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Preface

Welcome to Book 2 of The Ruins.

One thing I enjoyed about writing in the realm of THE LAST SURVIVORS—a tradition I’ve carried on in THE RUINS—is that no one is safe. Just like the real world, where anything can happen, and often does, the characters in these stories have to fight and claw to escape death, a scenario that doesn’t always work out for them.

In Book 1 of THE RUINS, we discovered a realm called The Arches, home to a group of people that, on the surface, appeared similar to those in William and Bray’s former township, Brighton, and perhaps not too different from the people in New Hope (Kirby’s settlement).

As a certain ceremony on the bridge revealed, that might not be the case.

Expect more secrets and surprises as you delve further into the world of The Arches.

I hope you enjoy this second installment of The Ruins. 

We will see who makes it out alive.

-Tyler Piperbrook

March 2017


THE RUINS Background: Pertinent Recap of The Last Survivors

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

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

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

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

They track the army to Brighton.

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

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

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

THE RUINS Book 1 Recap

Bray, Kirby, and William return to Kirby’s settlement, New Hope, in hopes of securing the rest of Kirby’s stash of guns, only to find the settlement raided. After an altercation with two men with strange markings, Kirby rescues a survivor name Flora, who is from a settlement she has never seen. Flora explains that the pillaging men are from an enemy tribe called Halifax. She does not tell them that she was supposed to bring back the scalp of a Halifax man to her people, in order to be considered for marriage.

After William takes ill, Flora lures them back to her settlement—a pair of islands in a wide river, accessed by a single, sloping road leading down from the bridge—in the hopes that she can exchange the guns, and information about William’s power, to make up for her failed quest.

Bray, Kirby, and William are welcomed into The Arches, where Jonathan and Bartholomew, the bridge commanders, set them up with a place to rest. Bartholomew and Jonathan say they will introduce them to the islands’ ruler, Deacon, when he returns from a hunt.

Bray meets a neighbor named Jaydra, who makes him suspicious about the islands. She explains that the oldest islanders—The Important Ones—are protected on the second island. She also mentions that everyone is expected to work and provide for the community. 

Bray, Kirby, and William meet Deacon.

On the surface, Deacon appears helpful, though he is obviously interested in their guns. Deacon devises a plan to watch over Kirby, Bray, and William so he can decide how to access Kirby’s guns, and William’s power over the demons. He discusses the possibility of an impending war with Halifax with a man named Jonas, one of his closest advisors. Jonas, a man with an affinity for ancient devices, and an even greater affinity for creating devices of torture, uses these devices on several Halifax men he and Deacon have captured.

Flora, hoping to make up for her failed quest and preserve her life, offers Bray’s scalp to Deacon, if Deacon deems him a hindrance to the use of the god weapons, and accessing William’s power. She also agrees to keep a close watch on Bray, Kirby, and William. 

Bray decides to go hunting with several of the islanders, to earn his keep and provide food for Kirby and a sick William. While on the hunt, he proves his worth as a hunter and fighter, but fails to kill a deer, which Wardens believe is bad luck, but which angers the island hunters.

Back on the island, William grows sicker while Kirby worries. Flora and Jaydra talk to Bartholomew, who agrees to house William on the second island. While riding to the island, Kirby and William are surprised by a group of soldiers.

Bray returns from the hunt to find a strange ceremony occurring on the bridge in the middle of a fog. Deacon presides over an excited crowd as a woman is thrown to her death off the bridge—a woman that Bray fears is Kirby.  


Chapter 1:  Bray

“Bray!” Levi yelled.

Bray stopped running in the middle of the road, uncertain whether returning to the bridge’s entrance would mean his death. He stared into the rising fog that rose from the river, which obscured most of the crowd standing on the bridge. Those who he could see were leaning over the waist-high wall, trying to get a glimpse of the woman who had been thrown over the edge. Smiles lit children’s faces and men and women pointed. A few people laughed. Bray scanned the islanders, looking for Kirby and William, even though he was horribly certain he’d already seen Kirby die.

The kicking, falling woman was gone, but her terrified, deathly shriek echoed in Bray’s ears. He’d never forget the brutal sound of her body hitting the water. Her twisted, lifeless body was probably floating with the current, bashing against the rocks as the turbid water carried her to some final resting place. She’d get stuck somewhere, food for scavenging fish and animals. 

No one could survive a fall like that.

I couldn’t have done anything, he told himself.

But he didn’t believe it.

Bray looked frantically at the massive bridge, thinking another body would follow—William’s—but Deacon and the guards were retreating. What if William had already been thrown? The islanders disappeared from the bridge railing, presumably heading toward the long, sloping road that started in the middle of the bridge and descended down to the first island.

“Bray!” Levi yelled again.

Bray snapped to attention as two figures approached through the fog. He assumed one was Levi. He wasn’t sure about the other. More cloudy figures stood further back, in front of the massive boulders blocking the bridge’s entrance, watching, waiting. Or planning an attack. He tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword, prepared to draw it and fight a battle with many more than two men, if that’s the way this was going to go. 

He wouldn’t let them take him alive. 

He held his ground as Levi appeared, holding up his hands, a nervous look on his face, Hildebrand next to him.

“What are you doing?” Levi asked.

Bray kept one hand on his scabbarded sword. “Who was that?” he asked, pointing. “Who did they throw off the bridge?” 

“I’m not sure,” Levi said, glancing quickly behind him.

Bray switched focus to Hildebrand and demanded, “Who did they throw?”

Hildebrand looked unsettled. “We came back at the same time as you. We don’t know.”

Bray studied the hunter’s faces for a glimpse of malice or conspiracy—something that might confirm his darkest suspicions and make him pull his sword. 

“You’re making the guards nervous,” Levi said quietly. “We need to load in our game. We need to get to the butcher’s. We don’t want to cause a scene.”

Bray looked from Levi and Hildebrand to the dispersing crowd. Through the fog, it looked like a handful of people remained, lingering and waving their hands. Laughing. None looked in his direction. The ceremony—whatever it was—was clearly finished.

Hildebrand nodded over his shoulder. “The guards told us to come get you.”

Bray wasn’t moving. “Why did they throw that woman to her death?”

“She went to meet the river gods,” Levi explained.

Bray shook his head and took a step backward. “She was screaming. They took her against her will. Whatever ceremony this was, she wanted no part in it.”

Hildebrand and Levi exchanged a grave glance. “Not all of our people meet the end bravely, though they are supposed to.”

Bray thought back to the people who had been burned in Brighton—the curdling screams, the begging for mercy, the crackle of burnt skin. None of those images made him feel any better about what he’d witnessed.

“I realize you have different beliefs than us,” Hildebrand said. “We can explain more, but we should head back, before the guards get concerned and escort us.”

Bray didn’t miss the subtle warning. He looked away from Levi and Hildebrand and across the fog-covered road, certain that guards were hiding in places he couldn’t see to reinforce the suggestion. He saw nothing except the few parts of the steep, snow-covered mountains visible through the encroaching fog. It took every restraint not to dart away, weave into the forest, and take his chances in that mist. If he got enough of a head start, he might get away. 

But William.

What if William was still alive? What if he was cornered, sick, and scared? What if he was next to die, if that had truly been Kirby?

“I need to make sure my friends are all right,” he said.

“If the boy is as sick as you say, he’s probably back at your house. In any case, we won’t find any answers out here.” Levi pointed up the road, where the silhouettes of the guards shifted impatiently. “Let’s go.”

“We’ll find out where your friends are,” Hildebrand assured him.

Bray’s pulse pounded as he watched the soldiers. He took his hand off his blade, but stayed alert and ready to draw it. He followed Levi and Hildebrand up the road and to the bridge’s entrance, still not certain he wasn’t walking into a battle. All he saw were the silhouettes of the guards in front of the boulders and the waiting hunters. He didn’t see Deacon, his closest soldiers, or even Bartholomew and Jonathan. It seemed most of the crowd was gone.

They could’ve killed me already, he told himself, but that was no guarantee of his safety. 

The guards stood in a row in front of the boulders, watching Bray with stern faces. A few had their hands close to their flat swords. The hunters took in the scene with confusion, looking from Bray, to Levi, to Hildebrand.

“It’s okay,” Levi said, sounding almost as nervous as Bray as he held up his hands to explain to the guards. “He doesn’t know the traditions.”

Bray looked from one guard to the next. He wanted to grab someone, stick a knife to the person’s throat, and demand answers, but he knew he’d be killed before he got that far. And what would happen to William?

“You’re lucky Deacon didn’t see you,” the woman with one arm muttered. “You almost caused a scene. You could’ve interrupted the ceremony.”

The woman watched Bray with a firm glance. Or was it a dare to do something? Bray looked past her and through the gap in the boulders on the bridge, catching sight of a few stragglers leaned against the walls, talking and smiling as if they had watched a pig pull or a harvest race, instead of a woman plunging to her death. No Kirby or William.

Unable to hold back his question any longer, he asked, “Who was the person in the white robe?” 

“I couldn’t hear her name from here,” the one-armed woman said, shrugging. “She was one of the chosen, sent to the river gods by Deacon. What more do you need to know?”

One of the guards spat on the ground. The others gave him stony stares.

“Where are my friends?” Bray didn’t need to clarify whom he was talking about. Everyone knew. He wanted to fight his way to William, to hack through these people until he got answers. 

“We don’t know where they are,” the one-armed woman said. “Our job is to keep the bridge safe. That’s it.”

A crunching noise ripped Bray’s attention to the bridge. Several men Bray didn’t recognize wheeled wooden carts from the fog behind the boulders, coming out onto the road and stopping when they realized they had entered a tense situation. Curious looks crossed their faces as they stared from Bray to the soldiers, realizing they might witness something.

One of the male guards stepped forward, gesturing to the one-armed woman. “Like Petra said, we don’t know where your friends are. But if you don’t want your game, we have plenty of hungry mouths to feed.”

Bray bristled.

“We’ll find your friends after we get our kills inside,” Levi promised him, grabbing Bray’s arm. “Come on. Let’s load up our things.”

Bray allowed Levi to pull him toward the carts, but he didn’t stop watching the guards as he bent down and helped the hunters load their game. 


Chapter 2:  Bray

The hunters collected the kills they’d been dragging and laid them on the carts. A few shrugged off heavy, meat-filled bags and secured them to be wheeled away. Bray kept his bag. He looked across the bridge, hoping to see William or Kirby, but he could not see the other end through the fog. He couldn’t erase the thought that he was being fed lies and was about to be jumped. Levi and Hildebrand glanced at him a few times, concerned, or maybe judging his reaction. Bray fought the sickening feeling in his stomach that told him Kirby and William were already dead. A rash move would mean the end of him.

When the carts were full, the hunters began wheeling them through the gaps next to the boulders with the assistance of the helpers. The soldiers stayed behind. 

Hoping he wasn’t making a last mistake, Bray fell in line behind the others.

The smell of dirty clothing and sweat hung in the air as they entered the bridge where a thousand people had stood packed against each other moments earlier. Fog swirled up from the river, revealing bits and pieces of Bray’s surroundings. A few people stood by the bridge’s southern edge, perhaps hoping to catch a glimpse of the tossed woman, who had likely drowned, if she hadn’t died on impact. There was no sign of Deacon or his closest soldiers, no sign of Kirby, William, Bartholomew, or Jonathan. Bray didn’t even see Flora.

A few guards stationed on either side of the bridge appeared in the mist, scrutinizing Bray as they watched the hunters and helpers pass.

Levi wheeled his cart close. “Your friends are back at the house,” he whispered. “I’m sure of it.”

“Why couldn’t the guards assure me of that?”

“You made them nervous.” Hildebrand took the other side of Bray. 

“They didn’t look nervous to me,” Bray muttered.

“They’re used to keeping order. Occasionally, some of the family members don’t obey the ceremony’s rules.”

“Family members?” Bray asked.

“The relatives of the people who are sent to the river gods,” Hildebrand said. “Those who are lifted by the fog and brought to the heavens. Almost all of the islanders gather to watch.”

“The fog ceremony is supposed to be a joyous occasion,” Levi said quietly, looking at a few more soldiers, who were walking ahead and spurring along some loiterers. “Not all take it that way.”

“Like I said before, sometimes the chosen aren’t as willing as they are supposed to be, even though Deacon is sent an omen from the gods, telling him it was their time,” Hildebrand clarified. “Occasionally the family members need to be calmed down. Deacon’s Trusted and the bridge guards ensure everything runs smoothly. The will of the river gods must be heeded.”

“So who was on the bridge?”

“We’ll find out,” Levi answered.

Bray didn’t wait for Levi or Hildebrand to get an answer. As soon as the fog swallowed up the closest soldiers, he wheeled his cart toward a man and a woman that were chatting by the bridge’s edge. The couple fell silent as they saw him coming. The woman looked as if she might start in another direction, but Bray pinned her with a hard stare.

“Who was thrown from the bridge?” he demanded, in a low, insistent tone.

The woman, who had ratty hair and a face covered with freckles, watched Bray. She looked at the man beside her nervously, as if she hadn’t expected the question. Or maybe Bray had scared her. “Ava, I think,” she said.

“That wasn’t it,” the man cut in. “It was Evelyn.”

The man and woman looked as if they were concocting a story. Or maybe they were afraid of coming face-to-face with one of the strangers they’d been hearing about. Movement out of the corner of Bray’s eye distracted him. He looked behind him to see one of the bridge guards walking through the fog, waving an impatient hand.

“The ceremony’s over. Everyone needs to get back to work.”

Taking the opportunity to get out from underneath Bray’s gaze, the man and woman scooted away. Bray watched them disappear with a feeling of dread in his stomach. 

They neared several more groups as they reached the middle of the bridge, taking a turn and starting on the sloping road toward the island, but the people hurried away before Bray could ask them any questions. Several soldiers walked ahead, perhaps clearing the way for the hunters, or making sure Bray didn’t ask any questions. A sick feeling stuck in Bray’s gut as he considered what he’d walked into.

Deacon and his Trusted must be waiting.

And where were Bartholomew and Jonathan? They were always stationed at the bridge—at least that’s what they’d told him.

Bray pulled his cart behind him, wishing he had his horse, so that he could ride away from these men and determine that his friends were all right. 

The rush of the waterfall faded in the background and a thick, dense fog swept across the sloping road, obscuring the shepherding guards. Most of the scurrying people seemed to have vanished. The hunters and helpers continued pulling their carts until the descending road grew level with the ground and they reached the first island. The guards hung back. Bray glanced over his shoulder until the fog covered up the soldiers.

Then he and the hunters were alone, walking down the road.


Chapter 3:  Bray

“Where are we going?” Bray asked Levi as they pulled their carts.

“To see Jax,” Levi said, falling into a routine that seemed as natural as the ceremony. “Then we can find your friends.”

“Who’s Jax?” Bray asked.

