kirby reached the edge of the courtyard.

People clustered near the base of the building. Through gaps in the crowd, Kirby saw a string of guards hovering around two robed bodies. A guess became a certainty as she saw a wart-covered arm sticking from a robe. The Gifteds’ bodies were splayed at ugly angles. Their bulbous heads were turned sideways; their mouths open to display lolling tongues.

Dead.

More guards joined a growing circle, shouting frantically and looking upward, where more mutants fell.

“Get back! Get back!” the guards shouted.

Looking left and right, Kirby saw more people streaming from the houses to the courtyard, keeping their distance as they saw what was happening. Looking through the blur of faces, she found Drew twenty feet away. Drew’s eyes widened as he looked up at the building. A few of the guards shouted back and forth, already taking steps toward the front gate. Others spun in circles, shocked into inaction.

Drew and Kirby exchanged frantic glances, as an unexpected opportunity arose.

Whatever was happening might never be repeated.

It was time.

Trading a glance with Drew that she hoped wasn’t the last, Kirby reached down, tugged the hidden shank from her boot, and screamed as loudly as she could, “Revolt!”


Chapter 63: Kirby

“Revolt!” Kirby screamed, louder.

Kirby looked behind her, spotting a few faces she recognized from the moonlit meeting the night before. Defiance flickered through their eyes as they realized the same things she and Drew had.

“Revolt!”

Twenty feet away, Drew echoed the shout.

More Shadow People took up the mantra, pulling shanks or sharp weapons from their pants or boots, screaming loudly enough to be heard over the commotion. Some of the frightened, uninvolved slaves raced away, shouting for their relatives. Others simply fled for their lives.

Kirby lunged toward the first guard she saw, a red-haired man with a long knife in his hand.

Pouring the hatred of too many beatings into her hand, she plunged her shank into his gut, doubling him over. The guard sputtered and stumbled, clutching his stomach, groping blindly. Kirby struck him in the face, knocking him to the ground. Straddling him, she ripped out her shiv and stuck it in his neck. The guard went still. Retrieving the long knife from his hand, she spun to find another guard coming toward her, a war cry on his lips.

The guard lunged, missing her. Catching him off balance, she stabbed below the ribs. Blood exploded from his mouth as she pulled the long knife out and stabbed him again.

“Revolt! Revolt!”

The cries got louder as more people took action, and more of the guards fell to the revolting slaves, who were spurred to action. The guards were simple men, inured to the power of their privilege. They knew violence.

But they didn’t know war.

Many of The Shadow People had lived in the wild. They knew what it took to fight and defend themselves.

In the distance, she saw Drew fighting off a portly, dark-haired guard, swiftly getting an advantage. A few other slaves fought guards who looked as if they were caught in a situation from which they wanted to retreat.

A handful of indecisive, weaponless people stood near Kirby, torn between fleeing and fighting.

Catching their attention, Kirby put her rage into an argument. “Do you want your freedom? Fight now and take it! Get revenge on the guards who have enslaved you! Fight and be free!”

She pointed at one of the guards she’d killed, whose knife was still stuck in his scabbard. One of the men she addressed hesitantly crept over and touched the handle. A buried hope became a reality as he slid the knife out.

“Go and fight!” Kirby said, spurring him on.

The slave raced in another direction, toward a surprised guard. Some of his comrades followed suit, finding other dead guards and claiming their weapons. Others decided to flee.

All around her, the courtyard was a frenzy of madness—slaves versus guards. Gurgling screams bit the air as people on both sides fell. Some of the guards were caught in a state of shock, realizing a truth they had denied for too long: fear might have permitted them to rule, but they were outnumbered. Other guards regained their wits and used their knives to their advantage.

Kirby felt another burst of rage as she saw a guard stab a Shadow Person wielding a sharp hand tool, sending the man to the ground, dead. Kirby ran over and slashed the guard’s throat before he could pick a new target.

Nearby, a group of slaves surrounded a frantic guard, who swung his blade in all directions. The men and women were weaponless, but they were testing their numbers. No sooner had the guard swung than a slave struck him from behind. The guard grunted and doubled over.

“Get away, you filthy scum!” he spat.

Pounding fists hit his back as the slaves found a weakness, beating him until he hit the ground. Groping, repressed fingers freed the knife from his hands, ripping it away. The guard flailed and kicked as he tried to get up, but the slaves’ stomping boots kept him down. A slave stood triumphantly above him, to the attention of all, before burying the blade in the back of the guard’s neck. A triumphant roar emanated from the slaves as the guard went still.

The mob was growing in number.

A shout ripped Kirby’s attention thirty feet away.

“Kirby!” Drew yelled.

Blood streaked his face and his shirt as he came toward her. Lifting the weapon he had claimed from a guard, he pointed past several fighting groups toward the gate. Kirby followed his gaze. Most of the field was engaged in battle, but through the pandemonium, a cluster of guards ran toward the gate.

“We can’t let them get out!” Drew yelled. “Who knows who is alive in the tower?”

Alarm coursed through Kirby. Drew was right. They couldn’t let the guards escape. They might have the upper hand now, but that would quickly change if the mutants got in.

“Come on!” she shouted, running behind Drew and heading for the guards.

They skirted around several grunting people engaged in hand-to-hand combat, desperately trying to get the upper hand. In the distance, a few more groups of slaves headed up the pathways, chasing more guards who fled for safety. She scanned quickly for Bray, but couldn’t find him.

Finishing their skirmishes, a few Shadow People watched Kirby and Drew.

“Come with us! We have to protect the gate!” Kirby shouted at them, pointing to the northwest side of the courtyard.

A few hesitated only long enough to glimpse the scenario in the distance. The guards were almost at the entrance. And if they made it, who knew what might happen?


Chapter 64: Bray

Unholy shrieks echoed over the din. Bray looked around the narrow, dirty alley, watching clusters of men and women battling the guards for their freedom. He didn’t know where Kirby had gone.

He didn’t have time to find her.

The revolt was on.

Clutching the bloody knife that he had ferreted away from the first guard he killed, he charged another enemy, plunging the weapon into the man’s gut. The guard reacted in surprise, staggering backward and clawing at the embedded blade. Bray kicked the man in the legs, sending him tumbling and retrieving his weapon.

A shout echoed further up the alley.

A young male slave fought a Head Guard. The young slave lunged fruitlessly with his small weapon, avoiding a parry from the guard’s sharp blade. Bray ran to help.

He managed to get a few steps from the scene when the guard stabbed the slave in the gut. Blood soaked the young slave’s belly as he dropped his shiv and stepped back, clutching the open wound.

Bray’s rage turned into a battle cry as he plowed into the guard, toppling him sideways. Screaming with the anger of all his scars and bruises, and too many days toiling in the fields, Bray reared back and plunged his knife into the side of the man’s head, pulling it out. He returned to the young slave, who had shrunk down against the wall of the house, obviously in pain, but trying to keep a strong composure.

“He stabbed me,” the slave whispered, as if Bray might reverse the awful action.

“Hold on to your stomach,” Bray instructed, grabbing the young man’s bloodied hands and placing them more firmly on the wound.

The man nodded, as if the simple act might cure him. The injury was clearly fatal. Of course, no healers could help.

“Bray!” a voice shouted.

Bray looked from the wounded slave to an intersecting pathway, watching a familiar man run in his direction. Teddy’s face was smeared with blood as he said, “Some of the guards are going to their houses! They are locking themselves inside!”

Bray nodded as he looked from Teddy’s hardened, determined face to the fallen slave. The young man’s head had already rolled to the side; his eyes looked skyward. New fury drove Bray to his feet as he followed Teddy’s bloody finger.

“This way!” Teddy instructed.

Bray ran next to him, heading up the path toward the frenzied mob.

Two frightened guards veered toward a home with a door, managing to get inside and slam it shut. The slaves pounded with furious fists, bashing the door, or clanging their weapons against it. After a while of pounding, they managed to crash the door inward, rushing inside and finishing off the cowardly guards.

A loud shout drew Bray’s attention to a nearby house, which a guard had managed to reach, but not in time to unlock the closed door. His keys fell from his hands. Three slaves ripped him away. He spun and lashed out, catching one of the slaves in the leg with his blade. The man cried out and fell back, clutching his bloody wound. The others lunged, grabbing the guard’s hands and confiscating the weapon before he could injure anyone else. They pulled him further from the threshold, throwing him to the ground and pummeling him with angry fists.

“I hear someone inside!” one of the slaves yelled, retrieving the keys.

He unlocked the door and pushed.

He met resistance.

Grunting, he tried harder. Bray and Teddy joined a few other tenacious slaves, fighting until the door gave way. A surprised, scared woman with two children leapt back, holding up a sword that was much too big for her.

“Leave us alone!” she screamed, waving her oversized weapon.

Bray looked from the woman, to the children, to the hovel in which they lived, which was larger than any the slaves occupied. An angry handful of slaves pushed past Bray and Teddy. A look of malice spread over their faces as they saw an outlet to their repressed anger.

“Kill them!” a slave shouted, rage in his voice.

“Death to the guards and their families!” shouted another.

The woman and the children backed into a corner. The woman’s sword wouldn’t last long against an angry mob, once an attack started. A few slaves took offensive steps into the room. Before they could get further, Bray shouted, “Stop!”

There was enough power in his voice to make even this bloodthirsty group pause.

The slaves in front turned to face him, surprised.

“They are not responsible for our slavery,” Bray yelled. “They did not beat us, as the others did.”

He traded a look with Teddy.

“Let them live,” Teddy said sternly.

A few slaves stuck out their chins in defiance. One or two looked at Bray and Teddy angrily.

“They live their lives with more food in their stomachs than we receive all week,” one man argued.

“They did not ask for it,” Bray said. “If you kill or touch them, deal with me.”

The slaves looked at him with intensity. Seeing the combative look in both Bray’s and Teddy’s eyes, they backed down and left the house. The frightened, shaking woman and her children remained in the corner, watching Bray and Teddy, as if they still planned something awful.

Bray plucked the keys from the door, throwing them toward the woman’s feet.

Motioning toward her heavy sword, he said, “My knife will fit your hand better. You can barely hold that sword. Trade me for it.”

“The sword is my husband’s,” the woman said, with tears in her eyes.

Losing some of his patient tone, Bray said, “Hurry. I won’t ask again.”

With hesitant steps, the woman crossed the room and traded the sword for Bray’s knife. Bray hefted it. The sword was old and didn’t feel as good in his grasp as his old one, but it was better than a shorter weapon in a fight like this.

“Lock the door when we leave. Don’t come out until this is over,” he instructed.

Together, he and Teddy departed.

Behind them, they heard the woman frantically locking the door.


Chapter 65: William

William stood at the threshold of The Library Room, unable to pry his eyes from the gory scene. A few of The Gifted—the first to be attacked—were reduced to mangled carcasses, bloody bits of flesh hanging around arms and legs. Others kicked weakly as the demons took the last of their life from them.

Those who hadn’t been knocked through the windows probably wished they had. Their misshapen, bulbous heads bled from various bite wounds. Their robes hung in tatters. One or two pleaded to William as the demons ate them, but he ignored them. None had listened to Cullen’s cries, when the demons ate him alive.

