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Preface

Welcome to The Ruins.

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.


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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Afterword: AKA Begging for Reviews

It is no surprise that some of the most interesting—and brutal—stories come from our past. A few of the traditions utilized by Deacon’s people are based on historical leaders such as Genghis Khan, and the traditions of an early Greco-Roman people called the Sarmatians, who required women to fight and kill an enemy in battle before marriage. Living in a post-apocalyptic world, where every hand is needed, it seemed entirely plausible to me that a culture might adopt some of these ancient strategies. 

Thankfully (or unfortunately, in the case of Bray, Kirby, and William), not every society holds the same traditions as Brighton.

Rest assured, we have only seen the surface of what is going on in The Arches. More will be unveiled in Book 2.

I hope you enjoyed Book 1 of THE RUINS. I had a blast creating this new world for our characters, and I hope you enjoyed reading it. If so, please leave a review here! Reviews are as important to authors as scalps are to Wardens. 

THE RUINS BOOK 2 IS AVAILABLE NOW ON AMAZON!

Happy Reading!

-Tyler (TW) Piperbrook

December 2016
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If you’re interested in getting an email when the next release comes 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

The CONTAMINATION series might be your thing after reading THE RUINS. It’s a fast-paced, action-oriented zombie series with a twist. You can check out the Boxed Set HERE.
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