“He’s one of Deacon’s Trusted who works at the butcher’s shop. He’ll count our game and take what he needs for The Important Ones, and leave us the rest.”

“For the tax.” Bray remembered their discussion in the woods.

“Yes.”

One or two of the hunters muttered something under their breath, probably upset about the involuntary donation, but Bray was busy scouring the mist-covered streets, thinking he might find traces of his companions. Every now and again, he heard distant voices through the fog. It seemed as if the crowd had dispersed down the dirt paths on either side of the road and were heading wherever they went after such a gruesome ceremony.

Perhaps they were going to celebrate the death of one of the strangers that had caused the whispers and the fear. Or perhaps it was Ava, or Evelyn, and Kirby and William were fine.

Bray recalled the drooped shoulders, the forlorn faces, and the scared children hurrying away after The Cleansings. These people were much different than the people in Brighton. The islanders’ cheer gave him a paranoid suspicion he couldn’t shake.

Several soldiers’ houses appeared in the mist alongside the road. Every so often, Bray saw glowing fires through a few open windows. In several houses, he heard muffled voices, and occasional laughter. Farther down and out of sight were the tradesmen’s houses. Bray pictured the distance they’d have to travel to the butcher’s shops, and then the time they’d spend dividing up their game.

He couldn’t wait any longer.

“I’m going to find my friends,” he said, dropping the wooden handle of the cart he was pulling.

Confusion crossed Levi’s face as the handle hit the ground.

“But we need to divide our game,” Levi protested. 

Hildebrand added, “Jax will need to—”

“Take my cart,” Bray said. “Between the game on here and the pieces of my boar that the others are carrying, you have more than enough for my share of tax.”

A few of the hunters exchanged sly smiles, probably grateful for what would be a boon for them. No one protested. Bray broke from the pack of hunters and headed down the road, leaving them behind, carrying only the meat he had in his bag. He looked over his shoulder several times, as if one of the hunters might chase him, but they had no interest in giving away their newfound spoils. Of course they didn’t. Gradually, the grinding of wooden wheels faded in the distance and he was alone.

Without the burden of others, Bray moved faster down the road, scanning the trees. Wings rustled overhead, startling him. A noisy bird took flight, giving a caw that might’ve been an omen, if he believed in such things. But the only thing Bray believed in was death. He’d seen enough of it over his years to know the lingering aura it left behind, and this place was ripe with it. The fog was thick enough that he could only see the outlines of the buildings on either side of the road.

He couldn’t forget the image of the woman being thrown from the bridge, or the very real fear of Kirby’s body grinding against the rocks, carried away by the current.

He veered from the road onto the dirt path, intent on getting to the hunter’s house.

The ground was hard from the chill, but every so often, he spotted horse tracks. The prints looked like they were headed in both directions. There weren’t enough tracks to determine whether they were from the ride they’d taken to the island, or another trip. Perhaps scavenging islanders had ridden off with the horses, dragging William and Kirby behind. Or perhaps he was being paranoid and they’d taken a ride.

He searched for evidence of a morbid theory and couldn’t find it. Keeping down the vacant, dirt path, he couldn’t stop envisioning a ring of soldiers waiting for him to return, swords drawn. 

As he reached a familiar bend in the trail, Bray sprinted. He was getting close. The air felt quiet and dead as he inhaled the remnants of burnt fires, mixed with the odor of early breakfasts. The people had been preparing for the ceremony. They had prepared for someone to die.

The horses were gone. 

Of course they were.

Bray looked around, as if he might’ve mistaken where he was, but strands of hay and several piles of dung confirmed the horses had been here. The chimney was smokeless. The windows were shuttered.

The paranoid voice inside him screamed, “Too late, too late…”

Bray drew his sword, listening for sounds of men from inside—shifting feet, clanging weapons, rustling clothing. Nothing. Sword high in one hand, he reached for the handle, pulled open the door, and stepped back.

No one.

No soldiers, no Kirby, no William.

The house was empty.


Chapter 4:  Flora

Flora’s bag felt heavy on her back as she trekked through the forest toward the island’s eastern coast. The fog, usually thickest in the mornings, lingered between the trees, making each trunk look like a looming guard that might reach down and grab her. She couldn’t believe she was alive. She’d seen the look Deacon and his guards had given her as they passed by her in the crowd at the ceremony, pulling the wriggling woman down the road. That look was a warning.

She might be next.

Each patch of swirling fog reminded her of what she’d witnessed. She shuddered as she recalled the screams, the chants and smiles of the crowd, and the words she’d heard and recited too many times before. Most people thought the ceremony was a joyous occasion, but she knew better.

Each scream brought back memories of her father.

Flora would never forget when her father had been thrown off the bridge, when she was six years old.

Flora had been allowed a spot near the edge of the bridge during that ceremony, but not too close to Deacon. Guards had formed a line in front of her, their thick shoulders preventing all but a narrow view of the proceedings. The crowd had stood on their toes, as they always did, trying to get a better look, chanting their recitations back to Deacon, smiling as they spoke of the grace of the gods and the blessings they had given her people. 

Her father hadn’t looked quite so blessed. 

For several months before the ceremony, he’d lain in bed, talking through the pain in his face as he battled an illness that wasn’t getting better. The neighbors had taken care of him, and of her. She recalled a few times when he’d ventured outside, making vain attempts to work, but most of those had ended with him returning to the house, looking thinner and paler than before. He’d lost his use.

Eventually, Deacon’s Trusted had taken him.  

He’d cried out as he was dragged to the edge of the bridge, screaming and flailing. She’d never seen his decrepit arms or legs moving so fast. It was as if he’d beaten his illness at the penultimate moment, but more than likely he was using the last of his strength to stave off death.

Her six-year-old self hadn’t understood that.

For a moment, watching her father fighting the guards, young Flora had convinced herself that they’d made a horrible mistake, and that maybe he could still work, and provide for himself, and for her. 

It didn’t have to be the end.

Flora had tried shouting those things to Deacon through the row of guards—she’d even tried breaking through their muscled arms—but they’d stopped her and warned her to stay back. Tears made dirty tracks down her face as she located her father’s face among the strong hands of the soldiers. As he was raised over the edge of the bridge, their eyes met, and he had opened his mouth and projected his fear into a final, frightened scream.

“Flora!”

Flora saw enough fear in his face to know she never wanted to be on the other side of the ceremony. 

Her father reached out for her, as if she might somehow save him, and then he disappeared over the edge. Flora’s screams were buried underneath her father’s as he yelled all the way to the water and hit hard. She tried running to the edge of the bridge, as if she might somehow save him, but more hands held her back—Anya’s parents, the people who would soon become her own. 

The will of the gods—the will of Deacon—was always heeded.

Flora buried those memories as she reached the edge of the island, took off her bag, and sat on the riverbank. The cold clung to her as she sat in silence, listening to the rush of the water and the wind in the trees. The mist hovered over the water like some ancient, translucent monster. 

One day that fog might grab her, too, but not today.

Today it had taken someone else.

Flora swallowed. Every time she fished, she wondered if she might find something from her father in the water—a scrap of his clothing, one of his tattered shoes. 

A rotted, eroded skeleton staring back at her.

Flora scanned the misted water for several moments. When she was certain no ghosts were looking back at her, she pulled out her fishing supplies, tied on her favorite piece of metal, and cast her line into the water.


Chapter 5:  Bray

Bray stared around the empty hunter’s house where Kirby and William had been. Several blackened, half-burnt logs sat in the fireplace. The pokers lay on the floor. Kirby and William’s bags were gone, as were the blankets that had been covering up William in his bed when Bray left. The other beds were vacant. Had it not been for the still-warm fire, casting heat from its embers, Bray might’ve thought the house unoccupied for some time.

He knew they’d been here.

Kirby and William must’ve left this morning. He searched for signs of a struggle, but saw nothing obviously broken, or anything pointing to violence. He turned slowly and stared through the open doorway, watching the mist float around the trees outside, a spectral warning sent by the gods. He couldn’t see the other houses, but he envisioned the islanders holed up inside their homes, watching. Most would be home by now. Every one of them had played a role in throwing that woman over the bridge.

Every one had—

Jaydra.

Bray exited the house, stepping over strands of hay and several piles of horse dung and following the path to Jaydra’s house. He could already see the outline of her square building through patches of fog. Smoke petered from the chimney. The windows were shuttered. He kept his sword in a tight fist and raised his hand to knock. He’d barge inside if he had to. He recalled his conversations with Jaydra. How much of what she’d told him were lies?

Filthy pig scratcher.

He pulled back an angry fist to pound on the door when it opened in front of him and Jaydra stood at the threshold, her face pale.

“You’re back,” she said nervously.

Bray demanded, “Where are Kirby and William?”

Jaydra stuck an arm out to protect her two sons, who were peering around her. “The second island,” she said, obviously shaken and surprised to see him angry. “I took them there.”

“I saw what happened at the bridge. I saw the ceremony.”

Confusion took over some of the nervousness on Jaydra’s face. “You did?”

“Yes. I had just gotten back from the hunt. I saw what you did to Kirby.”

“To…Kirby?” Jaydra seemed genuinely bewildered. “You think that…” She opened and closed her mouth as she put together the reason for his rage. Turning to her sons, she said, “Landon, Riley, stay inside. I need to talk to Bray alone.” Jaydra stepped out, closed the door, and raised her hands to explain. “That wasn’t Kirby. It was Evelyn, one of our Important Ones.”

Bray started to argue before he recalled the familiar name matched the one the islander had given him on the bridge.

Jaydra went on. “She was given to the gods. Deacon chose her.”

Bray’s anger found a new source as he thought about the crowd’s cheerful reaction, and the woman’s terrified screams. “She didn’t go willingly. I saw her fighting the soldiers.”

“An insult to the river gods.” Jaydra lowered her eyes. “But I am sure they will forgive her, once she is lifted to the heavens. The gods sent Deacon a sign several days ago. He told Evelyn and she accepted it. She was no longer able to fulfill her duties to The Arches. Her hands had stopped working from age. She had come down with an old person’s disease. She knew we couldn’t afford the extra food and bed. She was prepared, or should’ve been.”

The sight of what Bray had seen still disturbed him, but the story carried a truth in it that he wanted to believe. “Where are Kirby and William?”

“At the second island, as I said. After you left, William’s fever got worse,” Jaydra explained. “He was having delusions. Flora and I rode to speak with the bridge guards. Deacon made an exception for him to stay on the second island. We have better healers there. He should be better taken care of. I was supposed to relay the message when you got back.”

“How long ago did this happen?”

“Early this morning. Flora and I rode part of the way, and some guards met us at the road. They escorted Kirby and William to Bartholomew and Jonathan.” 

That might’ve explained why he hadn’t seen Bartholomew and Jonathan at the ceremony. But Bray wouldn’t believe anything he didn’t see with his eyes. “I need to get to my friends. I need to make sure they’re all right.”

Jaydra seemed sincere as she said, “William should be in good hands there. The remedies are plentiful.”

Still not convinced, Bray turned and walked from the doorway, leaving her behind as he headed down the dirt path.


Chapter 6:  Bray

A few people trickled from the adjoining trails, carrying tools and baskets, keeping a wide berth when they saw Bray.

He wanted to believe Jaydra’s story, but the suspicious side of him—the side that kept him safe, in most of his travels—wasn’t lowering his guard.

The fog seemed like it was thinning as he rounded several familiar curves in the path. Even the birds seemed to have fallen silent. Jaydra had said Kirby and William had left in the morning. Even if they’d gone willingly, anything might’ve happened since. They could’ve been killed. Tortured. Robbed of the guns. Guilt gnawed at Bray for leaving. He should’ve trusted his instincts and stayed with Kirby and William. 

It was too late for that. 

Soon he came upon the main road. Several people pulled empty carts; others shouldered loads of clothing, or gear that might be used for fishing or hunting. They were getting back to work. Bray saw some more carts full of the glass jars that had impressed him and William. That sight gave him a pang of nostalgia.

He was surprised—but probably shouldn’t have been—when Bartholomew and Jonathan appeared in the distance, coming down the road from the direction of the second island. 

“Bray!” Jonathan called, waving a hand.

He approached cautiously.

“Where are Kirby and William?” he asked.

He waited for an answer other than what Jaydra had told him. If he received one, he’d kill his new friends and find a way off the island. Seeing Bray’s tense posture, Bartholomew and Jonathan exchanged a glance he couldn’t read. 

“They’re at the second island,” Jonathan said finally. “Your friends are safe. We will bring you to them.”

Bray released a breath he didn’t know he’d held.

He looked around the road and at the nearby trees. No soldiers. No attackers. Seeing nothing to rekindle his suspicion, he finally said, “Okay. Take me to the second island.”

**

Bray kept a few steps shy of his escorts as they walked.

“My apologies for what must’ve been a confusing tradition for you,” Jonathan said as they kept down the road through the thinning fog. “Hopefully our hunters explained what was happening on the bridge.”

“They did,” Bray said, trying not to cause any more of a stir than he’d raised at the ceremony. “Did you talk to them?”

“We met them at the butcher’s shop. They told us you left in a hurry. They said you were worried about your friends.”

“How are William and Kirby?” he asked.

“Kirby is fine, but William is still very ill, as you heard,” Jonathan said. “He’s having delusions. I think our healers will have the best chance at saving him on the second island. He will need time there to recuperate. It is a good thing you ran into Flora in the forests, so she could bring you here.”

Bray nodded, still not sure he agreed.

“The wild is no place for a sick boy,” Jonathan added. “If he had been out there longer, who knows what might’ve happened?”

“And our horses?”

“We’ve been taking care of them,” Bartholomew said. “It will be good for them to get some rest.”

The air seemed to grow colder as they traveled the island, getting farther from the houses and approaching the farming fields.

“The hunters tell me the trip was blessed,” Bartholomew said.

“We had a good take,” Bray said.

“They mentioned you had an encounter with some Savages. It is good you disposed of them.”

“The only place for the demons is at the end of a sword,” Bray said reflexively.

Bartholomew looked at him. “Levi also said you saw a deer.” He watched Bray, judging his reaction. 

“We did,” Bray said. 

“But you didn’t kill it,” Bartholomew said. “You blocked their shot.”

“I don’t believe in killing them. It’s bad luck.”

“A misfortune, really. The deer could’ve fed many more people,” Jonathan said wistfully. “Our people believe in working together.”

The air took on an aura Bray didn’t like as he followed Bartholomew and Jonathan past the frozen farmer’s fields. They had left most of the houses behind. The road curved in the distance, winding into an area surrounded with trees. The fog had dissipated. 

Five soldiers stood in the center of the road.

Bray looked from the row of waiting men and back to Bartholomew and Jonathan, who had stopped to watch him. He halted.

“They are here to escort us,” Bartholomew said simply, before Bray could ask a question.

Bray might’ve believed these men before, but he recognized a bald-faced lie when he heard one. He looked both ways. On either side of the road were farmer’s fields, full of frozen, ragged rows of dirt. Farther down the road, past the five men with murderous intent, was thick forest. He’d never make it that far. They’d catch him no matter which way he ran.