Fifteen feet from where William stood, Amelia lay on her back as demons gnawed on her legs and torso. To his surprise, her eyes were still open and looking at him.

“William,” she whispered, her voice shaking with pain. “Help me.”

Looking at her, all William saw was his friends being beaten and pulled into that city all those weeks ago. Any sympathy he might’ve had was stripped away because of her lies.

Soon, she would be a ghost, just like Cullen, or the people trapped in her glass windows, now scattered over the bottom of New City.

Spitting a mouthful of blood, her eyes left his face and turned toward the window. “You could have been one of us.”

William shook his head. “Never.”

He listened as her last, gurgling whisper went quiet.

Loud commotion drew his attention from the feeding demons to the windows, where shouts floated up from the city. Something was going on outside.

He needed to get down and help his friends.

He turned, ready to head down the stairs.

And stopped.

Two staring, frightened guards stood on the landing, looking from William to the gun in his hand. The blades in their hands were wholly inadequate for a roomful of demons and a boy with Tech Magic. William pointed his gun. Neither advanced.

Finding a moment of mercy, he said, “Go!”

He nodded to the stairs below them.

A vengeful thought passed through one man’s eyes.

“Come on!” urged his friend, shutting down the man’s suicidal fantasy.

They took a last look before darting down the stairs, their footsteps echoing down several flights. William was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, to hear them screaming a moment later.

The demons in the room weren’t the only ones in the building.

He’d left the door open.


**




William headed down the stairs, away from the gnashing of flesh in The Library Room. With each flight he descended, the cries from the city outside grew louder.

It sounded like a war.

The actions he’d taken up here had sparked something below. Or maybe something else was happening.

His friends were in danger. And staying in a lofty tower would do nothing to help them.

Heading fast down the stairs, he tensed as a few snarling demons came up and toward him. Building off of the power he’d reclaimed with the demons in The Library Room, William said, “The food up there is all gone. Come with me!”

The demons watched him with red eyes.

They listened.

Blowing a breath of relief, William continued down the stairs with his new brothers. Some of the twisted men had bashed down the doors on the other levels, searching for more food, exploring a place in which they’d never been allowed. They dug through the bureaus and tore up the bed sheets, turning a place of luxury into a place of ruin.

The Gifted would never occupy those rooms again.

Commotion from the next landing startled him. Holding up his gun, William approached slowly as a cluster of demons feasted on more human bodies. He recognized the stone-faced guard who had given him meals, and his comrade. Demons gnawed on their skin, pulling out their entrails. Next to one of their bodies, William saw a set of keys.

“It’s okay,” William said to the demons, using a soothing tone. “Keep feasting, my brothers.”

He skirted around the bloody scene, carefully retrieving the keys without disturbing the twisted men.

On the bottom floor again, William paused. The noise from over the city walls had become a vicious roar. Shouts and pained screams wafted through the open doorway and to where he stood.

He looked down at the gun in his hand, which only contained four rounds. He needed more weapons, along with the demons he’d collected.

One chance to save his friends.

He spun, facing the locked door he hadn’t had a chance to go through earlier. Finding the right key from the guard’s key ring, he unlocked it.


Chapter 66: Kirby

“Hurry!” Kirby screamed to the running slaves next to her, as they chased the guards toward the front gate, cutting through the bonfire area. Up ahead, Drew managed to tackle one guard to the ground.

“Help!” someone screamed, pulling Kirby’s attention away.

She looked over to find a woman struggling with a guard. The woman swung her bloody shiv with weak arms as the guard overpowered her. Momentarily diverted, Kirby raced over to assist.

“Keep going!” she yelled to the other slaves, who kept bounding to the gate.

She surprised the guard, plunging her knife into his back, sending him sprawling. Looking over at the woman, she found her on the ground, clutching a severe, bloody wound.

“It’s over,” the woman whispered, opening and closing her eyes as she held her chest.

Someone slammed into Kirby.

Losing her balance, Kirby hit the dirt and rolled. Her weapon flew from her grasp. Warm blood trickled down her face as she stopped on her belly, robbed of breath.

In the distance, she heard the cries and shouts of Drew and the others, clashing with the guards by the gate.

Kirby blinked and found the strength to turn her head sideways.

A shadow loomed over her.

Ollie.

Ollie smiled through the blood on his face. In his hands was his bloodied blade. Reaching down, he grabbed hold of her shirt, pulled her up, and slammed her back to the ground.

“Filthy forest-dweller!” he sneered.

Pain shocked through Kirby as he booted her in the ribs.

She rolled with the blow and kept going.

Ollie stomped after her as if she was a bug he might squash underfoot. “You aren’t going anywhere,” he snorted.

A dam of violence seemed to have broken loose inside him.

Perhaps he realized the same thing as Kirby: whether they lived or died, New City no longer belonged to him.

Kirby pushed herself up on her hands, but another kick from Ollie’s thick boots sent her back down. Her eyes watered with pain. Grunting, she lifted her head, noticing a few slaves who had fallen at the start of the battle, their expressions pale in death. Far in the distance, she saw the stomping boots of slaves and guards as they battled the guards by the gate. Screams and shouts penetrated the air. Slaves fell. Others cried out in pain.

Her life was a barrage of those images, because of the people in her homeland.

Because of people like Ollie.

Kirby rolled and jumped to her feet, avoiding Ollie’s swiping knife. She backed off a few steps and caught her breath.

Ollie faced her with a snarl.

The expression on his face was clear: she was the obstinate slave he had beaten all those weeks ago outside the cell and pulled through the alleys of Ashville. She represented the death of a system that had provided Ollie the power to punch, kick, and rule.

And she would never forgive his beatings.

Kirby rushed past Ollie, trying to reach her dropped weapon, which had skittered to the other side of him.

Realizing her intention, Ollie slashed at her, hitting nothing but air.

Kirby leapt back.

“You want your weapon, forest-dweller?” Ollie spat, his eyes lit with rage. He kept between her and the knife as he jabbed in her direction with bulky, fat arms. “Come get it.”

She scanned the ground for something else that might give her more advantage. Slaves had scavenged most of the available weapons from fallen bodies. Of course, they had.

She wasn’t fleeing.

Kirby clenched her fists as Ollie came closer. She felt as if a courtyard of people watched her, cheering for blood. But the shouts she heard now were from the other slaves, fighting for their freedom by the gate. No one was in a position to help.

Forcing logic through her anger, she recalled the battles she’d fought as a soldier. Ollie had a weapon. She didn’t.

She needed to get it from his hands.

“Come on, forest-dweller!” he roared again, losing his patience.

Ollie lumbered toward her on thick, meaty legs. She waited until he got close, turned sideways, and darted next to the blade, getting into the zone where he couldn’t stab, as she had done so many times in battle. Kirby dropped a closed fist on his knife hand, knocking the weapon from his fingers. Rearing back, she punched him in the gut. Ollie grunted, but managed to plow forward, pushing his blubbery body against her and knocking her backward.

Kirby landed in the dirt on her face. A crack and a flash of pain told her she’d broken her nose. Blood dripped from her nostrils into the dirt. She looked for something—anything—to help her.

The fire pits.

Kirby crawled, spitting dripping blood from her mouth as she made for the charred remains of the previous night’s blaze.

“Get back here, bitch!”

Ollie recovered from her punch, found his weapon, and went after her. Kirby’s breath heaved as she crawled fast. Her fingers stung from the blows she’d landed. The blood from her nose felt as if it was choking her. A fat hand grabbed hold of her boot, but she kicked it off, buying enough time to heave herself over the circle of stones and into the fire pit’s center.

She got hold of a handful of ashes and spun, throwing them into Ollie’s face. Ollie cursed and staggered backward, clutching his eyes.

Kirby pushed herself upright.

She grabbed one of the more intact logs from the middle of the fire, turned, and faced him.

To relent was to die.

Ollie tried to wipe away the soot covering his eyes. She ran toward him, wielding the log in a double-handed grip, and swung. Ollie screamed out as the log bashed his fingers, and he lost his weapon again.

“Filthy bitch!”

Kirby swung again, as Ollie ineffectively tried to block with wounded, ash-covered hands.

“Stupid forest-dweller!”

He blinked through the ash and blood stuck to his face as he fought to see and defend himself. Kirby didn’t stop swinging.

She couldn’t.

She reared back, throwing her revenge into another swing of the log as she battered his face, knocking Ollie’s jaw sideways. Blood erupted from his nostrils as she hit him again, and again, breaking his nose, as he’d done to her. Sharp ends of the log splintered into his face as Ollie screamed, and Kirby kept hitting, until she caved in one of his eye sockets.

Ollie fell.

Holding up his bloodied hands, he muttered curses he would take to his grave.

“Stupid bitch…” He blinked his good eye as he looked at her, venom in his expression.

His spiteful words ended here.

Kirby raised the log high above her head.

She finished him.


Chapter 67: Bray

Bray and Teddy raced through the narrow alleys. Mobs ruled. Everywhere they looked, slaves rampaged the filthy streets, brandishing their weapons. Some fought against the guards foolish enough to still battle them. Others battered at the locked doors of the homes where guards had barricaded themselves inside. Every so often, a door burst inward, ushering in a new string of cries and triumphant cheers as slaves swarmed inside.

Passing a slave’s hovel, Bray saw two parents holding their scared children, waiting for the violence to end. More than one house contained the slaves who had chosen not to fight. In others, he saw bodies strewn about the floors, sprawled over bedrolls or amongst pots and pans, presumably victims of the guards who had slaughtered them. No one—not even those who didn’t fight—were safe.

“Too many people are hiding in their homes,” Teddy said.

“I do not blame them,” said Bray.

“At least most of the guards in this area have been killed.”

Bray and Teddy looked toward some guards running in the direction of the shops. Close behind, a group of revolting men and women ran that way to cut them off.

Bray felt a tug of trepidation as he looked north, in the direction where he suspected Kirby might be. “I hear a lot of commotion from the courtyard. We should get back.”

Teddy agreed.

They headed north, stepping over bodies. A few wounded people stared at them from the surrounding houses, tending injuries, or receiving help from comrades. Children huddled close to each other, waiting for an end to the bloody battle.

They had just turned a corner when a group of slaves ran down an adjacent alleyway, screaming and obviously in pursuit of someone. Thinking they might need help, Bray and Teddy raced after them, passing between several dingy houses with cracks in the walls. The path smelled of blood and vomit. Catching up to a winded, dirty man who had paused for breath, Bray asked, “What’s going on?”

“The bastard killed an unarmed woman and child,” the slave said. “They weren’t even fighting. They were in his way.”

The man pointed further down the alley, where a boy lay on his back, unmoving, a sharpened piece of metal sticking from his chest. Past him, a woman lay on her side, fresh puncture wounds beneath her ribs. Both were obviously dead.

“Who killed them?”

“Avery.” The slave swallowed as he spoke the Head Guard’s name. “He ran that way. The others are chasing him.”

Bray and Teddy resumed their pursuit. Veering around a corner, they discovered a mob of people gathered around a house. The bulk of the commotion came from the doorway, where a determined man smashed against the door. The people around him stepped away, allowing him a clear path.

“Face me, you coward!” the man yelled. “Face us! Face what you’ve done!”

Bray got close enough to recognize the angry slave.

Gabe.

Gabe’s face still bore some of the bruises from the beating he’d received after his fight in the courtyard, when he’d killed his friend Jonah. His eyes blazed as he battered the door with his shoulder. The other slaves stepped back, afraid to get in the way of a man clearly on a path for vengeance. Bray couldn’t blame them. Gabe’s eyes were lit with the same anger Bray saw the day he’d been forced to kill his friend. Blood covered his knuckles as he pounded the door.

“You are a coward!” Gabe shouted. “I heard how you laughed as you and the other guards pulled Jonah to the Glass Houses. I will laugh as you draw your last breaths!”

After some more pounding, and no response, Gabe hesitated. A few slaves disappeared around a corner, returning a few moments later with torches.

“Why don’t we allow the gods to reap their vengeance?” a man proposed, sympathy in his eyes as he passed one of the torches to Gabe.

Gabe nodded as he accepted the torch. “If he wants to die a coward, let him. He will die in the place where he slept soundlessly, after he made me kill my friend.”

Angry tears flowed down Gabe’s face as he held the torch to the door, watching the wood lick the flames. The other slaves threw torches through the windows, guarding them. Slowly, angry, licking fire engulfed the front door, and the interior filled with smoke. Gabe and the other slaves waited until the door had deteriorated before they kicked it in, tossing more torches inside.

“Let me out!” Avery screamed, as if the angry mob might allow him to escape his fiery prison.

Of course, no one moved.

Avery knew better than to pass.

The room filled with more smoke and fire, licking some of the furniture and spreading uncontrollably, finding new things to burn, eventually finding a man’s flesh.

From inside the dwelling, Bray heard the agonizing screams of a man who would rather die in the flames than let the forest-dwellers reap their vengeance.

But they already had.


Chapter 68: William

William’s eyes widened as he unlocked the door on the first floor. Weapons filled the room, organized neatly on wooden shelves, hanging on pegs, or stacked on tables.

“Tech Magic,” he whispered.

Guns of various sizes lay next to their ammunition, packed away in special cases he’d never seen. A few were slipped in pieces of leather that he knew were holsters. Many of the guns looked stranger than the ones Kirby had given him. Some were older, or constructed in a cruder fashion.

A few he recognized.

William took an excited step as he identified the guns that had been taken from them.

The demons behind William shifted, looking curiously over his shoulder. Others stood just beyond the doorway, waiting.

William needed to bring as many weapons as he could, to help Bray and Kirby.

Death or not, this was the end of his time in captivity.

Stepping toward the shelf, he grabbed the long gun Kirby had showed him how to use, all those months ago. The weapon felt natural in his hands as he slipped the strap over his shoulder and tucked Amelia’s gun in his robe. He grabbed hold of the other pistol and a holster he had carried in the woods, placing them where they rightfully belonged.

A footstep echoed across the room.

Too late, William turned to find a swishing robe coming toward him.

Before he could react, someone slammed a fist on the side of his head, knocking him to the floor.


Chapter 69: Kirby

Kirby ran across the courtyard, leaving Ollie’s body behind. She pushed away the stinging pain in her nose as she joined the embittered battle by the gate.

Running into the fray, Kirby slashed at a Head Guard with a thick beard and a thicker neck, cutting his throat. He keeled over and fell. She gritted her teeth and swung at another guard, hacking his weapon from his hand. He cried out in surprise as she plunged her knife beneath his ribs, sending him reeling.

Someone struck her with a surprise blow. She spun, facing a square-jawed guard with empty hands. Blood soaked his shirt and pants. It appeared he was making a final attempt at survival.

He wanted her knife.

Before Kirby could swing at him, he dove, knocking her to the ground. Pinned, she fought to keep hold of her weapon as he pawed her fingers with bloody, frantic hands. He released his hold on her weapon, striking her in the face. Kirby spat fresh blood from her mouth.

“I’ve got him!” a voice cried.

Strong hands ripped the man off her, throwing him aside. An ally she couldn’t see lifted his blade high, jabbing it through the guard’s back, and stopping his attack for good. The guard fell flat, emitting a final gasp. She looked up to find Drew reaching down and helping her up.

“Come on,” Drew said.

Kirby smiled through her pain. “Thanks.”

They looked around, assessing the scene.

For every guard, more than one of the repressed residents of New City attacked.

“I think we’ve beaten them,” Drew said with a smile.

Together, they leapt into the smaller battles, assisting in finishing off the guards. When the last guard had cried his death throes, an eerie calm hung over the scene. The surviving people huddled together, assessing the condition of the wounded, or checking on their comrades.

Noises from beyond the courtyard drew their attention.

Not war cries.

Shouts of triumph.

A stampede of a hundred men and women raced across the courtyard, coming fast. A smile crossed Kirby’s face as she saw Bray, Teddy, Clara, Giovanni, and James, and Gabe among them.

Wiping the blood from her face, Kirby crossed the courtyard to Bray and embraced him. Both were hurt, stained and bedraggled, but neither had suffered any injuries that wouldn’t heal.

“Where did you come from?” Kirby asked, recovering her breath.

“Farther back in the city,” Bray said, cranking a thumb over his shoulder.

“You have a sword,” she noticed.

Bray’s smile covered most of his face. Pride overtook his expression, as he hoisted it up.

“Are the rest of the guards dead?” Kirby asked.

“Those that are alive in the city will be dead soon,” Bray said. “A mob about the size of this one is banging down the doors of one of the shops, where some of them holed up. They are ferreting the others out of their hiding places.” His smile remained as he added, “The guards are finished.”

Kirby nodded.

The guards might be defeated.

But she wasn’t foolish enough to believe it was over.


Chapter 70: Kirby

Kirby looked around at the two hundred men and women in the courtyard, standing side by side around her. Their gaunt, dirty faces were stained and bruised from the fighting. Next to her, Bray, Teddy, Gabe, Drew, Clara, James, and Giovanni looked from the courtyard littered with bodies to the gate and the surrounding walls. They had only a moment to catch their breaths.

“What’s that noise?” asked one of the slaves, taking a step backward as more noises filled the void of the fighting.

Snarls wafted from the other side of the gate.

Mutants.

Twisted men scratched at the walls, rattling the trinkets strung to the other side to keep the inhabitants inside. Anything with a brain and a hungry stomach could tell that things had changed in New City. The battle cries and bloodshed had alerted any demon within the range of hearing.

The guards were gone, and Kirby suspected The Gifted might be, too.

All that was left were the unmanaged demons.

The noise of hundreds of scratching, clawing demons was enough to put fear in the heart of any slave, especially those with only shivs, knives, and pieces of metal to protect them. Kirby looked around at the people around her.

“What happened to the others?” Kirby looked over at Bray, expecting more people to join them.

“Most of those with families ran when the fighting started,” Bray said. “They hid in the houses further back in the city. Others hid, too.”

With a grim expression on his face, Drew said, “We hoped they would join us, but the commotion from The Gifted’s building scared them. They feared for their lives.”

Kirby nodded as she looked over at the two dead Gifted. She still wasn’t certain what had happened. But there was no time to figure it out.

“We gained some people, but we lost some, too,” Clara said, as she shook her head. “Others are still in the city, chasing guards. More are dead.”

“We never had time to finish the escape route,” James reminded them, his expression grim. “The parts we removed are covered up.”

A particularly loud snarl echoed over the walls, making the two hundred slaves tense.

“Should we try the bells?” Drew asked, looking over at Bray, Kirby, and the other Shadow People leaders. His face showed he knew the answer.

“I think we’re past the bells,” said Bray with a grunt.

“The demons are too riled,” Kirby agreed, thinking better of an earlier plan. “If we let them in that gate, we might be overrun and eaten before we lift our weapons. It is too much of a risk.”

“Then we’ll fight them when they come over.” Drew’s eyes blazed with determination. “Certainly not all of them can get inside.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Teddy said beside them, with a regretful look of certainty. “They will find a way. They have before.”

Kirby looked again at the people around her—two hundred men and women with fear in their eyes, and weapons in their hands that were foreign to some of them, until today. When the mutants came over, fear would drive some of these people from the courtyard to the nearest house they could find. Even well-trained soldiers fled when the realities of a tough battle hit them.

The people around her were tired from a long fight with the guards. More than a few were injured.

A scratching noise ripped her attention to the western end of the gate, where the scratching grew louder. The tone of the snarls changed. A filthy, dirty hand found the top of the wall, pulling and grasping. Its other hand slapped its way into view.

“They’re coming!” Bray warned.

More than a few in the crowd gasped as a nightmare of which they had dreamed for years became a reality, and a beast pulled its ugly head over the top of the wall, snarling and looking from the wall to the crowd. It angled a leg over. The crowd swiveled as one, as the demon got the rest of its body to the top of the wall, dropped, and fell into the courtyard. It rose, taking a staggering step.

Hunger blazed in its eyes.

It ran towards them.

“Stand your ground!” Kirby yelled, hoping her words would inspire.

The people tensed. Men and women clutched their knives and shivs. Drew stepped forward in front of the crowd. With a war cry that echoed from his lungs to the approaching demon, he rushed to meet the creature, planting his long knife in its chest and pulling it back out. One of the creature’s hands flew to the wound, but it took another step, its free hand thrashing and groping. Drew kicked it, sending it toppling. Standing above it, he thrust his weapon into its face. The creature writhed once and was still.

More dirty hands slapped the top of the wall. Three more bulbous heads appeared.

A handful of dirty beasts dragged their way over the wall, oblivious to the death of their brother. They kicked and clawed, swinging over the wall and falling to the ground, finding their feet and immediately running. Inspired by Drew, a few people took courageous steps forward, wielding their weapons. The brave people hacked and slashed, cutting the demons’ bodies and fighting them back until they convulsed on the ground and grew still.

“That’s what we have to do!” Kirby yelled. “Slay them as soon as they arrive!”

The people cleaned their dirty weapons on the ground, inspired by an easy win.

A hope became a plan. Taken a few at a time, the mutants weren’t much of a threat. The two hundred men and women could pick them off as they came over, whittling them down until the last mutant was killed. Looking over at a few others, she saw victory flicker through their eyes. They had the numbers, and the advantage of a protecting wall. Their weapons weren’t ideal, but they were good enough.

“Pick them off as they come over!” she yelled, to some more encouraging cries.

“Destroy the filthy beasts!” yelled a woman, bolstered with courage.

The snarls on the other side of the wall ceased.

The scampering of the demons died down.

“What’s going on?” Drew asked, looking between Bray and Kirby.

“Maybe they realize they are coming in to death,” said another man, hopefully. “Perhaps they have given up on the wall.”

“Or maybe they are fleeing,” said the woman, her knife shaking in her hands.

The crowd grew quiet as they listened. A few shifted impatiently, clutching their weapons with trepidation in their eyes. A few looked around the courtyard, as if an attack might come from another direction. Peering over her shoulder, Kirby saw only rows of dirty houses, scattered flasks and clothing in the alleys, and dead bodies.

Nodding toward the wall, Bray said, “They’re still there. I can hear them.”

Kirby tensed. It was true. The scampering and hisses were still audible, even though the beasts had stopped trying to get over the wall. The trinkets stopped rattling.

A scraping noise sounded from the gate’s middle.

The gate creaked and swung slowly open.