Bray had made a mistake.

He wasn’t dying without a fight.

“Throw your sword, and we’ll make it quick,” Bartholomew promised.

With an enraged cry, he drew his sword and leapt at Jonathan, who had just pulled his weapon. They clashed swords. Jonathan bellowed a war cry as he tried to overpower Bray, but Bray was in better shape. He broke free, swinging again. He missed.

“There’s nowhere to go!” Bartholomew warned as he drew his weapon.

Ignoring him, Bray kept after Jonathan, who shrieked as Bray sliced again, catching his wrist, severing it to the bone, causing the man to drop his blade and double over in agony. Jonathan backed away from the battle, clutching a hand he’d never use again. Bartholomew was already swinging from the other side. Bartholomew sliced Bray’s upper arm open. 

Boots slapped stone as the other soldiers ran to join them.

Bray gritted his teeth in anger. These men had killed Kirby and William. They’d set him up. So had Levi and Hildebrand, who had obviously been watching his every move, waiting to report back to the bridge guards.

Kirby and William were probably dead. 

“You pig scratchers!” he spat at Bartholomew, whose face had transformed into an expression of hardened determination.

Bray struck swords with Bartholomew, straining to keep an advantage as the blades slid off one another. He leapt back and swung again. The five running soldiers had caught up to them. Bray backpedaled, trying to keep all the soldiers on one side, but there was nowhere to provide cover, and the soldiers outnumbered him. Bartholomew stepped back, allowing his soldiers to battle. Two soldiers flanked Bray on either side, forcing him to make a defensive choice. They swung at the same time. He blocked one sword but took a slice from another. Searing pain in his left arm made him cry out. 

The three other soldiers rushed around behind him.

Bray moved to the side just in time to avoid a stab from the rear, managing to jab one of the soldiers in front of him in the stomach, causing him to keel over. He withdrew his sword and ducked just in time to escape another blow, but took another slice. He wouldn’t last more than a few moments. 

There were too many.

Bray turned his anger into a charge, rushing at the remaining man in front of him.

Surprise crossed the man’s face as Bray crashed into him, knocking him away, and ran. He didn’t know where he was heading. He only knew that staying was death. The world became a mess of screaming, agonizing soldiers and boot steps chasing him. Somewhere behind him, he heard Bartholomew barking orders. He kept going through the pain. He was outnumbered. Wounded. About to die. Through his pain-induced haze, he found the forest further down the road and ran for it, his ribs heaving with pain and exhaustion as he veered into a copse of trees. He was surprised that he hadn’t received a sword in the back yet. Even if he survived another few seconds, he’d be butchered in the forest. No one would help him. 

Kirby and William must be dead.

He was next.

Focusing on keeping his feet moving, Bray ran into the trees, whipping past one after another, heading to where the gods only knew. The cries behind him were close, but not close enough. Were they letting him run? He heard a few jeers over his shoulder, confirming his suspicion.

In the end, he would spin and fight for his last breaths—he just needed a small reprieve from these pig scratchers, who had ganged up on him in cowardly numbers. 

Adrenaline gave him a boost of speed, and Bray wove faster as he stepped over tree roots that he barely saw, somehow keeping on his feet and avoiding a fall that would be his last. Growing tired of the game, a few soldiers caught up. He heard a grunt as one of the soldiers tripped behind him—a small favor from the gods, or maybe just a brief respite from the end.

He kept going, ignoring the burn in his lungs and the flowing blood from multiple wounds. He wanted to spit these men’s cowardice in their faces. He wanted to kill all of them. If he could find a place to confront them, maybe he’d have a chance.

He thought of the time he’d slain handfuls of demons on a mountainside, keeping the incline at his back. He’d avoided being surrounded and picked them off one or two at a time. He’d told William that story. But these were men, more sly and strategic than demons.

A break in the trees drew Bray’s attention. Was that the river?

A body struck him from behind.

Bray lost his breath as he fell underneath the weight of a heaving, violent man. His sword flew from his grasp. He struggled, managing to roll sideways before taking a blow to the face. Then another. His cheeks stung with pain as the soldier pummeled him with his sword handle. Bray looked for his dropped blade, but blood dripped over his eyes, obscuring his view. The soldiers were catching up, crying out and cursing his name. Some were calling out which parts of him to cut up as they laughed.

He reached for his closest, sheathed knife, but he couldn’t quite grasp it.

Anger filled Bray again as he thought of Kirby and William, probably ambushed in the same way. Bucking against the man on top of him, he managed to throw him off and stagger to his feet, taking unsteady steps as he made for the clearing, listening to peals of laughter behind him. Where was his sword? If he was about to die, he wanted to do it with a blade in his hand. Unable to find it, he pulled the larger of his two knives. His heavy bag slowed him down.

The clearing was close. Somehow, in his final moments, he’d run far or fast enough to make it to the river. Or maybe the men had let him, knowing there was nowhere else to go. 

He dragged a hand across his eyes, wiping away some of the blood. 

Maybe he could make it to the water. It was a last-ditch effort to live, but it was all he had.

“The god weapons won’t help you now!” someone sneered.

“Too bad we couldn’t have thrown you from the bridge!”

He made it as far as the river’s edge before a sharp pain hit his back, his legs buckled beneath him, and he tumbled face first into the current.


Chapter 7:  Bartholomew

Bartholomew watched the body ripped away by the swift current, dragged past the partially submerged rocks and sticks and downstream. He spat. His soldiers stood next to him, breathing heavy breaths, recuperating. 

“Is he dead?” Bartholomew asked.

“If he doesn’t drown, the Savages will get him,” the soldier next to him said.

“Deacon will want to be sure,” Bartholomew said, annoyed.

“I’ll go down the river and get his scalp,” the soldier offered. 

“Depending on where he turns up, we might not be able to reach him from this side.” Bartholomew stared down the river, watching the body spiral around a heap of rocks and tree limbs, swept by the strong water. “We’ll need to find where he lands.”

“If he hasn’t sucked in enough water to drown, he’ll bleed out on the riverbank. It won’t be worth the resources to send us to the mainland for a scalp,” a soldier said, quickly adding, “Unless you want us to, of course.”

The man was right. It wouldn’t be worth their time.

But maybe Bartholomew could send someone else.


Chapter 8:  Jonas The Collector

Jonas peered through the thin fog that surrounded the second island and toward the smaller, wooden bridge, watching the silhouettes of several guards who hung by the closest end, chatting as they waited. The Important Ones should return soon. The elderly—those capable of walking—were probably still making their way back from the ceremony, trudging down the long road, their joints cracking, their backs aching. Jonas figured the only reason they volunteered to watch the ceremony was to be excused from their duties for a day. 

Deacon was tolerant enough in that regard.

Jonas had no interest in going to the fog ceremony. He’d seen it plenty of times when he was a wide-eyed child, unable to rip his eyes from the expression of terror on the blessed person’s face as they were thrown from the bridge to the river gods. The ceremony was far less fascinating than the relics he studied. 

When he was a younger man, he used to listen for screams from the bridge. Occasionally, when the wind was just right, or when Jonas cocked his head the proper direction, he heard the sounds over the distant roar of the waterfall, carrying over to the second island, but not today. 

The ceremony was over, he guessed.

The Important Ones were likely halfway home, walking next to the farmer’s fields, rounding the bend near the biggest cluster of apple trees. Deacon’s Trusted would lead them. The soldiers would herd them across the bridge and back to their beds, where they would rest after what would be the longest trip they’d take in a while. Jonas was good at guessing. His hand went to his pocket as he gripped the ticking timepiece he’d taken from the Treasure Room. 

He had already lost too much time doing his chores. He needed a moment to fulfill his other curiosities.

He gave a last glance at the guards and then crept around the side of the building. Only a handful of elderly—the frailest and the most infirm—were on the island. That would make it easier to look around, without being bothered.

Jonas’s breath misted the air as he hugged the wall of the second building, his hands stuffed in his pockets. He wished it were warmer. In the warm seasons, he slipped onto the other island, or even more rarely, the forests on the mainland, when Deacon’s Trusted found something of interest and Deacon gave him permission. 

Last spring, he’d been on an expedition with several soldiers who had reported an interesting find to Deacon. They’d spent several nights camping in the forest under a sky filled with the screams of Savages and animals, huddled in blankets that were never warm enough, sleeping fitfully, before reaching a sprawling valley that housed a decrepit god building, surrounded by overgrown grass. Trees snaked through holes in the roof. The building was battered by time, the roof partially collapsed. When they went inside, Jonas saw an object half the size of his room, preserved better than most things he’d found. Rusted tubes protruded from a large, metal box, which was surrounded by four metal, rusted wheels. A row of pointed metal spikes lined the back wheels. Many of the strange spikes were cracked or shattered. The object had clearly lost its use, and was certainly too heavy to carry back. 

But it was fascinating.

The nature of that god object had intrigued Jonas for days. If they had a moving, rolling device like that, they might be able to do any number of things in the farming fields. Perhaps they could dig up the soil, or break something apart—both guesses, of course. He knew that object was past repair for his blacksmiths.

The memory of that finding spurred his footsteps as he walked the length of the second building.

Something much more interesting was right on this island. 

Something much more useful than old, rusted relics.

Jonas reached the edge and peered around, admiring the three majestic animals that were tied there, adjusting their hooves and snorting as they ate the hay he’d brought them. He walked up to them carefully, trying not to spook them. The horses weren’t used to him. 

But of course they weren’t. They would be soon.

Jonas spoke gently to keep them calm. He recalled the team of beautiful horses that they’d once groomed and taken care of. It was a sad day when the horses had become infected with the disease that spread from one to the next, causing them to get lethargic, filling their skin with pock marks that seemed to spread in too quick a time. Jonas had assisted in burning the bodies. 

The rest had been killed for their meat.

Jonas stroked the side of the largest horse, running his fingers over its coat and feeling its smooth hair.


Chapter 9:  Bray

Bray gasped for breath as water filled his mouth and throat. He kicked and screamed, but all that came out was a gurgle. It took him a moment to realize he was submerged. He flailed with his arms, trying to grab hold of something—anything—as his body bashed against sticks and rocks. All around him, water slipped through his fingers. The current was dragging him, and nothing could save him. His body ached with the pain of more wounds than he could count. He would drown, just like he’d feared when he was a boy, floating down the current in the River of Brighton when he’d waded too far. 

His father had saved him.

But no one would pull him out now. 

The water felt like a living, breathing entity, fighting against Bray as he struggled and pinwheeled. All around him was a murky blackness that he couldn’t make out. His lungs screamed for air. The river jostled him around, spinning him out of control, forcing him into objects with a painful thud. He’d envisioned the end many times, but always in the mouths of demons; never like this. 

He had a fleeting thought of the woman thrown from the bridge. Had she died from the fall, or was her fate similar to this? I’m sorry, Kirby. I’m sorry, William.

Bray broke the surface. He spit out some of the water in his throat and sucked in a gagging breath, catching a glimpse of a murky sky before he was dunked under. That glimpse kept him kicking and flailing for air. If he could find purchase somewhere, a way to stop moving, maybe he could stop from sliding further into the river and—

Bray’s shirt snagged. His body stopped short, and he swayed with the current. Water churned past his face and mouth. Fighting the rushing water, Bray twisted, reached up, and grabbed hold of whatever had stopped him. A tree branch. Using the branch for leverage, he pulled his head above water and gasped for breath, his shoulder screaming with the pain of fresh slice marks. He ignored it and pulled harder, coughing and spitting. The branch was attached to a tree trunk that had fallen in the river diagonally, half in and half out of the riverbank. He held onto that branch, praying it didn’t break as he heaved several more deep breaths. 

He might be alive, but not for long.

The soldiers would come.

They’d find him and finish him off, sending him to whatever foul spirits to which they prayed.

Hit by that new fear, Bray blinked the water out of his eyes and caught a glimpse of the riverbank, trying to determine where he was. Looking upriver, he saw no soldiers. He was in the river’s middle. It looked like he was closest to the mainland, farthest from the island. 

Pulling himself higher, grunting against the pain in his weak arms, he pulled himself from the limb to the fat trunk of the fallen tree, hugging its massive bulk and trying not to fall. His ribs ached as he established his position. One or more was bruised or broken. But his main concern was getting out of the water and to the shore. He needed to shimmy sideways, or climb onto the tree to get there.

He slipped. Bray cried out as he fell, surprised when his boot touched bottom. The river was shallower than he’d anticipated. Or maybe it was the fallen tree, creating a blockage in the river’s flow. Whatever it was, he needed to move. Sticking his other boot down, he tested the depth, touched bottom, and then clutched the tree and used it as a guide as he slogged his way through the water, heading toward the riverbank. 

Water dripped from his soaked hair into his eyes. His legs felt weak from fighting the current. He was barely able to make it to the riverbank. When he finally reached land, he let go of the tree and collapsed.


Chapter 10:  Deacon

Deacon stood near the entrance of the first building, watching the procession of The Important Ones march across the wooden bridge, over the thick, sloping rocks of the banks and onto the dirt trail. Heads bobbed as the elderly focused on their feet, too tired and cold to speak, or even to look at one another. The march back was always quiet. Though the mood of the ceremony was cheerful, seeing someone cast over the bridge and to the gods was a sordid reminder of mortality for everyone.

The bridge guards shepherded the people up the pathway, taking over for some other guards who were heading back to the main bridge. Island security was an unbroken priority. Everyone knew his or her roles. 

Movement from the other building caught his attention. Deacon turned to find Jonas walking across the yard.

“Jonas,” he greeted.

“How was the ceremony?” Jonas asked.

Deacon watched him before answering, “The river gods are pleased.”

“We follow the gods’ claims. We don’t dispute their word,” Jonas recited.

Seemingly uncomfortable under Deacon’s stare, Jonas wiped some nervous sweat from his brow and stuck his hand in his pocket. Deacon watched him curiously. Every day seemed to add some new habit to a growing list of eccentricities. But he knew Jonas was loyal.

“I’ve been watching over the horses,” Jonas said, seemingly to fill the air. 

“They are beautiful animals,” Deacon said. “We want to make sure they are taken care of.”

“I agree.”

“Did you get a look at the god weapons?”

“Only briefly,” Jonas said, some of his fear seeming to melt as the conversation turned to the fascinating devices. “The guns are beautiful in a way few treasures are. I’ve never seen metal devices so intact, that our people haven’t made. I would love to study them further.”

“You will get a chance now,” Deacon said with a firm nod. 

They watched The Important Ones trudge to the door of the other building. A thin woman tripped, but not before one of the soldiers caught her arm, preventing a fall that would have put her next in line at the ceremony. 

“Have you heard back from Bartholomew and Jonathan?”

“They should have talked to the hunters by now,” Deacon said. “I have given them authority to make a determination on Bray, depending on what they learned. If he cannot be used, they will bring me his scalp.”