Rudyard stood at the threshold, holding a battered, bloodied William, pressing a heavy gun against the boy’s head. A mob of demons hissed behind him. Several Tech Magic guns were slung across his back.

“Stupid, wretched humans,” he spat. “Now you will all die.”


Chapter 71: Bray

Bray didn’t need to inspect William up close to understand the beating he’d taken. Red drool dripped from William’s cracked lips. His cheeks were swollen and bruised. He raised a swollen eye to the crowd, looking as if he was barely conscious. Rudyard choked him with a robed arm, pressing the barrel of the gun tight against his skull.

Rudyard’s eyes roamed from the crowd, to the battered hovels, to the bodies of the slaves and guards. They stopped at the corpses of The Gifted.

“Stupid humans,” he repeated, as if someone might agree.

His attention returned to the front row of slaves, stopping at Bray and Kirby, who had stepped to the head of the crowd. The demons snapped and snarled from behind him, clearly fighting an instinct to run, to feast. William mumbled something no one could hear. Rudyard tightened his arm around William’s throat.

“You have earned your deaths,” Rudyard spat. “All of you!”

Unable to tamp his anger any longer, Bray yelled, “Let the boy go!”

Rudyard shook his head as he returned a shout. “He will watch The Plagued Ones suck the marrow from your bones before he goes to his gods.”

Behind Rudyard, the mutants grew more agitated. A few tripped over each other’s feet, anticipating a meal that would sate them for days. Bray clenched his sword. He wanted to race to Rudyard, plunge his sharp blade past his sneering lips and out of the back of his head. He wanted to take his pathetic life and rip William away and to safety. But a few hundred demons would chew his flesh before he made it that far.

“Let him die among us, then.”

“Among you?” Rudyard scoffed.

“We are his people,” Bray shouted, angrily.

“His people?” Rudyard’s voice was incredulous. “He killed his people, only to watch a pack of foolish slaves die. He has no people.” He shook his head, as if he described a tragedy. “He could have lived among us as a god. Now he will die at my hands. But only after he has seen the last of you ripped apart.”

Bray exchanged a frantic, hopeless glance with Kirby. A truth that had been only a guess was proven. William had killed The Gifted. He had done what no other slave could.

But that didn’t matter now.

William wriggled weakly against Rudyard’s firm grasp. Anxiety tightened Bray’s chest. Somehow, he had protected William through the forest, the Ancient City, and outside of Brighton, keeping him from the hands of demons and men, only to have him die now.

Bray wouldn’t break his promise.

Putting his thoughts into a battle cry, Bray ran.

Surprise leapt across Rudyard’s face as he saw a single, darting man coming across the courtyard, ready to face demons and certain death. A few bloodthirsty demons, unable to tamp their hunger any longer, broke from behind Rudyard. Their dirty feet kicked up dust as they narrowed the gap to Bray. Bray tore open the first beast’s stomach with his sword, heaving with the wind of battle. Swinging again, he slashed another’s face before it opened its bloodstained maw. He knocked back a few more, killing them before they sank their teeth into his flesh. His rage was a furious cry, echoing across the courtyard.

Behind him, Bray heard the shouts and cries of his fellow slaves, joining him and running forward, but he didn’t break from his fight. He focused on the demons in front of him, on Rudyard and William. Once Rudyard spirited the boy away, he would never see him alive again.

Everyone knew it.

A few more twisted men fell as they met Bray’s sharp sword.

Barreling down a few more twisted men, he managed to find a break in the screeching mob, enough to see Rudyard and William heading through the gate.

Rudyard was leaving, and taking William with him.

“William!” Bray screamed.

He raced through a few more demons, avoiding them instead of fighting, making a last, frantic dash toward the gate, getting close enough to see Rudyard’s sneering face and his tilted, wart-covered head.

Bray raised his sword and yelled.

Rudyard raised his gun.

A crack of thunder split the air.

An invisible punch struck Bray in the stomach.

Pain sent flashes of light through his eyes as Bray’s sword slipped from his hand and he fell. A horde of demon footsteps beat the ground around him. But Bray didn’t see any of that. The last image he recalled was William, writhing and screaming as Rudyard pulled him away.


Chapter 72: Kirby

“Bray!” Kirby screamed. A hollow, gutted feeling filled her stomach as she watched him fall. She’d only lost a few steps before she chased after him, but by then the demons were coming. She slashed aside a mutant, fighting for a better view.

Tears she didn’t realize fell from her eyes as a mob of demons swamped the area of Bray’s body, and the courtyard became a frenzied charge of them. Yowls and battle cries filled the air. Kirby sliced at a mutant, spilling its entrails, but not before another took its place. She slashed and hacked, trying to make it to her fallen friend, even though she knew it was too late.

That final, fatal gunshot echoed in her ears.

Rudyard and William were gone. The rest of them were trapped in what was probably the last, bitter battle they’d wage.

Kirby kept fighting, trying to get to Bray, as if she might somehow reverse what had happened when she reached him.

All around her, slaves battled mutants: hacking, stabbing, or falling under their pawing hands. A few punched with their fists, having lost their weapons, or unable to retrieve them from a monster’s bleeding throat. Too many weapons were only good for one use, before they fell with a dying monster. The courtyard was a graveyard for mutants and men.

To her right, she saw Drew ramming a shiv into a beast’s bony, wart-covered neck.

He paused only long enough to scream: “Keep fighting! We will win against them!”

Slaves gave frenzied war cries.

Pulling her knife from the groin of a staggering creature, Kirby plunged it in higher, turning a slow, fatal wound into instant death. Beasts and slaves fell around her as she fought to the place where her friend had disappeared. Four mutants hovered on the ground, feasting over a bloodied corpse. Kirby cried out in anger, ripping the first off, stabbing it in the back. Entrails dripped from its cracked teeth. She lunged for the other, pulling it off as she fought to preserve the last bit of Bray’s dignity. Stabbing the demon in the head, she toppled it over. She killed the other two with jabs from her knife. With the demons gone, she stared into the face of a blonde-haired man, his mouth hung open in a last expression of death.

Not Bray.

Confusion hit her for a moment, until she realized Bray lay underneath. The man must’ve died and fallen on top of him.

Or perhaps Bray had crawled under.

Kirby managed to pull the man’s body sideways and off. Blood covered Bray’s abdomen. His hair stuck in all directions.

Surprise hit Kirby as his eyes rolled from the sky to her face.

“Am I alive?” he asked.

Kirby couldn’t hide her shock. “You’re alive,” she repeated, glancing around her as mutants and people fought.

“Where’s William?” he asked, through the obvious pain on his face.

“Rudyard has him.” Kirby glanced around, as if the boy might reappear, even though she’d seen Rudyard dragging him through the gate and closing it. She couldn’t think about that now. She couldn’t even allow herself any relief. Swallowing a breath, she told Bray, “You need to get to the houses, before another demon finishes what Rudyard started.”

“The demons are still alive,” Bray said adamantly.

“That doesn’t matter. You will die, if you don’t get out of here,” Kirby warned.

“Help me up.”

Bray’s groan turned into a grunt as she helped him to his feet. All around, demons and men clashed. Grabbing hold of Bray’s shoulder, she steadied him. He found his balance, sweat running down his face.

“You need to get to the houses,” she repeated. “Let’s go.”

“My sword,” he said, with a stubborn expression she’d seen too many times.

“Forget the sword,” Kirby said vehemently.

“We’ll never kill them, without all of us to fight,” Bray insisted, scanning the ground until he found the weapon a few feet away.

He made a move for it, until the pain in his abdomen forced him to stop. Helping him, Kirby bent to retrieve it for him, putting it into his bloodied hand.

“Thanks,” he said, with the same smile he’d given her that first day in the forest, and all the days since. Bray’s face hardened into a determination she knew almost as well as his smile. They both knew he wasn’t leaving the battlefield. Bray watched her as he raised his sword, and some demons snarled behind them. He took another step, finding his balance.

With a grim smile, he said, “We can’t leave, until these filthy pig scratchers are dead.”

Kirby nodded.

Together, they turned against the advancing mutants.


Chapter 73: William

Rudyard choked William, pressing Amelia’s heavy pistol against his skull as he pulled him back toward the building. William knew how this worked. One small squeeze from that Tech Magic gun would turn his body into a useless lump of flesh. He would fall and never get up. He would see, once and for all, if the gods accepted a frightened, infected boy. Perhaps the afterworld was a wave of endless torment, too.

He couldn’t imagine a life without Bray.

William had lost one of his only friends in the world.

He had seen that final look in Bray’s eyes as he made a frantic lunge toward the gate. He was coming for me, he thought. None of that matters anymore. Rudyard will kill me, like he already killed Bray.

“Come on,” Rudyard growled, squeezing William tighter.

William couldn’t answer. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he wriggled unsuccessfully.

“Dead boys don’t need legs,” Rudyard said. “I can shoot off a foot and drag you. Don’t make me waste a bullet.”

Fear made William cooperate as Rudyard pulled him through the entrance of the shimmering building. On the other side of the doorway, Rudyard let William go, pointing the pistol at the side of his head as he locked the door.

“Don’t move,” he said menacingly, as he kept an eye on William.

Rudyard’s threat was meaningless. He was going to shoot him anyway. William’s eyes roamed the room. For a moment, he considered fleeing and trying to get through one of the other closed doors, but the gun would punch a hole in him before he got far. His eyes were bleary from the beating Rudyard had given him. His legs were wobbly.

The sounds of the battlefield were loud enough that he still heard wailing and death cries through the walls. For all William knew, Kirby had died, too, and he had lost two friends in the span of moments.

Rudyard gestured toward the door leading to the stairwell.

He stuck the gun at William’s back, forced him to open the door, and prompted him up the first flight of stairs.

William’s hatred ran strong. He wished he could’ve watched Rudyard torn apart and screaming, the way the other robed men and woman had met their demise. Every one of them deserved it, for the pain and suffering they had caused. But Rudyard deserved it more than the others, for what he’d done to Bray.

If only he had been at that table with the others…

Rudyard’s heavy gun kept him moving. They passed a floor before stopping on the third level. Rudyard ushered William through the open door, into the room in which he had spent too many of his nights sneaking around and plotting.

The demons had overturned the drafting table, scattering the plans of the plane that would never exist. Now they were in the city, feasting on the slaves.

William didn’t even need Rudyard to speak the words to know where he was dragging him. He had heard what he said in the courtyard.

He’s bringing me to the balcony, so I can watch.


Chapter 74: Kirby

With a ferocious cry, Kirby slammed her knife into a mutant’s jaw, watching the stinking beast fall backward. For every mutant she killed, it felt as if two more appeared.

The demons fought with a recklessness the people hadn’t seen in the guards. They flailed and squirmed, driven by their single-minded purpose. They valued their lives less than the people they attacked, or at least it seemed that way, as they flung themselves at their prey.

The men and women with the tenacity to keep battling were rewarded with more confidence. Each demon they slayed pushed them on to the next. The wounded stuck in groups where they could defend themselves more easily. A few of the severely injured limped off, huddling in the first houses on the edge of the courtyard, where they could recover.

More than half of the ugly demons were dead. But too many people had turned into meals.

Next to Kirby, Bray roared with anger as he slayed a demon.

It seemed as if Bray had received a second wind. Kirby had seen a few miraculous recoveries by soldiers in battle—men and women in the arena who had been counted dead. There was no question Bray needed a healer. But she held out hope that he would recover.

A scream drew their attention to a frightened, weaponless man, encircled by three demons.

“Over there!” Bray cried, pointing his sword.

They raced toward the overwhelmed man. Kirby stabbed one of the demons, severing its spine. Bray thrust his sword in a mutant’s shoulder, pulling it out and goring the third in the chest. They finished the staggering demons with killing blows while the grateful man darted off to find another weapon.

They had only taken a step when four more demons raced toward them. A shiv hung from the socket of one mutant’s protuberant eye. Another had deep slashes on its arm. Behind them, Kirby saw the remains of a bloody gorging.

Anger drove her as she stuck her long knife in the face of the eye-demon, halting its progress for good. Pulling her knife out, she cut open another demon’s bowels, sending it reeling. Bray lopped off a third’s head with a heavy swing of his sword, while she finished the fourth. A feral cry made her spin.

“Bray, watch out!” she yelled, as another mutant latched onto his back and sank its nasty teeth between his neck and shoulder.

Bray cursed loudly and spun, sending the mutant flailing. It landed hard on its back. He stood over it, thrust his blade between its eyes, and twisted.

“Filthy beasts,” he spat, removing the blade with a sickening squelch.

With a moment to breathe, he clamped a palm on his fresh wound.

A splotch of blood soaked his shirt. It looked as if the creature had torn off a good chunk of his skin. But Kirby was more worried about the bullet wound to his gut, which seemed to worsen with every step he took.

Before Kirby could ask Bray a question, he said, “I’m fine.”

Loud shrieks drew their attention toward the northern wall of the courtyard.

About fifty feet west of the gate, a horde of monsters converged on a group of yelling slaves, pinning them against a wall. Kirby tensed as she saw what must be forty monsters. A few of the slaves seemed as if they had lost their weapons. More than one fought with their hands as they struggled to keep the beasts away.

“Clara and Giovanni!” she shouted to Bray, as she recognized a few of the punching, shouting revolters. “We need to help them!”

With fierce battle cries, Bray and Kirby leapt into the fray.


Chapter 75: William

Rudyard booted William across the balcony with a vicious kick to his back. William flew forward, catching himself on the railing before he fell. Thirty feet below, a fierce battle waged in the courtyard.

What looked like a few hundred slaves and mutants remained in various locations—enough that the fighting was impossible to take in at once. Demons lay writhing on the ground, or dead, with sharp weapons protruding from their corpses. Wounded slaves limped from the battlefield, or screamed their death throes. Toward the back of the settlement, a few demons ran through the streets, laying claim to a new wasteland.

William scanned for Bray’s body, or for Kirby. His eyes riveted on a large group congregated by the northern wall, which seemed to make up the bulk of the battle.

Before he could find either of his friends, the tip of a gun graced the back of his neck.

“A last lesson,” Rudyard snarled, pushing William harder against the railing, making him think he might die from a fall rather than a bullet. “Perhaps the most important. You will watch the rest of the humans die.”

William found his hatred as he spat, “You will die, too.”

It was a hope, more than a reality. Even if the slaves somehow survived and got the keys to the building, Rudyard would see them coming. He had several powerful Tech Magic weapons slung across his back to easily pick them off. He had enough protection to last him some time, and the knowledge to determine a strategy that might save his life. His death was uncertain.

An idea struck William.

He leaned forward to yell.

Rudyard yanked him hard, poking his gun into William’s skin. “If you try calling out to the demons, I will shoot you.”

“The slaves will win the battle, and they will come for you,” William hissed.

“I will watch the last of this city crumble,” Rudyard said confidently. “When it is over, I will decide what to do with the survivors, if anyone lives.”

William scanned the battlefield, looking unsuccessfully for Bray. The mutants must have torn his flesh from his bones. They must have reduced him to an unrecognizable corpse.

Food for the worms.

“Tolstoy made a mistake,” Rudyard said arrogantly. “Too much time in the tower left him weak. He built a city from which he was disconnected. Things will be different, once this is over. I will make sure of it.”

“Your demon army is gone,” William retaliated. Taking a hopeful guess, he said, “So are your guards.”

“So be it,” Rudyard said dismissively. “There are more demons, just as there are more humans. I can get more of both.”

William swallowed a useless retort. Rudyard was right. Looking toward the large fight by the wall, and the other, smaller battles, he saw more demons than he could count easily. Scanning from one gory scene to the next, his eyes returned to the wall.

And stopped.

On the outskirts of that frenzied battle, Bray swung his sword, hacking away at a demon. A ghost? William blinked, as if he might be in the midst of a waking dream. But it was no dream. Blood soaked Bray’s shirt as he fought valiantly, slashing at the demon with the same skill that William remembered, from their time together in the woods. Nearby, Kirby speared a beast in the head with a knife. It looked as if they were trying to break through a line of demons. All around them, slaves yelled their war cries as they steadily progressed toward some people pinned against the wall.

Hope flickered in William’s stomach.

Maybe they would win.

But that wouldn’t matter to William.

He would die on this balcony, at the hands of a vengeful monster who never cared if he lived or died in the first place.

William wouldn’t let it end that way.

Swallowing what might be his last breath of air, he spun and dove at Rudyard.


Chapter 76: Kirby

Bray and Kirby fought their way through the screeching demons, trying to get to Clara, Giovanni, and the dozen other trapped people by the wall. It seemed as if the large batch of twisted men were the last sizeable group of the demon army, other than a few at the fringes of the courtyard.

But forty monsters were no small force.

Most had survived long enough to taste the blood of an enemy.

They wanted more.

Kirby and Bray killed the demons on the outskirts, as more and more people from other parts of the courtyard finished their individual battles, joining them.

“We need to draw them away!” someone near Kirby shouted.

Looking over, she spotted the source of the voice. Drew. Drew shouted instructions as he fought vigorously. Hope filled her stomach.

“Protect the people by the wall!” Kirby joined his rallying cry.

Near Drew, she saw Teddy, Gabe, and James putting up an equally stubborn fight. Bray swung his sword furiously.

They might win this battle, if they persisted.

Catching on to Drew’s and Kirby’s idea, Bray yelled, “Spread out! Make as much noise as you can to draw them away, before they overwhelm them!”

Bray inspired more people to spread out down the line of demons, yelling and drawing their attention to siphon them from the larger horde. The trapped people against the wall stood in a tight line, protecting each other as best they could with fists and the last of their weapons.

Together, Kirby’s group thinned the layer of twisted men. Some of the mutants fell into confusion, torn between attacking those in front and those behind. Their moment of indecision cost their lives.

Demons shrieked and fell.

Kirby’s compatriots cried out triumphantly.

All around her, The Shadow People—and the other slaves who had joined them—made good on their whispered frustrations, fighting with more bravery than she could have hoped.

“Keep going!” Kirby screamed.

A scream ripped her attention to someone by the wall. One of the demons had broken ahead of the others, catching a mouthful of Clara’s arm. Clara screamed in agony, pulling instinctively away, leaving a chunk of meat behind. Driven by the sight of blood, some of the confused demons refocused their attack.

“Clara!” Giovanni yelled. “No!”

He broke from the dozen trapped others and rushed to her aid.

Clara shrieked in agony, clutching her wound.

To Kirby’s horror, the mutants swarmed. Clara’s face was painted crimson as she flailed ineffectually and the demons tugged her down. Moments later Giovanni fell. The demons knelt, showing their naked, wart-covered backs, hunkering down and feeding.

“Giovanni! Clara!” James yelled in shock.

The rest of the dozen people by the wall panicked, making final, fatal attempts at fighting, or running.

With intermittent screams, they fell and were overtaken.

And then they were gone.

Pointless tears fell down Kirby’s face as she fought. But there was no one left to save.

Blood dripping from his stomach and his shoulder, Bray found a savage cry in his voice, and yelled, “Kill these dirt-scratchers!”

More and more people joined him with ravenous war cries, pinning the demons against the wall. Hearing the cries of the angry mob, the feeding demons abandoned their meals, facing the oncoming people.

“Keep closing! Do not flee!” Kirby yelled to the others, as she listened to their invigorated cries and the sounds of the dying mutants. “We almost have them!”

They’d lost too many comrades.

But the battle was almost over.


Chapter 77: William

William threw all his weight into a tackle, crashing into Rudyard.

The gun fired.

The ear-splitting blast screamed in William’s ears as he knocked Rudyard backward, pinning him against the glass window. Knocked off balance, Rudyard slid sideways against the pane. The world became a blur as William pawed, kicked, and grabbed for the gun.

Finding it, he pushed the barrel up and away as another blast filled the air. Rudyard flung up a knee, but missed.

William twisted the gun again with all the force he could muster, but Rudyard found his footing and his strength, pushing William back a step. William dug in his heels, keeping hold of the gun. A scream of death echoed from somewhere below. That scream would be William’s, if his last attempt failed.

With an enraged cry, William put the last of his efforts into wrenching the gun away from him.

The gun went off again. Wet blood sprayed his face. William’s breath heaved as he fell backward, pulling the gun away in his slippery hands.

Surprise hit William as Rudyard’s eyes widened, and he looked down at a growing splotch of blood in the center of his chest. A realization crossed Rudyard’s face. A snarl he could barely muster crossed his lips.

He took a staggering step, groping.

“Stay back!” William warned, thrusting the gun in front of him.

He pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

Amelia’s old gun was empty.

Of course, it was.

He and Rudyard had expended the last of the rounds.

Rudyard’s bulbous head sagged to the side, and his mouth parted open, as if he might issue one final gloat. He took a final step toward William, missing a grab, hitting the rail, pitching over. He made no sound as he fell three stories to his death, into the midst of the battle below.

William stood frozen a moment, waiting for the delayed pain that would let him know one of the gunshots had hit him, but the blood on his shaking fingers belonged to Rudyard. He turned and clutched the railing, looking down to find a few hungry, skittering demons racing from the fringes of the courtyard to Rudyard’s unmoving body, slurping greedily.

They tore new holes in Rudyard’s robe, burying their faces in his bleeding wound and making new ones, digging at his oversized head and making a meal of it.

Their former master was nothing more than a carcass.

Vengeance.

William had no time to revel in it. He looked from Rudyard’s body to Bray and Kirby, who were still furiously fighting. It looked as if they battled the last of the demons.

Cupping his bloody hands around his mouth, William shouted with all the force he could muster, “Stop!”

Not one head—demon or human—turned. The commotion was too thick to make a difference from here. The rest of Rudyard’s guns had fallen with him.

William needed to get down to the courtyard. He had to help them.


**




The guns… The guns…

William took the tower steps two at a time, ignoring the pain of the wounds he had suffered at Rudyard’s hands.

Passing the dead guards, he grabbed a set of keys and headed downstairs for the weapons room, unlocking it.

William’s breath heaved as he ran inside, pulled several long and short guns from the racks, and verified that they were loaded. He threw the straps over his head, tucking smaller weapons into his robe. Juggling more guns than he could use, he unlocked the main door of the building and raced outside.

He hurried for the front gate.

An eerie silence settled over the air.

For all William knew, he was too late. Finding the correct key took a while, but he managed to unlock the gate Rudyard had locked. Swinging it slowly open, he stuck the guns in front of him, prepared for an onslaught of unruly demons.