Jonas looked away. He asked, “What about the others?”

“Hopefully we can use them, like we talked about. We will enact the plan for Kirby and William, when we are ready.”


Chapter 11:  Kirby

“It’s all right, William,” Kirby said, rubbing the boy’s back as she looked around the barren room on the second island, mostly empty except for a solitary table containing a few herbs left by the healer, and a lone, shuttered window high up on the wall in the room in which they were housed. A fireplace in the corner blazed with a heat that warmed the room every minute, but that didn’t seem to be helping William, who was lying in a bed slightly bigger than the one back at the hunter’s house, burning up with a fever that seemed to have gotten worse since he’d woken up this morning.

William’s condition was a concern she’d never expected to have, just as she’d never anticipated traveling with a sick, infected boy, or Bray, for whom she was still waiting to get back from the hunt. Kirby shirked her jacket and laid it on the floor next to her rifle, keeping her weapons close. No one had made any attempts to confiscate her weapons, but she’d seen the guards eyeing them all the way to the second island. She’d even seen a strange man watching her from across the dirt yard as they entered the building. She didn’t like the look he’d given her. She’d been hiding her grenades ever since her trip to the market.

She didn’t trust any of the islanders.

She was worried about too many things.

She looked back at William. Every so often, he murmured an unintelligible phrase, or rolled his sweaty head back and forth on the pillow. Shortly after arriving, they’d met with a healer named Berta, who had given William some herbs Kirby had never seen, and then promised to return. 

Kirby hadn’t seen her since.

The ride to the second island had been tumultuous. Several times, while riding next to Flora and Jaydra, and then the other soldiers who had escorted them, Kirby had slowed her horse to adjust William, who seemed always in danger of falling off, too weak to hold the reins, swaying with each jolt, murmuring and blinking. He didn’t know what was happening to him, or where he was going. 

She doubted he knew where he was, even now. 

Thankfully, the soldiers had escorted them safely to Jonathan and Bartholomew, who had set them up in a room among The Important Ones before heading back to the bridge. Kirby wasn’t sure how long Deacon’s good grace would last—and she wasn’t quite sure she trusted him—but she took the help.

Earlier, she’d heard the shuffle of feet as large groups of people moved through the building’s hallway. It sounded like The Important Ones had gone outside. She wasn’t sure why they’d choose a frigid day over a warm indoors, but many things about this island were new to her. She heard muffled conversation in the hallway, and the sound of doors opening and closing. It sounded like they were coming back.

She needed to limit William’s interaction with people. 

She adjusted her shirt, ensuring that her lumps were covered. Both of them had things to hide. With William quiet, for the moment, Kirby stood from the bed.

Where was Berta?

William rolled his head back and forth, breaking the quiet as he murmured, “The Ancients made it….” 

“It’s all right, William,” she told him, for what felt like the hundredth time since Berta had left. 

“The demons will find the tower…”

“They won’t.”

For a while, she’d tried bringing him back to reality, but now she was simply consoling him. 

Kirby needed to find the healer. William needed more herbs.

Retrieving her rifle from the floor, she slung it over her shoulder and made her way for the door.

**

Kirby barely recognized the hallway as she stepped out into it. In the flurry of commotion surrounding William’s arrival, Kirby hadn’t had a chance to take in the building. Her boots clapped against the stone floor as she gently closed the door. Barren walls lined either side, broken by ten evenly spaced doorways, all on the same side. The doors were closed. She didn’t see any of the people she’d heard walking through here a few minutes ago. Neither did she see any sign of the bridge guards who had accompanied them into the building. Bartholomew, Jonathan, Deacon, and even Berta, all gone. Where was everyone?

At the end of the hallway in both directions, corridors connected to what she assumed were other hallways. 

Stepping carefully, Kirby fought an uneasiness she didn’t like as she kept her hand close to the pistol at her side and the rifle slung on her back.

She paused next to a few closed doors, listening for noise, but heard nothing. Reaching the end of the hallway, she glanced behind her, torn between leaving William and finding help. She didn’t like the idea of being out of sight of him in a strange place. 

But he clearly needed help.

Muffled conversation from a room in the connecting hallway drew her attention. Creeping over, she paused to listen . Two people were talking on the other side of the door, but she couldn’t make out any words. She raised her hand to knock.

Footsteps.

Kirby startled and turned. The skinny, dirty man she’d seen outside in the yard rounded the corner, watching her. He seemed surprised at her presence. For a moment, she thought he was going to retreat, but he stayed in place and called out to her.

“Can I help you?” 

Realizing that what she was doing might look suspicious, Kirby stepped away from the door and explained, “I’m looking for Berta. She was supposed to come back and help William, the sick boy who was brought here.”

“You won’t find her in there,” the man answered. “Horace and Genevieve live there.”

“Do you know where Berta is?”

A smile flickered across the man’s face as he approached. Kirby tensed. She didn’t like the idea of being in close quarters with this odd man. If he tried something she didn’t like, she’d draw her gun. 

The man crossed the rest of the hallway, stopping a few feet from her and motioning to the door by which she was stationed. “Horace and Genevieve chat while they work. I would think it would be distracting, but it keeps their hands moving. That’s who you hear talking in there.” The man shrugged. “They seem to like each other’s company. They hardly leave.”

Kirby nodded, annoyed at the conversation she hadn’t asked for.

The man continued, “Both of them are afflicted with a similar disease. They can’t move their legs well anymore. Their joints are frozen up from age. Horace uses a small contraption I made for him to walk. I fashioned it out of wood a few years ago, but he doesn’t use it much. Genevieve caught a severe illness last time she went outside. She’s convinced it’s from the cold.”

Kirby nodded. “The cold doesn’t always help illnesses, but I don’t believe it causes them.”

The man looked like he was impressed, or mulling something over. “An observant thought.” His eyes wandered to her guns. After a moment, he got tentatively closer and said, “I’m Jonas.”

“Kirby.”

“I know who you are,” Jonas said, looking away from her. “You’ve caused quite a stir around here.”

Hoping to redirect this man, who seemed more interested in talking than finding help, she asked, “Can you help me find Berta?”

“She’s probably just getting back from the ceremony.”

“Ceremony?”

“The ceremony of the fog. A final gathering for one of our Important Ones, Evelyn,” Jonas explained. His expression turned solemn. “She passed away this morning.”

Kirby said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“It is sorrowful, but joyous in other ways,” Jonas said, looking sideways at her. “Only the gods can live forever.”

Kirby nodded. She knew many people believed that. “I heard everyone leaving shortly after we arrived,” she said. “Is that where they went?”

“Yes. The Important Ones walked across the island to attend the ceremony,” Jonas said. “Only Horace, Genevieve, and a handful of others remained, because they are too weak to travel. And a few healers and guards, of course.”

Kirby nodded. She wondered if those words were a warning. She’d seen the guards outside the building, and by the bridge, seemingly keeping too close an eye on things. She sized up Jonas. He didn’t seem like a fighting man. He bore no scars that she could see, and he had the demeanor of one who followed authority, rather than asserted it. “Do you live here?”

Jonas thought on that for a moment. “Yes. I help Deacon take care of things. I live in the other building.”

“What types of things?”

Glancing at her guns, he answered, “I study many of the relics our gods left behind, that our soldiers bring back. As you can imagine, we have pulled numerous things from the rubble. Things almost as interesting as what you carry, but not quite as useful.”

Kirby nodded as he kept looking at her weapons. She didn’t have time for the interest in her guns, which had gotten old the moment she’d stepped across the bridge. “I would appreciate it if you could find the healer,” she said, refocusing the conversation. “I’m going to head back and check on William, make sure he’s all right.”

“I’ll walk with you. Berta is likely to be this way,” Jonas said, taking up next to her. 

Keeping an arm’s length away from him, Kirby veered from the center of the hallway to William’s room. “The herbs don’t seem to be working. We’ll need something more.”

“What type of illness does he have?” Jonas asked.

“The Winter Flu,” Kirby said quickly, watching Jonas’s expression. If William’s condition hadn’t been so urgent, she might’ve second-guessed bringing him here, where someone might see his lumps. Reaching the door, Kirby said, “Thanks again for your help.”

Jonas looked as if he wanted to say something else. Before he could invite himself in, Kirby slipped through the crack and shut the door behind her, stopping abruptly.

She gasped.

William stood next to the bed, his blankets in heaps around him on the floor. He was red-faced and beaded with sweat. He reached around the room wildly, clenching and grabbing as if he was in the midst of some hallucination, or warding something off.

“Get away!” he hissed.

“William? What’s happening?”

“Demons…” he told her, his eyes half open as he clawed the air.

“There are no demons here. You need to get back to bed,” Kirby said, hoping she wouldn’t have to fend off a sick, confused boy.

William looked past her, but he didn’t seem as if he was going to rush her. Taking the opportunity, she hurried across the room and took his arm. 

“We have to hide,” William said urgently, pulling away as she tried to settle him. “The demons are here.”

“There are no demons, just me. Just Kirby.”

A glimpse of recognition crossed his face. Or was it something else? She couldn’t tell. Whatever feverish thoughts were afflicting him, she needed to get him back to bed. 

“Quiet down,” she warned. “You’re going to be all right, William. The healer will be back soon.” William settled down enough to obey, but he was still spouting nonsense. Kirby calmed him down and tucked him under the sheets, blotting the sweat from his forehead. 

Then she waited for the healer.


Chapter 12:  Jonas The Collector

Jonas listened by the door. It seemed William’s condition was getting worse. He made off down the hallway to find the healer. A dead boy wouldn’t do anyone favors.

His thoughts wandered to the fascinating, metallic guns. He’d tried not to stare too long at them. He wanted to touch them. He wanted to inspect the long tubes and the metal grips, ideally figuring out how they worked. He wanted to take them from Kirby.

Patience.

It was getting near time to put their plan in place. He turned a corner, moving into a more populated section of the building. The hallway smelled like ancient relics that had been exhumed from the dirt. The Important Ones rarely bathed—many were too frail to take off their clothes without assistance. They spent the days in their rooms, mostly working, except for the occasional walk behind the buildings. Jonas hated this building. It reminded him of ceremonies and death. But Deacon had instructed him to keep an eye on the horses, and on Kirby and William, until they were ready. He needed to make sure William was alive.

He rounded the bend of another corridor, searching. A familiar voice called his attention to a nearby room. The door was partly open, allowing Berta’s voice to escape into the hallway. 

“It’ll heal soon, Ernie. It’s just a rash,” she said to the man in the room.

The man groaned.

“Berta?” Jonas called, gently pushing open the door.

Berta met him at the threshold, a cloth in her hand, looking surprised to see him in a building he normally kept away from.

“Kirby and William need your assistance,” he said, prompting a look of worry. “I found Kirby looking in the hallways. William’s fever is getting worse.”

“I was afraid of that,” Berta said as she started down the hall in the direction of William’s room.

Jonas watched her for a moment, thinking about following, but instead he walked the last few feet to the end of the hall, opened the door that led outside, and stepped out.

Patience.


Chapter 13:  Bray

Bray cracked his eyes and saw nothing. The only hint he was alive was the rushing water behind him, smacking against the soles of his boots. Pain coursed through his body as his wounds caught up to his consciousness. Groaning, he sucked in a ragged breath, inhaling dirt. He was on the ground, he thought. But he couldn’t move.

Was he paralyzed, or was he dead?

Perhaps he was trapped in some hellish nightmare of the gods. Maybe he was doomed to hear the rushing water in the background for the rest of time. He struggled to turn his head, blinking, hoping his eyes would reveal a clue that he wasn’t in some torturous dream. He moved his neck enough to see upward with one half-closed eye. Tree limbs jutted out above him like outstretched arms, waiting to protect or grab him. The sky was an uncertain gray. 

The only thing he knew for certain was pain.

He’d made it far enough on the riverbank to avoid drowning, but not much farther. He was lying on a bed of hard, exposed roots that extended over most of the riverbank, sloping upward and into a forest he could hardly see. He moved an arm, wincing at some agony in both his shoulders and his back. He felt the sting of the river water on his drenched shirt, seeping through to his skin, invading his open wounds. He was probably bleeding out. If his injuries didn’t kill him, the winter’s chill would, and he’d freeze.

Bray lifted his head farther. Thick, scraggly brush and trees occupied the area past the slope, which was covered in a layer of snow. Most of the foliage was leafless, but the tree trunks were thick enough to block his view of anything coming.  

And something would. It always did.

Footsteps. 

Too soon.

Bray gritted his teeth as something crashed through the forest on quick feet, breaking through the bramble, coming toward him. He looked around. His sword was lost, probably hanging in the scabbard of one of the soldiers coming to kill him by now. He’d lost the knife he’d managed to unsheathe before he fell. And his bag was gone. Bray slid an arm through the muddy riverbank, reaching for the one knife he had left. Was it a soldier coming for him, or a group? Had they gotten to him already? 

Whoever it was had him outmatched. 

They’d be on top of him before he reacted. He turned his head back to the forest as a snarl emanated from the tree line. 

It wasn’t a soldier.

A demon.

A wart-covered head poked through the tree line, scanning the water. The fetid stench of unwashed skin drifted down to where he was lying. Bray held his breath and went stock-still, clutching his knife. The creature hissed as it scoured the banks, looking from the water, to the island in the middle, back to the river’s shores. Its eyes stopped on Bray. A look flashed through its eyes that needed no interpretation.

It was hungry.

Bray pushed to get up, but the creature was already smashing through the last bit of underbrush and lunging. He had barely enough strength to roll over before it landed on top of him, biting the air, vying for a taste of his skin. It raked at his wet clothes with dirty hands. Bray stuck out a weak arm, managing to grab the creature’s neck with his free hand, keeping its teeth at bay as it snapped, its sour breath filling the space between them. He couldn’t stop its prying hands. He felt his skin tear underneath the demon’s raking fingers. 

Not like this.   

The creature stank of rancid meat—whatever it had killed and consumed before. Bray clasped his knife as the creature descended, pushing to get out of his grip and chew his flesh.

He swung the knife in a sideways arc, impaling the demon in the neck. Blood gushed from the puncture wound as the demon bit the air several more times and then stopped, its eyes glossing over. Bray pushed it over and off him. He gasped for breath as he forced himself to his knees, then to his feet.

He looked over at the dead demon. Blood spat and puddled around it. Its mouth hung agape in a death grimace. The ache of his wounds threatened to bowl him over, but Bray forced himself to stay upright.

He needed to leave while he was alive.


Chapter 14:  Flora

Flora’s backpack was heavy with the weight of several large fish as she lugged it through the forest, done with her fishing. The catch had been better than usual. But it always was after a ceremony. The gods, appeased by the islander’s sacrifice, were rewarding them. There was no way they could survive the deadest months without obeying the gods’ will. At least, that’s what Deacon said.