No demons came.

In the center of the courtyard, a line of a hundred dirty, war-torn slaves faced him with their weapons. He looked among the strange, bedraggled people. All around them, people lay motionless, with last, fateful cries of rebellion on their tongues. Demons were dead and scattered all around the battlefield, snarls caught on their lips.

The battle was over.

Not over.

Won.

Finding a face that he recognized, William took a staggering step.

“Kirby?” William’s voice was cracked with emotional and physical pain.

“William!”

Kirby broke from the front row, crossing the distance to William, scanning over his shoulder, as if someone might come in and surprise her.

“It’s okay,” he called out. “They’re dead.”

Kirby squeezed William tightly. He closed his eyes, as if he might awake from a pleasant moment and back into a nightmare. After a moment, he leaned back and opened them. Kirby’s face was skinny and speckled in blood, but her eyes lit with the same kindness he used to see every morning in the forests, when she checked on him.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” William said, instinctively wiping some of the blood from his face.

The slaves—free men and women—in the distance relaxed.

A gaunt, serious man crossed the battlefield, coming within a few feet of William and Kirby and stopping.

“Is this William?” he asked Kirby.

William frowned, unsure how the man knew his name.

“You are a brave boy, for what you have done,” the man said, a grim smile crossing his face. “You have helped us win this rebellion. I’m Drew.”

Looking among them again, William directed his next question at Kirby. “Where’s Bray?”

Kirby’s face changed from relief to concern. “In one of the houses.”

“What is he doing there?”

A strange expression crossed Kirby’s face as she said, “Let’s go. I’ll take you to him.”


Chapter 78: William

William followed Kirby toward the first row of houses, apprehension in his heart. Behind them, the people dispersed, checking on the wounded or the dead. A few stuck their knives in the last of the demons, ensuring that they wouldn’t bother anyone again.

Others secured the gate.

Approaching the open doorways of the houses, William saw small rooms with bedrolls, pots and pans, and hearths—images he only imagined, from up so high in the tower. A few people stared at him while they tended their wounds, seeing for the first time the boy they had whispered about, or perhaps seen on the balcony with The Gifted. Tears spackled a few of their faces. William met their gazes only long enough to nod.

His mind was focused on Bray.

“This way,” Kirby said, leading him toward a house in the front row, in the courtyard’s western end.

He followed Kirby through a doorway. William’s steps hastened as he saw two people inside. Bray lie against the wall, his sword in his lap. Another man knelt next to him, holding a cloth to Bray’s stomach.

Bray’s pained expression became a smile as he saw William.

“You made it, kid.”

William crossed the room, kneeling by his wounded friend. His eyes roamed from Bray’s happy expression to the bloody cloth pressed against his stomach, and the man tending it.

“Will he be okay?” William asked the man, a pit growing in his stomach as he saw the mask of buried pain behind Bray’s eyes.

Lines etched a grave expression in the man’s face, as he said, “He has some serious injuries.”

“The healer is coming,” Kirby said, as if those words might console William. She looked behind her, as if someone might be waiting to assist, even though everyone else in the courtyard was busy.

“They should be here soon,” the kneeling man said.

“Who are you?” William asked.

“I’m Teddy, his roommate,” he said.

William’s eyes roamed from Bray’s face to the cloth Teddy held, which was already soaked through with blood.

“Did the bullet pass through?” William asked, remembering the injury Bray had received all those months ago.

“It’s still in there,” Teddy said gravely. “It is too dangerous to try pulling it out.”

William nodded through his falling tears.

Seeing William’s expression, Bray pulled a weakened breath past his smile. “I’ll be fine.”

Long ago, William had learned to see through Bray’s fabrications.

He knew what this was.

The expression in Bray’s eyes was the same one William had seen too many times—on Rudyard’s face, and on his mother’s, when she had breathed her final breaths.

“We won, Bray,” William said, forcing a smile through his tears, as if the words might heal Bray’s wounds.

“Of course, we did,” Bray said. “I knew we would. I knew you would.”

Setting down his guns, William turned and sat on the other side of his friend, pulling his knees up to his chest.

“You killed them, didn’t you?” Bray asked, nodding in the direction of the shimmering tower.

“Yes,” William said, nodding through his tears.

Pride filled Bray’s face as he said, “And here I was, thinking I was going to rescue you.”

William couldn’t find any words as he looked at Bray’s wound.

“The bullet will leave a nasty scar,” Bray said, keeping his smile. “I’m sure Kirby won’t be too happy.”

William looked from Bray to Kirby, who stood with her hands clenched. She tried to hide her imminent tears as her gaze flicked from Bray to William. For the first time, it seemed as if she had lost her words.

“Can’t you help him, like you did in the forest outside of Brighton?” William asked helplessly.

“Taking a bullet out from a stomach is risky,” Kirby said, her voice wavering. “It could do more damage than good.”

“I’m sorry,” William whispered, looking back at Bray.

“Sorry?” Bray laughed through a bloodied cough. “For what?”

“This is my fault. All of it.” William’s heart sunk in his chest. “It is my fault we left Brighton. It is my fault we wandered through the woods and came here. If we had not done that, you would be in the taverns, telling stories.”

“If we had stayed in Brighton, we would be dead,” Bray said firmly. “We made the choice together.”

William looked around the room as if someone—anyone—might come in and change what he knew was unchangeable. He needed a reason to hope.

“No place has a guarantee of safety,” Bray said. “We all know that.”

William smeared tears from his eyes.

“I’m going to go help find the healer,” Teddy said, looking at Kirby. “Perhaps I will have better luck than Drew.”

“I’ll put pressure on the bandage,” Kirby said.

Kirby crossed the room, taking over for Teddy. Before leaving, Teddy looked at Bray, emotion in his eyes.

“I never thought I would be free again,” he told Bray, swallowing through a lump in his throat. “All these years of hoping, praying to the gods for vengeance for my daughter…”

“It was a brave battle,” Bray said, with a smile.

“It was,” Teddy agreed.

He squeezed Bray’s arm again. And then he was gone.

William and Kirby knelt near Bray for a few moments, listening to Bray’s labored breathing.

After a moment or so, trying for anger, Kirby asked, “Where is the healer?”

“Kirby,” Bray said, loudly enough that she looked over at him. “Let Teddy worry about the healer. Forget the bandage. Sit with me.”

She stared at him, fresh tears welling in her eyes.

“It would mean something to me,” Bray told her, softening his voice.

Kirby watched him for a long moment, as if she might not listen. “I won’t let go of it, but I’ll sit with you,” she said. Still holding the bandage, she occupied the wall on one side of Bray, while William sat on the other.

Together, they listened to the sounds of the people outside, cleaning up or stacking the weapons. Every so often, a happy voice cut through the mourning.

“The people are free,” Bray said, pride finding its way through the pain on his face as he looked over at William.

William nodded, choking on more words.

Guilt crossed Bray’s face. “I wish I could’ve gotten to you earlier, William. Perhaps I could have spared you some pain.” He reached over, touching some of the wounds on William’s face.

“You did enough,” William said, making no effort to hide his tears. “You did everything. You were always there, since the first day we met. You followed me when you didn’t have to. You looked after me, even after my mother died and you had no obligation to me. I never doubted that you were my friend.”

“I’m sorry about your mother,” Bray said.

“I forgive you,” William said, and he meant it, as he gave Bray a sideways hug.

Memories flickered through Bray’s eyes as he looked down at William. Neither needed to relive them, because they had experienced them together.

“All of those years in the wild, when I fought demons and men, or nearly froze or starved, I always wondered what dying would be like,” Bray said, looking back and forth between Kirby and William. “But I never thought it would be as good as this.”

Reaching out, he took hold of each of their hands.

William clutched Bray’s bloody fingers. From the other side, Kirby leaned against his shoulder. Together, they listened to the sounds of free men and women outside, until Bray’s soft breathing ceased and his head rolled serenely to the side.


Chapter 79: William

William sat against the outside wall of Bray’s house, watching the sun set over the city as he picked up pebble after pebble from the ground, tossing them into the courtyard. All around him, men and women pulled away bodies, or used wagons to haul them off. Others tugged sharp weapons from the demons’ skin, placing them in piles before dragging the twisted corpses to the Glass Houses. Finished throwing the last pebble from his pile, William pulled the hood of his robe over his face, hiding his ugly warts.

He couldn’t cry. He couldn’t think.

All he wanted was to disappear.

After spending the rest of the afternoon in Bray’s house, he had asked Kirby for some time alone, thinking he might make sense of a situation he couldn’t believe. All he had were questions. The more he thought about Bray’s death, the more his mind grew numb. He couldn’t allow himself to process it.

Eventually, he stood.

William walked over to a scraggly, dead demon that lay next to the house, staring at its cracked teeth and hollow eyes. It had fallen on top of its hands, with its head to the side. It looked as if the creature might push off the ground and find its feet, even though it was dead.

Maybe William should’ve died, too.

If he had died, perhaps Bray would be alive.

The thought was irrational, and yet, he couldn’t help it.

A few chatting people pulled another dead demon corpse past William, pulling him from his dark thoughts. Seeing him lingering over the body, one of them asked, “Do you need help dragging it?”

“I’m fine,” William said, after a pause.

Pulling his hood tighter over the sides of his face, he grabbed hold of the demon’s arm and started pulling. It took him more than a few tries to get it moving, but eventually he made progress, tugging it toward the pathway on the eastern side of the courtyard, following a line of other people cleaning up the mess of the ugly war.

William kept his gaze straight ahead as he pulled the demon past some more corpses. More people walked past him, discussing the results of a battle none would soon forget. A few mentioned the people they had thought were dead, but found alive. William knew how this went. Eventually, the details of the battle would fade, until all that was left was the next meal, the next sunset, or the next war.

But that wouldn’t bring Bray back.

And it wouldn’t erase William’s guilt.

William’s demon stopped short, snagging on one of its dead brother’s limbs. William bent to untangle it, inadvertently knocking off his hood.

Loud whispers drew his attention to his right, where two children huddled twenty feet away, pointing.

William let the demon’s legs drop. His hands flew to his face.

Unapologetically, the boy said, “It’s even worse than I imagined.”

William hid his head in shame.

Guilt and fear crossed the little girl’s face as she pointed a nervous finger in his direction.

“I’ve never seen a Plagued One,” she said, her eyes wide.

William met her gaze. To his surprise, she wasn’t referring to him, but the dead demon.

The boy next to her explained, “We’ve only ever seen them alive. Even then, we usually only hear them. Our mother keeps us away from the walls and the gates.”

With a frightened expression, the little girl asked, “Do you think there are more Plagued Ones waiting to come in?”

William felt some trepidation as the children looked from the body to him. Surely, they must see his warts. Surely, they knew what he was.

Feeling the need to explain his appearance, he uncovered his forehead and pointed at his warts. “I am not like them. I am infected, but I won’t hurt you.”

“We know that,” the girl said with a frown, as if he had told her something obvious. “You aren’t a Plagued One. You are like The Gifted, except nice.”

“You helped us win the war,” the boy added.

A mother’s call echoed through a distant alley. Hearing her, the children raced away.
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“William,” Kirby said, a worried expression on her face. “I was looking for you.”

William tried to smile as she took up next to him on the pathway, heading back for the courtyard. “I was bringing some bodies to the Glass Houses.”

“I know. Teddy told me.” Kirby watched him. “How are you holding up?”

William looked over at her. He knew what she meant. “Bray was my best friend. I would do anything to get him back.”

“I would, too, of course.” Kirby looked down. “He died in the same way he lived—with a sword in his hand. He never gave up, even when death was close.”

“I feel as if I was away for so long in the tower. I wish I could’ve made it to you sooner.” William beckoned regretfully toward the glimmering building in the distance. “If only I could’ve…”

“You did everything you could,” Kirby assured him. “Even when we were away from each other, he never stopped speaking of you. He would’ve fought a thousand demons or men to get back to you.”

“I know he would have,” William said, swallowing. “He was more like a father than a friend. He came for me when my mother died. He stuck with me when most would have abandoned me.”

“He did what a father does,” Kirby said with certainty. “He might not have been a father by blood, but he looked after you. He taught you, and made sure you had what you needed to survive.”

William nodded through his tears. “And I will never forget him.”

A distant look came into Kirby’s eyes. It was the same, endearing expression he saw on his mother’s face, when she spoke of his deceased father. “Bray had an honor that everyone could see, in the end. I am grateful for every moment we spent together.”

William sniffled.

“Are you going to be okay?”

William looked over at her, blinking through a few more tears. Kirby reached over, pulling him into a tight hug. Together, they both cried, watching the sun sink in the horizon.

“You are not the only one who learned from him,” Kirby said, blotting her eyes.

“He taught you?” William wiped some of the dried blood from his face.

“When we were imprisoned here, I wanted to give up,” Kirby explained. “Bray convinced me to keep going. He lent me hope when I had none.” She gestured toward the courtyard, where a man and woman hugged. “I never thought I would see another day of freedom. And most of these people didn’t, either. And yet, here we are. Bray’s persistence was a large part of that. He was a hero.”

“You are right.” A smile bled through William’s sadness. “Bray always kept his promises.”

Kirby nodded as she reached for her back, scratching at something.

“Are you okay?” William asked her.

“I’m fine,” Kirby reassured him. “My warts are sore from battle.”

“Mine, too.” William nodded as he pointed to his knees.

Theirs was a shared pain.

Looking over his shoulder, William let out a shuddering sigh. “What are we going to do?” he asked, watching Kirby as he waited.

“As long as we are alive, there is hope, William,” Kirby said. “We will survive together. We will keep breathing, because that is all we can do. Because that is what Bray would’ve wanted.”

Looking at the orange sun setting below the wall, William said, “I think you are right.”


Chapter 80: William

William walked under the glow of a new morning’s sun, among a crowd of six hundred slaves as they headed along the path just outside the wall, next to the shortest row of crops. All around him, men, women, and children moved in tandem, holding each other for support, or staring up at a sky the youngest had never seen, beyond the walls of New City.

The survivors.

Most carried weapons, just in case any demons came from the forests, even though they hadn’t seen any in a few days. To their left and behind, the creaking, spinning windmills turned, oblivious to the changes behind the walls. For the first time in many years—longer than anyone living could remember—the crop fields were empty, absent the sweating slaves and the guards’ barking commands.

William turned his attention forward as they passed the western edge of the crops and came alongside the overgrown field Amelia had shown him from high up on the building’s roof, all those days ago. Not for the first time, he thought that the square stones looked much bigger when he wasn’t looking at them through the device called binoculars.

They kept on the path, walking past the rows of stones to a new area of overturned soil. Wagons and shovels sat near several long rows of plots that had been cleared from the overgrown weeds.

A new graveyard.

Stopping, the hundreds of survivors shuffled sideways, turning their attention toward four people who were already waiting at the graveyard’s edge: Drew, Kirby, James, and Gabe.

Clearing his throat, Drew spoke loudly enough that even those in the back could hear. The people bowed their heads as they listened. Kirby, James, and Gabe stood silently next to Drew.

William remained in the front row of spectating people.

“No words can express the depth of our loss,” Drew said, looking out over the grieving crowd, “but the people who lie in this new graveyard are among the bravest that New City has seen. They fought, so that the rest of us may have our freedom. They fought to break the bonds of our enslavement. They gave their lives in the hope that we will never have to suffer again. All are heroes.”

Gabe, James, and Kirby nodded in agreement. A few women near William wiped away silent tears. Looking over, he spotted Teddy among the crowd, who caught his eye, sharing a tearful nod.

“Every step we take inside the walls of New City, or outside, will remind us of their bravery. Every meal we eat as free men and women will recall their courage. We will celebrate their lives by living ours well, and making the most of our second chance.”

A few murmurs went across the crowd as men and women hugged each other, or their children.

Clearing his throat, James said, “All of us have suffered, starved, and lost loved ones, but this is a new beginning for all of us. These markers will forever commemorate our loved ones. Too many have been burned and forgotten. No more.”

Heads nodded vigorously.

Beckoning to the graves behind him, Drew said, “We would like to share the names of a few who have importance to us.”

Kirby stepped forward. “Clara, Giovanni, and Bray, may whatever gods you believed in look after you. You deserve peace in death that life could not give you.”

William felt a shimmer in his heart as his friend’s name was said aloud. A few people cried as they grieved their lost relatives. Others stepped forward, reciting the names of friends or family members. The survivors nodded sympathetically as they bonded in grief.

“We have a lot to figure out in the coming days,” Drew said. “But we will make those decisions as free men and women. Together, we will figure out where we go from here. We will live our lives in honor of those we have lost.”

Finished speaking, Drew, James, Kirby, and Gabe motioned to the graves behind them.

The crowd dispersed, heading to their loved ones’ markers.
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Walking with purpose, Kirby and William strode to the end of one of the fresh rows of graves, stopping a hundred feet from the forest. William swallowed as he looked out over the vast expanse of strange, long-stemmed trees. A few people strode close by, stopping next to the graves of their loved ones, most of which were marked with crude lines that meant something to them.

“I think he would’ve liked it here, so close to the wild,” Kirby said with a smile. “It was a good choice for his burial.”

They knelt down beside a gray, unmarked stone, listening to the call of birds and the chirps and chatter of animals. William looked from the graves to the crop fields, where the demon army used to roam.

“It seems as if even the wildlife is relieved,” William said with a sigh.

“I noticed that, too,” Kirby replied.

They stood quietly for a moment, listening to the sounds of nature without the bristling commands of the guards, or the looming fear of The Gifted.

After a pause, Kirby asked, “Do you have them?”

William nodded, pulling out the chisel he’d taken from the shops, and the round-ended piece of metal that went with it. Kneeling down next to the square gravestone, he picked a spot on the stone, placed his chisel, and rapped on it, etching letters into the stone’s face. Kirby watched with fascination as he slowly moved from one letter to the next.

“I’ve never done something like this before,” William admitted, growing more comfortable with each strike.

“I think you are doing a good job,” Kirby said, “though I wouldn’t know, for sure.”

William smiled as some letters appeared under his guiding hands.

“I’m glad we waited to mark the stone,” Kirby said. “You had a good idea.”

William nodded.

“It still fascinates me to see words written,” Kirby marveled. “The owners in my homeland never taught us our letters. Perhaps you can show me, sometime.” She ran her fingers over the first indent in the stone.

“I would like that,” said William, as he finished. He paused to inspect the letters he’d carved. He’d had to guess at the word’s spelling. Of course, Amelia hadn’t taught him Bray’s name. Pointing at the letters, he read them off. “B-R-A-Y.”

“B-R-A-Y,” Kirby repeated, with a smile.

Voices drew their attention to some people nearby. A man and woman walked over to the next grave marker, bending down and uttering some words. Noticing William’s strange carvings, they looked over.

“Is that a name?” the woman inquired.

“Yes,” William said with a pride tainted by sadness. “It is the name of our friend, Bray.”

“I am sorry for your loss,” the woman said. “Our son is buried here.”

William offered his condolences as the man and woman quietly looked down at the stone in front of them, lost in grief. The stone had some of the same, crude markings as the others.

An idea took root in his mind. “Would you like me to carve your son’s name?”

Slowly, hope filled the peoples’ faces and they raised their heads. “You would do that for us?”

William looked down the rows of graves, watching the other people kneeling beside them. “Sure. I’d be glad to.”


Chapter 81: Kirby

Kirby stood next to Drew in the tower on the eighteenth floor, looking out over the sprawling city, and the people walking between the alleys and houses far below. Over the past week, they had cleaned up the building, replacing whatever books hadn’t been torn or destroyed. Most of The Gifted’s devices were intact, as were the cases in The Library Room, and the guns and ammunition in the weapons room.

“Plenty of knowledge resides within these walls,” Drew said. “Over time, it is sure to be a help to our people.”

“You are right,” Kirby agreed.

Drew gestured out over the city through the broken windows they had patched. “We have buried our dead. We have cremated The Gifted’s bodies. We have guards stationed on more than one floor on the building, who are now trained with their guns. We have plenty of food, and the means to produce more.” Drew paused. “Now it is time to start looking forward and putting new systems in place.”

Kirby nodded as she listened. Looking out over the city, she wanted to believe in a better future.

“You look unsettled,” Drew said, reading her expression.

“I am happy for every person here who has escaped enslavement, or fought for his or her freedom,” she clarified. “I am happy for the children who will not have to grow up under the guards’ or The Gifteds’ oppression. I am happy for the women who will no longer be subjugated.”

“Like your roommate,” Drew said knowingly.

Kirby nodded.

“How is Esmeralda?” Drew asked.

“She and Fiona are safe. They have taken a larger home that belonged to one of the guards, as many others have done, like a few people I worked with. In time, perhaps we can house some of our people here.”

“Or we can continue using the tower as a communal space.” Drew thought on it. Noticing her expression, he said, “Something still troubles you.”

“Each time I look at the streets below, or walk them, I picture the bodies we pulled through those alleys. Every time I walk through the courtyard, I have memories of what I’ve done, or memories of the pain the guards inflicted, as most people do.”

“In a world as old as the one in which we live, I don’t think you can find a place that hasn’t been touched by pain,” Drew said.

“You are probably right.” Kirby sighed.

“You have suffered deep losses, Kirby,” Drew said. “They aren’t easily forgotten. But this place is much different than our old settlement of New Hope. We have a place we can defend. We have weapons, and a wall. The systems The Gifted built weren’t perfect, but we can adapt them to our purposes. Perhaps we can find what we were looking for when we left our homeland.”

Kirby nodded, trying to convince herself.

“Give yourself a chance to be happy, Kirby,” Drew said. “After so many years of strife, you certainly deserve it.”


Chapter 82: William

William looked around his bedroom. Weeks after the battle, he still recalled the times he’d spent huddled under his covers, thinking, planning, or listening for footsteps. Now those footsteps belonged to the free people who had volunteered to keep watch out the windows, or clean up the building.

He looked over at Kirby, who cleaned one of her guns on another bed.

“Without the protection of demons, we need to stay vigilant,” Kirby said, turning the pistol she’d reclaimed in her hand. “We’ll need to watch out for anyone who might attack us, like The Clickers.”

“What will we do, if they come?” William asked.

“We’ll be ready,” Kirby said resolutely.