The path she’d walked earlier in the morning seemed much different now than when she traveled it to the coast. The heavy mist that had permeated the island earlier had retreated, as if it had come to claim Evelyn with wispy fingers, and then drifted back to the heavens. It could just as easily been Flora on that bridge if the gods had whispered a different name in Deacon’s ear. 

She still wasn’t sure what would happen to her.

She had failed the offering. What did that mean for her? She hadn’t heard a whisper from the second island since she had escorted Kirby and William to the guards. Watching the strangers had given her a purpose. What was her purpose now?

Would she be the next in some ceremony, or would her fate be even more gruesome? 

Flora recalled a time several years ago when she’d been hiking through the forest, heading for one of her usual fishing spots, when she’d stumbled across a trampled path through the weeds. It looked like it belonged to an animal much larger than any she’d seen on the islands. Thinking she might find a spectacular catch, she’d pursued the trail through the woods, carefully stepping through crushed briar and thorny bushes. 

The trail had led through a cluster of trees and to a rubble-strewn section of the river. Scraps of jagged, unusable stone from the gods had fallen into that water, or perhaps been thrown there in some distant age. The place was no good for fishing. Everyone knew that. A line was more likely to get snagged than catch a fish. 

When she’d reached the end of the strange game trail, she’d found splattered, wet blood on a rock overlooking the river, smeared with human handprints. Several scraps of clothing dispelled any lingering theory that it was an animal. 

Men had been here.

She’d turned to leave when one of Deacon’s Trusted had blocked her path, surprising her. His bloodstained shirt had told her the story of what happened—or as much as she needed to know. Looking through the forest, she’d caught a glimpse of several other soldiers pulling a man’s body through the woods.

“Don’t speak a word of it to anyone,” the soldier had warned her.

Flora had started through the forest, hurrying to the farthest fishing hole she could find, watching over her shoulder as she cast her line and fished. She hadn’t told anyone. Later, she’d discovered one of the hunters was missing. The rumor was that he’d skipped Jax’s butcher shop and avoided his tax. 

They’d never found him.

Unable to get the memory from her head, she continued down the path, her bag heavy on her back. Would that man be her? She had the sudden urge to get back to Becca and Bailey’s, to share a nice meal with them. 

Who knew how many more she’d have?

She was almost at the head of the trail when a figure surprised her. Bartholomew walked toward her, his shoulders arched in the position of superiority Deacon’s Trusted always carried. Flora tensed as she looked for more soldiers, ready to drag her away. 

But Bartholomew was alone. 

Stopping ten feet from her, he said, “I have a task for you.”


Chapter 15:  Kirby

Kirby watched William as she waited for the healer. His hair, long from so many days in the wild, stuck out at odd angles. Most of it was damp from being pressed against the blankets. She wondered how long it had been since he cut it. In some ways, it felt like she’d known him for a long while, but things like that made her recall how little she knew of him.

It was hard to believe William had lived in a township many times the size of Kirby’s settlement. If she hadn’t seen Brighton, or at least the outside of it, she’d think he was a ward of the wild, living out his life in the forests. She’d grown fond of him in their time together.

A knock at the door drew her attention. It was probably Berta, back again to check on William. Or maybe it was the strange man named Jonas. Uncertainty caused the hairs on the back of her neck to rise as she turned and said, “Come in.” 

She was relieved to see Berta.

“My apologies for not getting here sooner,” the large woman said, shaking her head as she entered. Her cheeks were flush, as if she’d rushed to the room. She carried a sack in her hand that Kirby hoped contained more healing herbs, or medicines, that might help William.

“He’s asleep,” Kirby said quietly, motioning to William, who had finally succumbed to his exhaustion. 

“He must be licked of strength,” Berta said. “I haven’t seen an illness as bad as his in some time.” Berta’s brow creased with worry as she crossed the room and stood next to Kirby. “Do you mind if I check on him?”

“Go ahead.” Kirby moved out of the way, but not far enough that she couldn’t watch what was going on.

Berta bent next to William and felt his forehead. “He’s sweating more than before. That’s normally the case with yarrow, one of the herbs in the tea I gave him earlier. He needs to sweat through the sickness. Hopefully he’ll be through the worst of it soon. Is he still coughing?”

Kirby nodded. “He’s had several fits since we came here. Occasionally, they rip him from sleep,” she said.

“I remember how bad they were when he came in,” Berta said gravely. “He needs his rest.”

Pulling a chair from the corner of the room, Berta took a seat and opened her pouch, poked inside, and rifled through several dried herbs Kirby didn’t recognize. She took out a few and laid them on her lap. “These are a few herbs that grow locally on the island. You won’t find them in many other places.”

“What are they?”

“Candleroot and Popsbill. We use them for our sickest elderly. You can brew a tea with them, when William wakes up.” She passed them to Kirby.

“Thank you,” Kirby said, grateful for the help. 

Berta sighed as she followed Kirby’s gaze. “He is a brave boy, to be out in the wild,” Berta said. “I’m hoping his strength will allow him to pull through his illness.”

“My hope, as well,” Kirby said. 

“How long were you traveling in the forest?”

“A few days,” Kirby said vaguely. 

“Looking for someplace better, I assume,” Berta said with a knowing nod. To Kirby’s surprised reaction, she said, “That’s normally why people travel, if they aren’t out hunting.”

“Have you been outside the islands much?”

Berta looked behind her, as if someone might be listening. After a moment, she answered, “Not in a long time. But I remember what it’s like to be out there, searching for a place to settle at night, starting a fire with Savages yowling in the distance. I spent many nights huddled under blankets as a girl, wondering if the cold would take us when the fire burned low, or whether the wild men would chew our toes.” 

“You mean you didn’t come from The Arches?” Kirby asked.

“I arrived here many, many years ago.” Berta’s eyes looked far away as she recalled something. “The last time I was in the wild was as a girl. I spent almost a year out in the wild before I arrived here.” 

“So your people are from elsewhere?”

“I am the last of my people. It’s been so long, I barely remember my old home,” Berta said.

“What happened to your people?”

“They died in an attack by the Savages,” she answered sadly. “A few of us survived and took to the forests. Only a few of us lived to make it here. I am the only one left. The rest died of age, sickness, or battle.”

“Are other islanders from outside The Arches?”

“We used to take people in, but not in a while. Between the Halifax men and the violent tribes elsewhere in the forest, we are very cautious about outsiders. Not many get close enough to talk to us anymore, unless we are fighting. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen a visitor here.”

Kirby’s eyes flicked to her guns. She had a pretty good guess why they’d been let in. “Your people have suffered as many attacks as mine. They aren’t quick to trust,” she said. 

“Sadly true,” Berta said. She picked up her bag of herbs from her lap, stood, and returned the chair to the room’s corner. “Well, I’m going to check on some others who need my help. If you need me and can’t find me, let one of the guards know. They are outside, watching over the building.”

“Have you heard anything about Bray?”

“The man who was with you?” Berta asked, shaking her head. “I haven’t. You said he left yesterday morning, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Usually the hunters come back in a day or so, unless the hunt was difficult.”

Bray’s absence gave Kirby a nervousness she didn’t like. “Were you at the ceremony this morning?”

“No,” Berta said, pursing her lips as if she was recalling something unpleasant. “I stayed behind.”

“I heard about Evelyn.”

A look of sadness crossed Berta’s face. “I’m going to miss her. We used to take walks out on the island together. She told me about the way the islands looked before I arrived.”

“What happened to her?”

“She was in chronic pain that seemed to get worse as the days passed,” Berta said sadly. “For a while, I was able to give her some medicines, but her pain didn’t ease. She got so bad that she could barely put her hands to her mouth to eat, or dress herself. And she certainly couldn’t work. The gods called her to the heavens. If I wasn’t needed on the islands, I would’ve attended the ceremony to say a final goodbye.”

“We’ve all seen too many deaths,” Kirby agreed, thinking of the people who had been killed at New Hope. She instinctively looked at William, hoping he wouldn’t be the next added to her mental toll.

“I have to get around to a few more people. I’m sure we will get some complaints from the cold. Hopefully, more people won’t fall ill.” Berta started for the door. 

Kirby moved some blankets around William’s head, tending to him. She was surprised to find Berta still standing by the door, watching her. 

“If you need anything,” Berta said with sincerity, “anything at all, let me know.” 


Chapter 16:  Bray

Bray stumbled up the riverbank, clutching his bloody blade. The rush of the encounter had given him the strength he needed to move. Pain seared into his body with each step. He didn’t have time to assess why he was alive. He needed to get away from the river, away from the men who were probably already tracking him, and away from any demons that might have heard the commotion. He glanced over his shoulder at the rushing river, as if he might see a cavalry of men wading across it, or a horde of demons, but the area was quiet and still.

The water between the mainland and the islands was deep enough to prevent that. 

Or at least, he’d thought that before he stood up in it. 

He slipped on the muddy shore, slapping a hand down to catch himself. After catching his balance, he crested the small slope and gained the protective cover of the trees, leaving the river behind. A sharp pain in his back grew worse. The bitter chill wormed its way into his clothes, leaving him shivering, chattering his teeth. As he wove through the snow-blanketed forest, he cursed his lost bag—all of his belongings: his meat, his blankets, a few spare knives, and his father’s map. All were gone, except for the knife in his hand. He had the fleeting thought to go back for them, to scan the river and try to find them, but that was a fool’s errand.

Anger seeped through his pain as he recalled the sneering, cowardly faces of the men who had attacked him, carrying out a task that had probably been solidified the second Bray, Kirby, and William had arrived. Each glance, each stare, and every shallow, meaningless word had been a plan to kill them.

Bastards.

We never stood a chance.

He kept his body low to the ground, trying to avoid crashing sounds that would alert men and demons. He needed to get far enough away that he had a chance at surviving, if his wounds didn’t kill him. He needed to find a hole that he could crawl into and lick his wounds, pray to the gods, and harbor thoughts of revenge, even though he’d more likely die than get it. If he saw the men a second time, they’d finish him off.

All Bray had was his knife and his hands.

He’d seen plenty of men hunted down in the Brighton townships by soldiers, begging at the end of a blade, or praying for the gods’ forgiveness as some soldier prepared a final slice. A few of them were brave—or foolhardy—enough to stick their chins in the air, glaring or spitting at their attackers as they faced the end. 

Bray knew which of those men he’d be. 

He trekked through a forest that climbed steadily upward. He’d ended up on the opposite side of the mainland from where he’d entered The Arches, a mountainous region that helped protect the island with its natural barriers, but made it harder for him to get away. He looked upward, where he couldn’t see the end of the snow-covered mountain he was climbing. He glanced over his shoulder and looked down at the island across the river. All he saw were layers of trees and bramble that hid anyone who might be looking at him. He needed to go downriver and away from the islands. He needed to get as far away from the bridge as possible, where soldiers might cross and look for him. Taking a southeastern, diagonal course, he moved faster and upslope, gasping.

There was no way to avoid making tracks with a layer of snow on the ground.

Someone looking for him would surely find evidence of his travels. But he couldn’t worry about that now. He needed to get farther away.

The pain of his injuries was making it hard to think straight. His legs felt as if they were collapsing beneath him, or maybe it was the weight of the river water drenching his clothes, luring him toward a final resting place. He’d be food for a few lucky, foraging winter animals. 

No, Bray thought.

He wouldn’t stop unless he fell.

**

Bray trekked until his vision swam and he could no longer keep one foot in front of the other. He needed to stop. Anyplace would be better than falling on the ground, where he’d be discovered and killed. Eventually he found what might be a lucky miracle—a small hole, the size of a man, tucked in the side of a small hill and surrounded by trees. An animal’s burrow. 

Or maybe a demon’s.

Blinking away the pain, he held his knife in front of him as he crouched and moved toward it, hoping he wouldn’t have to fend something off. He didn’t even know if he had the strength to do anything other than collapse. He bent and moved closer, making more noise than he wanted to, hoping he might send something scurrying. Nothing ran out at him. 

Bray crouched lower and entered the empty den, surrounded by the smell of damp earth and crushed leaves. He turned and faced the opening, ensuring he wasn’t in immediate danger before he fell on his butt. Gasping for breath, he looked up and down his body. His clothes were soaking, torn, drenched with blood. Some of the red stains were so large that he could hardly tell how severe the wounds were. He’d been slashed several times on his arms. A few times on his shoulders. His clothing had protected him to some degree from the swords, but not all. 

He was most concerned about his back.

That final, piercing jab was the last thing he remembered before falling into the river. For all he knew, Bray might have spilled his guts behind him on the mountain as he walked. He winced as he bent in a position that allowed him to reach the wound, feeling around carefully, certain that he would find a piece of his insides hanging loose. His vision blurred as the wounds on his arm cracked open and bled again. He cried out, unable to help himself. His back was wet, but he felt only a small, piercing hole. 

By the will of the gods, the soldier’s sword hadn’t punctured him deeply.

His meat-filled bag must’ve deflected some of the injury. But he’d lost that in the river.

And he’d lost a lot of blood. Any fool could see that.

Wiping his bloodied hands on the ground, Bray didn’t feel any better as the world spiraled around him, his head spun, and the pain became too unbearable to stay awake.

He fell to the side and his world went black.


Chapter 17:  Flora

Flora crossed the great bridge over The Arches, heading southeast and in a direction she’d never been. She trekked down the great, snow-covered embankment next to the bridge, leading to the river. High above her, behind the waist-high wall of the bridge, several guards watched with interest, most likely placing on bets on whether she’d return.

She wouldn’t fail.

She’d been given a second chance to prove her worth; she wouldn’t get a third.

After talking with Bartholomew, she’d checked the island’s eastern riverbanks for some time. Seeing nothing, she’d decided to cross to the mainland. The body must’ve washed up there. She hoped. She patted her side, as if her flat sword might’ve disappeared, even though she’d done the same inspection several times since Bartholomew had found her. 

The river seemed murkier as she reached level ground and headed over to the bank, staring at the racing water that flowed out from beneath the bridge, underneath the single, descending road, and around the first island. Flora had never seen her home from this angle. Stalks from dead weeds stuck out from all directions on the ground on the riverbank. In several places, she saw animal tracks, or men’s boot prints. Oftentimes the soldiers killed Savages here, or battled back tribes lurking too close to the islands.

She looked back at the large, cavernous space beneath the bridge, where soldiers carved memorials for her people. If she hadn’t been in a hurry, she might’ve taken time to find Anya’s. But she had a mission to complete. If she didn’t get the scalp, her memorial would be next.

Flora followed the riverbank, looking across the water at the sloping road that curved over the river’s center, far from reach. Soon she was walking across from the large island. Thick trees bordered either side of the river. She recognized several places on the opposite riverbank where she fished—a large outcropping of rocks on which she occasionally ate lunch, and a pile of branches built by a beaver and abandoned.