William nodded. They had enough people—and Tech Magic weapons—to ensure The Clickers were never a problem again. He sighed, looking past Kirby and out the window, watching the sun setting over the city.

“You seem tired,” Kirby said.

“I suppose I am. I spent lots of my nights awake here,” William said. “At least toward the end, when The Gifted were alive.”

Kirby paused and set down her gun. She could sense William’s unease. “You don’t just seem tired. You seem restless, too.”

William nodded. “I guess that could be true. Every time I thought about escaping this building and finding you, I pictured things differently.”

“How so?”

William thought on it. “I guess I always thought we would return to the wild.”

“That’s what I thought at first, too, until I met The Shadow People and heard what they planned,” Kirby admitted.

“After so many months of travel, the wild seems more like our home than this place does.” William shrugged. “Or maybe it is the memories I have here that make it hard to sleep. I know this place is safer than anywhere else we are likely to come across.”

“And yet, you think about it,” Kirby said with a knowing smile.

“I suppose I do.” William’s gaze wandered back outside. “But I know it would be foolish. You have a friend here. And we have everything we need.”

“It has been nice reuniting with Drew,” Kirby said. “I never thought I would see him again.”

Kirby fell silent, returning to cleaning her pistol. She let the conversation die. Still, William thought he saw a faraway look in her eyes that he knew too well.


**




William tossed back and forth in his bed. He couldn’t sleep. Every so often, he peered through the darkness at the bed beside him, watching Kirby’s blanket rise and fall as she breathed. He couldn’t stop thinking about their conversation.

The Gifted were dead. The slaves’ war for freedom was over.

William should’ve been comfortable.

But he wasn’t.

He peered out the window at a bright sky littered with stars. The moon hung on the horizon, casting a glow that reminded him of the nights he’d spent creeping around, aching for his freedom.

Now that he had his freedom, it felt tainted.

The shimmering building felt like one of the Ancient’s museums, bottling up the ghosts of the people who had walked its floors. Each time he closed his eyes, he heard the screech of feasting demons in The Library Room, or the death cries of The Gifted.

William tried unsuccessfully to sleep, until the first beams of light shone through the windows and he sat upright. He softly got to his feet so as not to disturb Kirby, crossed the room, and looked out the northern windows.

He was surprised—but probably shouldn’t have been—to see a small band of travelers approaching from the forests.

“Kirby!” he hissed, startling her from sleep. “Wake up!”


Chapter 83: William

William, Kirby, Drew, and a handful of New City free men and women traveled down the stairs, past the secured doors, and out into the sunny fields, carrying their weapons. On either side of them, the enormous windmills creaked. Noticing them coming, the band of visitors stopped midway up the path.

“Keep your guns ready,” Kirby instructed the people around her.

The men and women heeded her instructions. William kept his hand near his holstered gun. As they continued, he noticed the men wore loose white garments, with strange adornments around their necks. The visitors looked like some of the people he’d seen from up high, but never up close. With relief, William noticed they bore only sheathed blades at their sides.

“Good morning,” Drew said to the newcomers, as they got within fifteen feet.

The strange men looked around the fields, processing a change from what they were used to. One or two eyed the guns warily, probably second-guessing their decision to approach.

“We are looking for Rudyard,” said one man, looking back and forth as if he expected demons to spring out and ambush them.

“Rudyard is dead,” Drew said simply. “And so are the rest of The Gifted.”

The two groups watched each other warily.

Leaving no room for guesses, Drew added, “We own New City now. We are the new owners of this land, and everything on it.”

William swallowed. He knew the importance of staking claim to a piece of land that others might try to take. To his relief, the men didn’t seem as if they were in for a fight.

Stepping forward, holding up his hands to show his good intent, the man said, “My name is Xavier. Our people have traded here with The Gifted for many years. We would be willing to trade with you, too, if that is agreeable.”

“You are the Yatari,” Kirby said.

Xavier nodded. “We are here for a peaceful meeting. Perhaps we can come to a similar agreement as we had with the previous owners.”

The men shifted nervously, perhaps wondering whether the people in front of them might take their things forcefully and kill them.

Kirby watched Xavier. After a long moment, she said, “You helped one of our friends, a while ago. A man named Bray.”

A flicker of recognition crossed Xavier’s face. “I remember.”

“Bray is dead,” Kirby said, “but we appreciate the help you gave him. Such favors are not easily forgotten.”

Putting two things together, Xavier said, “I will admit, I am glad to see you standing here, and not some others.”

A few of his men nodded their agreement.

Xavier continued. “It is customary for our people to give a gift as a gesture of good faith. If you are interested in our wares, we would be glad to provide you a sample, like the people with whom we used to trade.”

“Are those shells?” Drew asked as he pointed to the bags, seeming as if he already knew the answer.

“Yes, for the glass you produce in the city, as The Gifted requested,” Xavier said. “Along with some other goods from the ocean. They are things you cannot easily get here, as you know.”

The men stepped forward politely, placing the bags down for Drew, Kirby, and the others to inspect. Drew opened one of them, revealing an array of colorful shells. William’s eyes widened with curiosity as he examined the strange goods.

“If there is anything else we can do for you, let us know,” Xavier said kindly.

Kirby exchanged a long glance with William, the same expression flickering in her eyes that he’d seen in their room the night before. Turning to Xavier, she said, “There is something I might want to discuss.”


Epilogue

Warm sunlight created a shimmering glare over the ocean as William and Kirby peered across the blue water, off the side of the boat the Yatari had traded them. A few birds swooped and dove, plucking small fish from the rippling water. Others soared on smooth wings, searching for prey beneath the ocean’s surface.

“Do you think Drew was upset with our decision to leave?” William asked Kirby.

“No,” Kirby said. “Drew is an honorable man, like Bray. He knows that we did what we needed to be happy. He was grateful you spent some time teaching him what you learned about reading and writing. He’ll pass that knowledge to others.”

“Perhaps we will be back one day,” William said wistfully. Turning his attention to the vast expanse of blue around them, his face turned to wonder as he said, “I can’t believe we are on the never-ending river.”

“The ocean,” Kirby clarified, smiling, as a breeze blew through her hair.

“The ocean,” William repeated, trying to break his old habits. “I remember seeing it in the Ancient City, and in a few places we traveled, but I’ve never floated on top of it. The people of Brighton used to say that it goes on forever.”

“Not forever,” Kirby said, keeping her smile. “Or, at least, that is not what our people think. But a long way. In most directions you sail, you will find land. Or, that is what we’ve been taught.”

“Who knows what sort of people we might find out here?” he asked.

“Other people, perhaps other civilizations,” Kirby mused. “We can only speculate what is beyond the large piece of land we left.” Holding up the map in her hand, which the Yatari had given her, she said, “For now, we’ll keep close to land, looking for these islands. We don’t want to run into a storm that will knock us off course, or damage the boat. Who knows? Perhaps we will like one of the islands enough to stay a while.”

“We can be the Wardens of the sea,” William said. A swell of excitement overtook him as he envisioned hunting, or fishing, in some faraway place.

Kirby smiled.

A soft wind blew from the east, rippling the water and running through William’s shaggy hair. Leaning back, he felt a sense of calm he hadn’t enjoyed in a long while. He’d never seen so much empty space around him. Kirby had told him about a group of dangerous, sea-faring people, but he couldn’t envision anyone bothering them so far from land. He certainly felt safer than when he was back in the townships, or anywhere else they had been—perhaps even safer than New City. And they had plenty of guns from Drew.

Peering over the edge of the large, smooth boat, William stuck a hand against the opposing wind.

“I think Bray would’ve liked it out here,” William said, with certainty.

Kirby fell silent a moment, reflecting, before a gentle smile appeared across her face. “I think he might’ve been wary about this contraption, but he would’ve gotten used to it.”

William retrieved the flask he’d taken from New City, which he’d marked with Bray’s initials. He took a long sip, looking down at Bray’s sword, which still hung by his side. Wherever he went, he would carry his friend with him.

“Did the Yatari have names for these islands?” he asked Kirby.

Kirby shook her head.

“Perhaps we can name them,” William said excitedly.

“You’ll have to write the names on the map,” Kirby reminded him. “Or maybe I can try, with what you showed me.”

They sailed for most of a day, under the hot sun, with only the accompaniment of some birds, or the occasional splash of a fish close to the hull. Sometimes, the sun shone too hot, and William and Kirby covered their faces with thin blankets. The water created a glare that made it hard to see occasionally, but was always magnificent.

Around mid-day, they snacked on some dried meat and figs they had taken from New City. William marveled that the goods tasted even fresher over the ocean. Perhaps it was the excitement of the trip, which made every breath, every sight, seem different and unique.

The sun was settling over the horizon when William spotted a small patch of green and brown in the distance, sprouting up as if the gods had dropped it in the middle of the water. He stood, taking out his binoculars.

“Is that the first island?” he asked, unable to stop his excitement as he looked through his device.

“I think so,” Kirby said. Frowning, she pulled out the map. “Although it looks a little different than the drawing the Yatari made. Can I see the binoculars?”

He handed them to her, and she surveyed the island in the distance.

“Perhaps we have discovered a new place,” she said with wonder.

“Maybe we can add it to our map,” William said.

Kirby smiled. Reaching over, she took William’s hand, as they watched the shore grow closer.

 

THE END




Afterword

Writing the last chapter of THE RUINS was bittersweet.

 

After ten books and three years of living in the heads of these characters, it has been hard parting with them.

 

Perhaps one of the most important story arcs of The Ruins (and The Last Survivors) has been William’s. From his initial experiences as an infected boy escaping his township, to his journey with Bray and Kirby, William evaded death and endured loss. He forged his way through a ruined world with the guidance of his protectors.

 

In the end, he stood on his own.

 

Or at least, that is my hope.

 

As I wrote the last few scenes with Bray, I couldn’t help but recall an earlier passage from Book 5 of The Last Survivors.

 

“The best thing you can do [for your children] is to teach them for when you’re not around. They’ll need your good sense to fall back on. That’s the way to keep them safe. Like my father did for me. Like your parents did for you.” - Bray

 

I’d like to think William and Kirby found their golden palace in the clouds. The gods know they have both earned it.

 

It is possible I’ll return to the world of THE RUINS, but for now, the story is concluded.

 

If you enjoyed THE RUINS, my series SANDSTORM, a sci-fi story with a post-apocalyptic feel, might be a good story to check out next.

 

You can get the SANDSTORM Complete Series here now!

 

From the bottom of my heart, thank you for sticking with THE RUINS. I’ll talk to you soon!

 

Tyler Piperbrook

-January 2018

 

P.S. If you enjoyed THE RUINS books, please leave a review!


Email & Facebook

If you’re interested in getting an email when books like THE RUINS come out, SIGN UP HERE.

 

You’ll periodically get updates on other books but no spam. Unsubscribe at any time.

 

If you’d like to get a bit more involved, you can find me on Facebook at:



 

http://www.facebook.com/twpiperbrook




Other Things To Read

Haven’t read CONTAMINATION? It’s a fast-paced, action-oriented zombie series with a twist. You can check out the Complete Series Boxed Set HERE.


 

Text copyright © 2020 T.W. Piperbrook

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without express written permission from the author/publisher.

 

This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, places, or events is purely coincidental.
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