Flora kept vigilant. She knew Savages lurking in the wild were waiting to chew on islanders that had left the protection of the bridge. She thought back to what Bartholomew told her. She was more likely to find a body than a battered man. It would be easy to take a man’s scalp—she just needed to find the corpse, do the deed, and get back to the islands.

She scanned the river as she walked, fearing that she might find the body floating in the middle, snagged on some unlucky stick or rock. That would make her task more difficult. She’d waded into the river before, but never far enough that the current could take her.

She knew the water was deep.

She’d seen Savages running in the muck, occasionally racing into the water and drowning as they tried to reach the islands. A few made it, but not many.

She kept walking, looking across the river and at a few familiar houses partially hidden in the trees on the island, which looked different from this angle. Soon she neared the section of river where the body had disappeared. She looked up the banks. Then down. 

Nothing. 

No body.

No Bray.

No scalp.

She knew she was unlikely to find what she was looking for so close to where it had been dumped, but some part of her had wished it were that easy. She sighed and shook her head. If she didn’t get the scalp, she’d be better throwing herself off the bridge than going back.

That sense of dread filled Flora as she walked farther, scouring the banks and praying to the gods for a miracle. She climbed over rocks and broken sticks, the occasional uprooted tree, and weeds hearty enough to grow so close to the water. One of her boots slid on the slimy, washed up carcass of a fish, its eyes missing, its scales cracked and flesh split open. Something had gnawed it halfway. A noise made her stop. She looked from the river to the rising mountain, thinking she had unwittingly alerted a Savage, but it was a squirrel, scurrying through the underbrush and away from her. She blew a relieved breath.

She traveled for what felt like a long distance beyond the area Bartholomew had showed her, and still nothing. The river extended well past the second island. She’d never seen its end. She was starting to think she might live in the wild for years before she found the body, if she found it at all.

Something in the distance drew Flora’s attention. Focusing on it, she moved faster, navigating over the rocky riverbank and locking her eyes on it, afraid she’d lose it. A large tree had fallen into the river about fifty feet from where she was walking. Sharp branches stuck out from both sides of it, swaying as the current found its way around the obstacles and kept moving. 

Something was stuck on the end of one of those branches. 

A piece of clothing?

Flora’s breath quickened as she broke into a jog, reached the fallen tree, and stared across the water at the object. A piece of fabric was wrapped around a branch. Looking around, she drew her sword, as if that scrap of evidence might translate into a man. She walked farther up the riverbank. Her breath caught in her throat when she found something other than what she was looking for.

A freshly-killed Savage.

Flora crept over to it, brandishing her sword as if she might have to finish it off, but the creature wasn’t moving. It was stabbed in the neck. Dead. She looked around the sloping bank above the shore, finding more blood and a trail of displaced rocks. Farther up, she saw a boot print heading in the direction of the forest, and a man’s palm print in the mud and snow. A realization hit Flora.

She wasn’t searching for a body. She was searching for a man.

Bray’s alive.


Chapter 18:  Flora

Flora followed Bray’s boot prints up the riverbank and into the forest, her sword clutched tightly in her hand. Every so often, she saw a splotch of dripped blood, or a handprint where he had stumbled in the snow. He was wounded. Probably close to death. That would make things easier. At the same time, she knew better than to lower her guard. She’d seen plenty of men in the clutches of the gods, fighting through their final breaths as they battled Savages or warring tribes. Occasionally, those dying men took their enemies with them to the grave. 

She wouldn’t let Bray surprise her.

She looked around, thinking she might spot him in the distance, splayed out, or keeled over against a tree. Nothing. He’d gotten a decent lead on her, but it wouldn’t be hard to catch up to a stumbling, wounded man. Persistence.

She followed him for what felt like a while, upslope and toward the top of the mountain. He was progressing away from the islands—a smart move, given his situation. She’d do the same. But that would only buy him time. Soon she’d crested the mountain and come to a flatter, snowier portion of land. Bray’s tracks were closer together. It wouldn’t be long until she found a body, or a man staggering on his last strength. Descending a small hill, she came to the bottom, where the tracks led toward a small hole in the ground.

That’s it.

Flora stopped. She looked cautiously around. The man was nowhere else. He had to be in the hole. But what if he was waiting to attack her? Perhaps he’d seen her coming, and had prepared. She studied the trees around her, but didn’t see a place where a man could hide.

The tracks led straight to the burrow.

Her heart hammered as she steeled herself for a fight. Years of sparring, killing Savages in the wild, and hunting animals had led to this moment. She’d kill the stranger, take his scalp, and claim her place on the islands. She’d prove her worth to her people.

Becca and Bailey would welcome her home with tears of joy. They wouldn’t have to lose another daughter. And Anya, the gods rest her spirit, would smile down on Flora from the heavens.

Tightening her grip on the sword handle, she took a wide berth so the man inside wouldn’t spot her, walking on quiet feet through the snow, advancing sideways toward the small, dark burrow, prepared to stab him before he knew she was there. She’d make quick work of him and get home. She was almost at the entrance. She could feel her palm sweating on the sword handle as she prepared for what she hoped was a quick encounter.

With a cry of war, Flora crouched and stabbed her sword into the hole.

And struck nothing.

She bent down, peering into the burrow, finding only a pile of disturbed leaves and an empty spot where a man had been. Above the burrow were more tracks leading away.

Flora cursed as she stood and stepped back, finding more tracks leading farther from the hole. 

Maybe Bray had gotten a bigger lead than she thought.


Chapter 19:  Halifax Soldier

Fifteen soldiers stood in a row on the stone platform in the center of the Halifax village, turning the new, strange weapons in their hands. Daylight was fading, and rows of men and women with the sacred god markings stood around the sides and back of the platform, watching expectantly. Children hovered behind parents, enrapt. Even the sick and the elderly had hobbled out of their small, stone houses in the long buildings to watch the spectacle, gazes locked on the fifteen men as they awaited what would likely be the biggest spectacle of their lifetime. 

The Halifax soldier found his children in that crowd and raised his chin in bravery. He looked down at the long, tube-shaped weapon he was holding, which was longer than his arms. He carefully avoided the end. He had learned that quickly. He looked down the row at the first man in line, who was putting a separate piece of metal into the bottom of his weapon. 

An older man with long, tangled hair emerged from the crowd and walked to the center of the platform, watching the soldiers—their leader, The Bravest One. He waved his hands as he started a speech that would likely be remembered for years to come. Whoops and cheers punctuated his words. 

“We will overcome our enemies!” the man roared in their native tongue, inspiring loud responses from the audience. “We will demonstrate our power!”

More cheers.

The Halifax soldier looked down at the weapon in his hand. A while ago, he and several other soldiers had heard the lightning noises in the sky while they were on a hunt, and had followed the sound to the foreign-looking settlement by the water. From the safety of the trees, they’d overlooked the bowl-shaped valley by the bay, studying the strange, tall buildings and the littered bodies of the dead that seemed to go on endlessly. 

After a little while of observing, determining the settlement was empty, the Halifax soldiers had crept down into the valley and explored, walking around old, scattered skeletons, fresh bodies of the Diseased Men, and the burnt corpses of people with pale, unmarked skin. The people were almost as fascinating as the houses.

The Halifax man had found strange metal tools in some of the houses. They’d also found some jackets. But the most important findings had been on one of the massive, strange objects hanging half in and half out of the water. The soldier and several of his comrades had worked their way through those murky, wet corridors, locating a room that seemed to be more well-protected than others. They’d pried the door open.

That’s when they’d made the most important discovery.

The objects that spit lightning. The ones that would lead to the death of their enemies.

Elation surged through the soldier as he turned his attention back to the speaking man. The Bravest One had finished his speech and the crowd fell into an expectant silence, clutching their jackets, keeping warm as they waited for what was about to happen.  

The soldier looked down the row at the first man, who was pointing the weapon at a pile of stacked logs that they’d placed on the far end of the platform. The soldier attempted a look of bravery, but he seemed nervous. He looked at the object in his hands, uncertain, putting his hand on a few parts of it before committing to an action. Raising the object level with him, as they’d done in their tests, he located a small, rounded piece of the object that was perfect for a finger. He squeezed it. 

A loud crack echoed across the platform. 

Some in the crowd gasped. Others cheered as a gaping hole appeared in the bark of one of the logs in the pile at which he was aiming. A few children let out cries of glee as the man smiled and raised the weapon in triumph, yelling some words that mimicked what The Bravest One had said. 

The crowd cheered as the other men took turns pointing the weapons at the stacked logs, unleashing fire and ripping holes into the thick bark. 

When it was the soldier’s time, he looked over and found his family, gave them a brave look, and stuck the weapon in the direction of the log piles. 

He squeezed the metal button.    


Chapter 20:  Bray

Bray stooped next to the fire, drying his bloodied clothes and nursing deep, aching wounds as he looked at the night sky. After gaining consciousness in the burrow, he’d traveled as far as his legs could carry him, walking up and down a few more slopes, getting farther away from the islands and the men who had sliced and stabbed him. Eventually, he’d crossed a stream, carefully placing his feet to obscure some of his tracks, and then followed the water as it curved around another steep hill. Now he was resting in a place that he hoped was safe, at least for the moment. He was dry and warm enough that he could feel his fingers and toes, and he’d gotten a drink. Soon, he would douse the fire and attempt to sleep through the night’s darkest hours. 

Every so often, he heard the yowl of a distant demon, or a night animal scurrying its way through the forest. He hadn’t heard any sign of soldiers. But that didn’t mean they weren’t after him. The only question Bray had was how long they’d chase him. He’d seen his worth, and that was at the end of their blades. They’d cleaved his flesh, jeering, waiting for him to die. He was worth as much as the scum on their shoes. He only had to outrun them far enough that they’d give up on finding him. 

What then?

Bray wasn’t sure. He still wasn’t certain he’d survive. He’d seen too many men die in the wilderness without access to poultices or herbs—especially in the winter, when those things were nearly impossible to find. He grimaced as he tore a scrap of his shirt and fashioned a makeshift tourniquet for one of the stubborn cuts on his arm. The stab wound on his back was particularly painful. He’d woken up in a puddle of blood in the burrow. For a moment, he’d thought he was back in the river, choking on a mouthful of water, but it was only blood dripping from a head wound and over his nose and lips. 

He winced and rid himself of the memory. Settling into a position by the fire, he clutched his blade and looked around the trees, wishing the men responsible were close enough that he could stab them all. They deserved slow, painful deaths, much like they wanted for him. 

Much like Kirby and William must’ve received.

Bray felt renewed anger. How long had the islanders waited to kill them? Had they done it shortly before Bray had been ambushed? After? Maybe everyone had been lying to him, and it was Kirby on that bridge after all.

Maybe she was dead before I set foot back on the islands.

Thinking of Bartholomew and Jonathan, Bray couldn’t muster enough hatred. They’d spouted their lies too easily. He might’ve cut Jonathan’s hand, but Bartholomew was alive and unharmed, probably laughing at Bray’s name over a cup of ale with his soldiers. And Deacon might as well have been one of the swords stabbing Bray. 

Still, a nagging feeling had eaten at Bray ever since he’d woken up in that burrow. What if William and Kirby were still alive?

He lay down on his side, staring at the flames and wondering if his friends might be back at the islands, suffering a worse fate than he was. As much as he’d convinced himself they were dead, he couldn’t be sure. He recalled the sincerity on Jaydra’s face when he’d talked to her.

They were taken to the second island so William could heal.

Deacon made an exception for them.

Was she lying? Or telling the truth?

Could he leave, without knowing for sure?


Chapter 21:  Flora

Flora stared at the dark, unforgiving sky as she crouched next to her small fire. Pursuing Bray had been easy in the beginning, when his boots were caked with river mud and the snow was speckled with his blood. His tracks had gotten harder to follow as daylight waned. Eventually, she’d forced herself to stop for the night. Staring at the ground while traveling with a torch was an easy way to get killed.

She looked from the sky to the fire’s flickering flames, trying to steel herself for the battle she’d invited, and yet, she was nervous. She’d expected to find Bray facedown in the snow, but he’d outlasted the daylight. He hadn’t stumbled, or fallen. She might have a tougher battle than she’d thought.

She tried to muster some hatred that would get her through the fight, but her thoughts circled back to Anya, and the final trip they’d taken together. They’d discussed many things while they’d stared at fires like these. Mostly, they’d talked about the offering, or the things they’d do afterwards: the men they’d marry, the children they’d bear. The happy lives they’d live. But there was an undercurrent of dread beneath those discussions. 

It was so easy to pretend that taking a man’s scalp was a necessary thing, when they were back at home, under the safety of The Arches, just as it had been easy to offer Bray’s scalp to Deacon. Being in the wild had brought a new layer of reality.

Taking a man’s skin was a fearful, unreal thing, filled with risk. 

She recalled the look of fear in Anya’s eyes when they’d first seen some of the Halifax men, as they’d gripped their swords with shaky hands. They’d both killed animals, and even demons, but this was a different sort of hunt. As they’d tracked those men through the forest, she’d traded a look with Anya that might be the last. 

A few days later, Anya was dead.

Those same feelings of dread haunted Flora now.

Thick, endless shadows hung in the area on the other side of the firelight. Flora stared past the flames of the fire, watching them. She recalled a similar moment of uncertainty, when she was a girl, staring into the fire in a strange home after her father was thrown to the river gods. She’d been to Becca and Bailey’s home plenty of times with Anya, sharing meals and conversation, but it was somehow different after her father was dead, because she’d never see him again. She’d never share a story, or a meal, or a walk. Faster than an eye’s blink, she’d been an orphan. 

The ceremony—Deacon—had taken away her last relative.

If only things didn’t have to be this way.

Flora bit back feelings of anger that she’d talked herself out of too many times as a child. But they were always there, brewing beneath the surface. Deacon had killed her father, and he would kill her, too, if she didn’t bring back what he wanted. 

She had no choice but to follow her duty to The Arches.


Chapter 22:  Kirby

Kirby cracked her eyes as morning light filtered through the cracks in the shutters, making up for the burnt-out fire. The night felt like a long, interrupted dream. She had taken a spot on the floor next to William’s bed, waking in the night when the pain in her spine got too bad, or when William moaned. A few times, she gave him tea in the late-night hours, but each time, she coaxed him to sleep. She hoped this wouldn’t be his last night alive. That thought prompted a fear that spurred her fully awake. She opened her eyes wider and rolled over to face William, surprised to see his eyes open.

“Kirby?” he asked, looking at her.

“I’m here,” she said, smiling.

William looked around, confused, taking in the dead fire, the window, and the pile of herbs on the table that Kirby had used for his tea. Making the most lucid observation he’d had in a day, he said, “This doesn’t look like the hunter’s house.”

Kirby laughed as she sat up. “It’s not. We’re on the second island. Do you remember coming here?”

“I remember the bridge,” William said, nodding as he stifled a dry cough. “I remember they told me I could see the goats.”

Kirby’s smile widened.

“I remember dreaming about demons. And the Ancient City.” William furrowed his brow as he tried putting things together.

“You were talking a lot, through your sickness,” Kirby explained. “I think the fever gave you delusions. The healer said your fever might get worse before it gets better. Perhaps you are on the other side of it.”

She checked on him with cautious relief, happy to see that his face had regained some color. Dabbing his forehead with her palm, she almost couldn’t believe it when she announced, “Your fever has broken. And your cough seems to have subsided. But you will need to rest more.”

“I’m thirsty,” William admitted, looking around the room. 

“I’ll get you a drink.” Kirby recovered his water flask from the floor. She handed it to him and helped him sit upright so he could take long sips. William insisted on holding it.

Watching him drink, a thought struck Kirby. 

She never thought she’d have a conversation with him again.

In those moments during the nights, when he was murmuring, making less and less sense, or when he was climbing out of bed, throwing his blankets and fighting the air like a demon, she’d thought he’d succumbed to his sickness. The sight of him sitting up, drinking on his own, seemed like a miracle. 

William lowered the flask to his blankets as a smile crossed his face. “I thought this sickness would be the last one I’d have.” 

“You’re a fighter, like me,” Kirby said. “But don’t get too overeager. You’ll still need time to recuperate.”

Voices in the hallway made Kirby pause. Was Bray back? She hadn’t expected him last night, when the darkness had set in, but he might be back now. Perhaps they’d leave sooner than she thought, depending on William’s recovery time.

Someone knocked softly on the door. She crossed the room and answered, slightly disappointed to find Berta, supplies in her hands. 

“How did William sleep?” she asked.

“His fever broke,” Kirby said, unable to hide some cautious relief. 

“I’m better,” William called confidently from across the room, prompting Berta to smile and step inside. Coughing dryly into his hand, he sheepishly added, “At least, a little bit.” 

“Do you remember me?” Berta crossed the room to his bedside.

“You took care of me,” William recalled, separating his dreams from reality. “You gave me some tea that tasted sweet, and then bitter.”

Berta chuckled. “Yarrow. Not all of our herbs taste as good as they sound. But they work well for illnesses. You are a brave boy, to fight through such a sickness.”

William beamed, though he still seemed sluggish.

Kirby stretched her stiff arms and legs. Several nights of sleeping even less than normal had taken a toll she hadn’t realized. She wiped her tired eyes.  

Berta turned to Kirby, concern crossing her face. “I don’t think you’ve left the room since you got here. Have you?”

“Not since yesterday,” Kirby said. It was true, other than her brief trip down the hallway. Berta had been bringing most of their supplies, and emptying their chamber pot.

“You must feel cooped up,” Berta said.

“I’m fine,” Kirby said. As much as she ached for some sunshine on her face, William needed her, and she didn’t trust leaving him alone for long.

“The horses seem to be doing all right,” Berta said. “I checked on them.”

In the midst of caring for William, Kirby had left the care of the steeds to the islanders. “Have they been fed?”

“I saw some hay and water near them,” Berta said. “They seem to have enough, though admittedly, I’ve never owned one.” Seeing the look on Kirby’s face, she offered, “I can watch over William while you go outside to check on them, if you’d like.”

“I’ll stay here.”

“I understand you want to stay near William,” Berta said, “But I know how taxing taking care of someone can be. You deserve a moment’s rest.” Berta shrugged. “Perhaps you’ll even see your friend on the way back from the hunt. I imagine he’ll be back soon.” 

Berta gave Kirby a sympathetic look. She lingered for a moment, making it clear she would watch William, if that’s what Kirby wanted, or she would leave. Kirby glanced at William. He was awake, and clearly doing better than he had been. And he knew better than to reveal his lumps. 

“I’ll step outside quickly and check on the horses.”  

“No rush,” Berta said.

“How do I get out of the building?”

“Two hallways over, you will see a door,” Berta said. “You can take it outside.”

**

Quiet conversations bled from behind the doors as Kirby stepped out into the hallway, following Berta’s instructions. At the end of the second corridor, she found the exit, stepping out to a cold, clear day. The mist—thick enough that she could barely see when she arrived—was gone. Emerging into the space between the two buildings, she had a view of the wooden bridge, far off to her left. A group of guards were stationed near to it, talking. None noticed her. She didn’t see any sign of Bray. 

She headed right, walking the remainder of the length between buildings and toward the yard where she’d seen The Important Ones on that first day with Deacon.

That’s where they’d left the steeds. 

The horses were the only things moving in the dead, dirt-covered field behind the building she’d exited. She walked over uneven, trampled ground full of boot prints and frozen mud as she went toward them. A few stalks of half-chewed hay were on the ground. Several pails of water had been placed near enough for the horses to reach. 

Kirby was relieved.

The horses snorted as she approached. Kirby imagined the new scenery was as unsettling to them as it was to her. Stroking one of the horses, the one she’d ridden, she checked it for injuries. The horse appeared to be in the same shape as before. None had been mistreated. 

“We’ll be going soon, Blackthorn,” she said quietly. She knew the name was a lie, but she’d gotten so used to it that she couldn’t call the horse anything else. That nickname reminded her of Bray, and she smiled slightly, admitting to herself that she missed his humor. Leaning down, she moved a few strands of hay closer to the horses.

“I fed them shortly after you arrived,” a voice called from behind her, startling her. “They ate quite a lot.”

Kirby spun to find Jonas. She hadn’t even heard him approaching. 

“Sorry to startle you,” he said, holding up his hands. “I’ve been keeping an eye on them for you. I was waiting to see you again, so I could let you know.”

She nodded, keeping within reach of her guns, in case this man tried anything she didn’t like. 

Jonas kept a polite distance as he observed the animals and Kirby. “Did Berta find you all right yesterday?”

“She did,” Kirby said. “She gave William some more herbs. He is feeling a bit better now.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Jonas said. 

“I think he is on the other side of his sickness,” Kirby said, cautiously adding, “Although he will still need rest.” 

“Of course.” Jonas paused. “You wouldn’t want to leave before he is ready. I would like to meet him, whenever he is up to it.” 

Kirby didn’t agree or disagree.

As soon as William was well enough to travel, they’d leave. She had no intention of introducing him to this man. She looked toward the gap in the buildings, where she had exited. She was about to excuse herself when Jonas pointed at the horse by which she was standing. “I noticed the brown one you were standing by needs a new shoe. What’s his name?”

“Blackthorn.” Kirby followed his gaze to the horse’s foot, upon which she could see the outline of a worn-down piece of metal. She nodded, trying to disguise her lack of knowledge about the animals. She knew how to ride them and what they ate. That was all Bray had taught her. 

“It must have been a hard journey in the wild,” Jonas said.

“I noticed the worn-down shoe as we were riding,” she lied. “We’ll need to get another.”

“Another four, I would think,” Jonas said with a firm nod. 

“Perhaps.”

“When was the last time you changed them?”

“Longer ago than I’d like,” Kirby said vaguely, suspecting the strange man was probably right. Even an idiot could see that the piece of metal was worn down. 

“I have some extras in the first building,” Jonas said, pointing behind him. “As you know, we haven’t had horses in years, and most have been melted down. But I saved some with the rare hope that we might tame some horses from the wild. I can give them to you, and you can stop at one of our blacksmiths on the way out so he can size them, if you’d like. He was our farrier, when we had horses.”

Kirby watched the man. It was easy to figure out what a farrier was, though she’d never heard the word. He was right. The horses would need new horseshoes, and she doubted that would be an easy find in the wild.

“I’d appreciate that,” Kirby said, thinking she’d talk to Bray about it when he returned.

Jonas paused. “I’ll need to find the shoes, of course.” He left the statement in the air, as if he was expecting something. “That might take me a while.”

Recalling the way she had traded at the market, Kirby figured out what the man was hinting at. “Perhaps we can trade for them, though I’m not sure what we have that you will value.”

“I doubt you will let me see the god weapons you carry,” Jonas said with a knowing smile. “But perhaps some knowledge would be a worthy trade.”

“Knowledge?” Kirby frowned, growing tired of the man and his games. She wanted to get back to William.

“As I mentioned when we met, our soldiers have picked up various relics in the forest. Some have served a great use to our people. Our blacksmiths have been able to turn them into things of value, under my direction. Others have merely captured the eye. Having come from a place with weapons such as the one you carry, perhaps you can come with me and identify some of these relics, so we can figure out what purpose they might serve.”

“Maybe later.”

“A few moments of your time is all I ask,” Jonas said. “As you might’ve heard, we don’t get many visitors here. A chance at knowledge like that would be priceless to me. It would be well worth the horseshoes, so your steeds can travel easier.”

Kirby glanced back at the door. Berta had told her not to rush. Looking back at the worn, uneven piece of metal on the horse’s foot, which might be more serious than she thought, she reluctantly agreed. “A few moments, and then I need to get back to William.”  


Chapter 23:  Kirby

Kirby followed Jonas away from the horses toward the rear of the second building, which sat parallel to the first. She’d never been there. Jonas was unable to hide some excitement as he made conversation.

“It has been a while since I’ve been in the forest,” Jonas admitted. “Did you see many Savages in the area?”

“A few,” Kirby answered, recalling the altercation by the stream, when they’d been with Flora. That memory made her think of the girl that had been their traveling companion, whom she hadn’t seen since yesterday. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Surely, they are nothing for you to dispose of,” Jonas agreed. “The wild men are a nuisance, but once in a while, our men and women find a relic. If the relics are manageable enough, they bring them back here so I can study them. Occasionally, they find something too large to carry, and I accompany them into the wild. Most of the objects are beyond use. Once in a while, I am surprised.”

Kirby nodded. 

Pointing to the second building, Jonas said, “This is where we keep most of those relics I am still studying, and where Deacon and I live. Studying relics is one of my tasks here. A man named Parnell used to be the caretaker. When I was a young man, he passed away, and I volunteered to come to the islands. Many of the items in the second building have been here since before I was born.”

“Does your family live on this island?” Kirby asked.

“I have no family left.” Jonas lowered his head. “My parents died a long while ago. I was the only child.”

“I am sorry to hear.”

“It is the will of the gods.” Jonas shrugged. “Come this way, and I’ll show you the relics I am asking about.”

Jonas held open the door, waving Kirby inside. She looked into a hallway lit with torches, reconsidering her decision to walk into a building she’d never seen, with a man she didn’t fully trust. “Can you bring them outside?” she asked.

“They are hung on the walls. That wouldn’t be easy.” Jonas smiled as he pointed.

Peering through the threshold, she saw that he wasn’t lying. Several metal objects hung silhouetted in the hallway, illuminated by the wavering torches on the walls. Even Kirby was unable to mask her curiosity as she tried to get a better glimpse. 

Jonas took the lead, stepping inside. “Follow me, and I’ll show you.”

Kirby hesitantly followed. The hallway was long and filled with doors, with what looked like another exit at the opposite end. They walked a third of the way down the hallway, to the first relic. Jonas pointed at the twisted, metal item affixed to the wall, taking up a spot next to it.

He couldn’t help his enthusiasm as he said, “Some of our soldiers found this piece buried in the rubble of a building’s foundation, a few day’s walk from here.”

Kirby looked up at the object, which was bent outside of its usual shape, corroded, and obviously unusable. A frame of tube-like metal bars connected to smaller bars that jutted out from certain ends.

“They had encountered a group of returning Savages that seemed to be getting too comfortable on the banks near the island, and they followed them into the woods,” Jonas continued. “Along the way, a larger group of Savages attacked our people. A few soldiers died. Some were wounded. After defeating the Savages, the surviving soldiers took a circuitous route back to the islands, discovering this object in a decrepit, old building. They hoped we could find a use for it.”

“It is a unique find,” Kirby said.

Jonas couldn’t hold back his question any longer. “Do you know what it is?”

“I think so,” she said, “although I haven’t seen one myself.”

“What?” Jonas asked, as if he might pull the answer from her mouth, such was his anticipation.

“A bicycle.” 

“A…bicycle?” Jonas repeated the foreign word, looking from the object, to Kirby, and back again. “What does it do?”

“This one does nothing,” Kirby said with a smile. “It is rusted and too ancient to function, and missing many pieces. My parents drew pictures for me when I was younger. I remember what they looked like.”

“Do your people have them?”

“No one where I lived, though I’d heard some people made them out of wood,” Kirby reflected. “Our people never had the time, or the materials, to try.”

“What would you do with one that worked?”

“The bicycle is a way to get from one place to another in a faster way. The first ones were built in ancient times, if the stories are true.”

“By the gods, you mean,” Jonas clarified.

Hoping to avoid a more difficult conversation, Kirby said, “Yes.”

Jonas stared at Kirby in disbelief. “How does one work?”

“The owners of these objects sit on them. They use wheels the way you might operate a pushcart. This one has no wheels, of course. There is no way to ride it. It would probably be better off in the forge. Perhaps you could turn it into something else of use.”

Jonas looked as if he’d been told the gods hadn’t existed. “Surely, we can repair it,” he protested.

“I have no idea how,” Kirby said plainly. “To spend time on such things would mean we aren’t eating, or defending ourselves. Our people used our resources for other things.”

“But a find like this could mean…” Jonas looked like he was trying to wrap his head around an idea. “I’m not sure what exactly, but if we could ride these things, perhaps we could…”

“You are welcome to try whatever you want with it,” Kirby said with a shrug. “After all, it is your object.”

**

Jonas shook his head as he pointed to a piece of rusted metal on the wall that Kirby had helped him identify as a piece of some ancient vehicle. “Cars. Ships. It is hard to imagine all of these things existed. I knew of some of them, of course, and I had guesses on others. But I never knew the names.”

“It seems our people kept more of the old terms,” Kirby said. “And a few of the devices.”

“To travel faster than a horse seems like an impossibility to me,” Jonas admitted. “But then, it is probably not as impossible to you, having traveled across the ocean in a ship.”

“It was even fascinating to me, when I first went aboard. But then I learned the mechanics behind it.”

“Mechanics? I don’t know what that means.”

“The way it worked,” Kirby said. “That is the simplest way to explain it.”

“Could you build one of those…ships?”

Kirby shook her head. “I learned how to operate them. That is all. Most of that knowledge is left in my homeland. But I won’t ever reach that land again. And I wouldn’t want to.” Kirby fell silent.

Jonas saw something in her face that told him not to ask more about it. “I won’t keep you much longer.”

Kirby helped him identify several other objects, all of which were decrepit and of no use, after which Jonas made good on his promise, entering a room and emerging with a sack full of round, metal objects, similar to the one on the bottom of the horse’s feet. Now, she was walking down the hallway with a heavier bag than when she went in. Jonas seemed grateful for her knowledge as he escorted her toward the door.

“As I said, you’ll need to get the horseshoes sized to fit your horses’ feet,” Jonas said, reaching the exit. “Our horses died before we used them. But I think they will be of use to you.”

“I appreciate it,” Kirby said. She adjusted the rifle and the heavy bag on her back.

Jonas was a strange man, indeed. Strange, but harmless. Jonas opened the door, ushering her out into a day with more sunlight than she remembered. She shielded her eyes from the glare.

She was surprised to see several silhouettes in the distance. They were standing next to two of her horses. 

“What’s going on?” she asked, turning around to find Jonas finishing locking the door.

“Deacon would like to speak with you,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Kirby halted and stepped away from Jonas, confused.

“I wouldn’t think about reaching for your guns,” Jonas said, giving her a look of warning. “Not if you ever want to see William alive again.” 


Chapter 24:  Bray

Bray opened his eyes to a piercing ray of sunlight. He was lying on a bed of rocks near the stream, using his hands as a pillow. His fire had gone out. He felt as if a horse had trampled him. His joints were even sorer than the day before. His clothes were tacky with dried blood. He’d only meant to sleep for a few hours, long enough to regain some strength, before waking early in the morning and deciding on a direction.

He was lucky to be alive.

The soldiers could’ve come for him while he was sleeping.

Forcing himself to his feet, he grunted and looked around. The forest was as lifeless as when he’d trudged through it the night before, getting as far as he could before darkness hit. He’d built a hidden fire next to a ravine of uprooted trees along a rocky hill, sloping upwards sharply enough that a demon, or a man, would trip on the way down. Turning, he saw nothing lurking there. 

He snatched his knife from the rocks where he’d lain. His mouth was dry; his lips were cracked and cold. Except for his knife, he’d lost everything; even his flask. Scooting over to the stream on the other side of the fire, he stooped and drank with his hands. The water felt good on a throat that had been filled with mucky, dirt-filled river water the day before. His stomach was empty, with a hollow, sick feeling to it. He thought back to the last meal he’d eaten, a quick few bites of leftover game from the meal he’d shared with the hunters. Bastards. They’d known what was going to happen. 

He needed to get some food in his body. He needed to keep moving.

A noise made him tense.

He stopped drinking and looked around, certain that he’d awoken to an ambush, or that soldiers had betrayed themselves and were going to attack. He saw nothing but leafless trees, rocks, and fallen limbs poking out of the white, snow-covered ground. An eerie calm had settled over the landscape that he didn’t like. It felt as if eyes were watching him. 

Had an animal heard him and stopped foraging?

Was it a soldier’s footstep?

He waited a long time, listening as a cold breeze kicked up and rustled the last of the oak leaves clinging to the trees. After a while, seeing and hearing nothing, he quietly kicked out the fire, then made his way through the forest. Food could wait. He needed to gain more distance from the islands. It was possible that the soldiers had already given up their pursuit and gone back to The Arches, if they’d come after him at all. But there was a chance they’d camped elsewhere, and had picked up his trail. He needed to make progress.

Bray walked through the forest next to the stream, keeping away from thick patches of snow to avoid more tracks. His breath steamed the air. He walked for what felt like a long while, unable to stop his mind from roaming to the attack, and the moments preceding it.   

In the flurry of the altercation and the tense hours afterward, he hadn’t had time to reflect on the details. Now he was putting some things together. He remembered the conversation he’d had with Bartholomew and Jonathan. They’d talked with Levi and Hildebrand before coming to get him. 

They’d mentioned the deer. 

He recalled the expression on Jonathan’s face, some of the last words he’d spoken before the soldiers appeared. 

The deer could’ve fed more people.

Our people believe in working together.

By the sounds of it, the hunt had been a test. Perhaps the islanders had made a choice to kill Bray. Perhaps that same choice hadn’t been made for Kirby and William. 

Perhaps they were still alive.

Were they trapped on the islands? Were they injured and bleeding, subject to Bartholomew and Deacon’s whims? Maybe death was a better hope. 

Bray’s survival instincts told him to get far away from the scheming, lying men who had deceived them. He could head in any direction he wanted, get far from the islands, and carve out a new life in the wild. Perhaps he’d even find a town that wasn’t filled with as many greedy, bloodthirsty men. Maybe he’d even find a group of lascivious women to keep him warm, if he survived that long. 

But he knew that was a lie.

He couldn’t make that choice.

Looking at the ground, spotting a few squirrel prints in the snow, he couldn’t help but think of William, and the first days he’d met the boy, teaching him to track in the wild. He thought of the words he’d spoken to William, the last time he’d seen him.

You’re going to get better, and I’ll be here when you do.

And the day after that. 

We’ll have plenty of time to talk later.

Death was the way of things. 

But what if William wasn’t dead? 

Bray stopped as he made the only choice he could, looking over his shoulder.

Returning to the islands would be a foolish mistake. He knew that, and so did the soldiers. Guards were keeping watch at the bridge, of course, and probably along the island’s riverbank where he’d fallen. But if he were to head farther south, along the mountains overlooking the river, perhaps he could get a view of the second island. Maybe he could even get close enough to see something. 

He doubted he’d find Kirby and William, but there was a chance. 

Worst case, he’d satisfy the voice in his head, whispering that they were alive, and that he could do something. 

Making his decision, he cut south and back west again, using the sun as a guide, making his way through the forest for half a day, until the sun crept higher in the sky, splashing warmth against his face and ridding some of the winter chill. A few times, he saw a squirrel leaping from a tree, chattering as it moved. Occasionally, a bird squawked and took flight. He traveled over hills and snow that was shallower, when fewer trees covered the ground, and then deeper again.

He walked until he had made his way to the edge of the mountain slope. As he got closer, he saw another range of mountains far off in the distance, assumedly over the river—the ones that he, Kirby, and William had ridden down days earlier, on their way to the islands.

Reaching a break in the trees, he crouched as he looked down over a steep, snowy slope. Deep in the distance, past several more steep slopes that leveled off and then descended again, a solid mass of murky blackness cut through the landscape. The river. In the middle of the river was one of the islands. He searched for buildings, or people.

He was too far away.

He would need to get closer. That would mean cutting down at least one or more of the slopes, carrying the risk of being seen to anyone on the islands who might get a better view of him as he descended. His plan was foolish. He would never get close enough without risking death. But he couldn’t live without knowing if William and Kirby were dead. What to do? Bray shook his head as he realized neither decision was right.

Something crunched the snow behind him.

A sharp metal blade kissed the side of his neck.

“Don’t move,” someone said.


Chapter 25:  Kirby

Kirby looked between Jonas and the four silhouettes in the distance. One of them looked like Deacon. The others were holding two of the horses’ reigns, watching her. A horse was missing.

“Come on,” said Jonas. “Let’s go. Slowly.”

If she were alone, Kirby would’ve drawn her guns and shot her way off the islands. She would’ve killed these men before they could get close, or tried anything. But they had William, from what Jonas said. She followed Jonas slowly across the yard, looking around her for anyone who might be trying to rush her, but she saw no one else. They had her in a position. They knew it.

Bastards.

She advanced within ten feet of the men and stopped, anger creeping in as she realized she’d been tricked. Deacon’s face held a hint of triumph as he appraised her and Jonas. 

“I hope you had a nice tour of our relics,” Deacon said.

“What do you want?”

“Jonas told you about William, of course,” Deacon reiterated. 

“I heard what he said.” Kirby stared at him, resentment in her eyes.

Deacon’s face held no fear as he looked at her weapons. “I won’t be coy. I have several soldiers watching us right now. One of them has your third horse, and William. They’ve taken him away. If something happens to us, my soldier will kill William before you get past this island. And you wouldn’t get far, anyway.”

“I could kill every one of you,” Kirby said through gritted teeth. “And I could do it before you blink.” 

“You might kill some of us,” Deacon admitted. “But not all. What was that word you used when we spoke before? Ammunition, I believe you called it?”

Kirby cursed the information they’d given him. 

“You told me you had limited resources. I might not know much about your guns, but I believe what you said was true. There are a thousand people on this island. You can tell me you would kill all of us, but we both know that’s a lie. You and William will die long before that happens.” Deacon smiled as he spoke words he’d obviously been thinking about, probably since they first spoke.

Kirby looked around, as if she might find William and the missing steed, even though she knew they were out of reach. She nodded through an anger she had learned to control. She’d been through enough negotiations to know how this went. “You want my guns.”

“Not exactly true,” Deacon said, watching her.

Kirby didn’t respond. She might be trapped in this man’s game, but she wouldn’t kowtow. 

“I want more than two,” Deacon said, with a look of determination. “I need enough for my soldiers.”

“I’ve already told you the rest are gone,” Kirby said, annoyed. “Stolen. I have no more. You won’t get them back without an army.”

Jonas cleared his throat, stepping away from Kirby and walking to join Deacon. “I heard what you said in the building. You have knowledge beyond what our people have. You’re smart. You have more hidden, or you can find a way to make them.”

“You can show us how,” Deacon finished. He glanced sideways at his soldiers, who seemed just as curious for the answer. 

“If I had that knowledge, wouldn’t I have armed my friends?” Kirby asked with obvious irritation. “I’m a soldier, not a weapon maker. My people were the same as yours. We all had different skills.”

“Perhaps you lack the resources,” Jonas said with an emphatic nod. “But we have them here. Surely you can figure it out, with your knowledge.”

“There are components to these weapons that you can’t see, without looking at them. I would never be able to construct them without the materials or the knowledge to put them together. Unfortunately, most of that knowledge died with my people in the fires, or dissolved in the mutant’s stomachs.”

“A shame,” Deacon said, disappointment crossing his face. “I was hoping for a different answer.”

Watching his face, Kirby wished she could retract the statement. She might as well be handing over her life, and William’s. She’d never fight her way out, once she started shooting. She might take down these men, and plenty more, but she’d never get past all the guards with her limited ammunition. Deacon was right. He might not know much about her weapons, but he knew enough. 

Kirby was smart enough to know she couldn’t hand over her guns. She glanced down at her jacket, ensuring her grenades were covered, as she’d been doing since she went to the market. They were a last resort. 

But she was in a trap she saw no way out of.

Jonas and Deacon shared a glance that showed they were on the verge of a decision. Kirby pictured William with a knife or a sword to his neck. He’d be killed, if she didn’t think of something. She’d never get to Deacon and these men, or force them to tell her anything, without risking William’s life. She pictured the people of New Hope—the gnawed bodies littered around the settlement, the people trapped in the towers, fire licking their skin as they drew their last breaths.

The towers.

“Wait,” she said, buying time to speak. “There are more guns.”

“A lie will get William killed,” Deacon warned.

“I’m not lying,” Kirby said, and she wasn’t. “The stash of guns I had is gone. That is true. But there are other guns, trapped in some of the towers with the bodies. Most have probably burned beyond functioning. But your blacksmiths might be able to fix some of them.”

Deacon and Jonas stared at her silently, trying to determine a truth from a lie.

“I doubt the Halifax men got to all of them. I think I can make them work.”

“What of the ammunition you spoke about?” Deacon asked.

“There are brass casings in my settlement, remnants of the guns’ ammunition. They litter the ground there. They can be reused. They had no use to me, at the time, but between my knowledge and your people’s, I’m sure we can make them work again.”

Kirby kept her face hard. It was a stretch that could turn into a truth, if she needed it to. Or at least buy her enough time to come up with another plan. William’s life counted on it. Kirby tensed, waiting for a verdict that might mean a battle she wouldn’t win.  

Deacon looked to Jonas. Jonas looked back.

“If I have the components here, and the example of her working weapons, we might be able to figure it out,” Jonas said with a shrug. More quietly, he added, “I don’t see as we have a choice. The Halifax men will be coming.”

Deacon stared at the pistol on her hip. “How many guns might be at the settlement?”

“Dozens, I would guess,” Kirby said. “Perhaps more. My people had lots of guns, and many were buried in the towers with them. It will depend on how many we can pull out, and what condition they are in.”

Deacon seemed pleased. He beckoned to two of the three soldiers. “Ruben and Heinrich will accompany you. So will Jonas. You will ride out to the settlement and bring back as many guns as you can find, along with these casings.”

“Should we bring more men to carry them?” Jonas asked.

Deacon shook his head. “I have a group already at the settlement, or perhaps on the way back. I sent them with Flora’s directions. Ruben and Heinrich know the course they took. You will meet with them, and direct them to the guns. If you come across the soldiers and they are empty-handed, let them know my wish is for them to accompany you. Kirby can show them where to look for the guns, and the objects called casings.”

“Will do, sir,” Jonas said. 

Deacon looked at Kirby. With a stone face, he said, “If you are not back in three nights, William will breathe his last breaths on the island.” 

“Three nights?” Kirby asked, pressing for more time.

“Flora told me the settlement is a night away.”

“It is a night and part of a day to get there, that is true,” Kirby said. “But we will need time to dig the guns from the rubble.”

Jonas and Deacon exchanged an unreadable glance. “Four nights, or he dies,” Deacon said finally.

“Plenty of time,” Jonas said with a definitive nod to Deacon. “We can meet the men, and bring back whatever we find.”

With the edict spoken, the soldiers named Ruben and Heinrich started preparing the horses. Kirby felt a swell of anger at seeing how quickly they had taken over the animals. The third soldier kept a quiet vigil next to Deacon.

“Shall I go, too?” he asked.

“No. You will pick up after the horses,” Deacon said, motioning to the straw the animals didn’t eat. 

The soldier frowned, but he obeyed.

Kirby clenched and unclenched her hands, still not certain she could refrain from pulling her guns and killing these men where they stood. 

“What about her guns?” Jonas asked Deacon, pointing at Kirby’s weapons, looking as if he might walk over and take them himself. Kirby tensed at the request she’d been expecting. She couldn’t comply. And she wouldn’t let them take her grenades.

Deacon looked between Kirby and the weapons. “Keep them, for now.”

Jonas paused in mid-stride. “Keep them?”

Kirby furrowed her brow. 

“I would like the demonstration you denied me,” Deacon said.

Confused, Kirby looked for the nearest trees, which were farther toward the island’s coasts. 

“Not there.” Deacon shook of his head. “Here,” he said, jabbing a finger at the soldier kneeling next to the hay. The yard fell silent as Heinrich and Ruben stopped tending the horses. Even Jonas looked shaken. Picking up on the quiet, the kneeling soldier looked up, dread crossing his face.

“Sir?” The man looked as if he might get to his feet, or start in another direction.

“One of our brothers died in a battle with the Savages last week because of you,” Deacon said.

Fear and confusion lit the soldier’s face as he understood what was coming. “I have lived my life in service to The Arches. I have always obeyed the gods. I fight bravely.”

“Your sword is among the slowest,” Deacon said. 

The soldier looked from Deacon, to Jonas, to his comrades, as if someone might step in on his behalf. No one did. “My wife and child will have no one, if I am gone,” he protested.

“We will make sure they are taken care of,” Deacon said. “As always.”

The soldier’s face twisted as a fear turned into a plea. “Please reconsider.”

He stood and took a step toward Deacon, imploring him, but Deacon held up a raised palm. The soldier continued groveling at a distance, but he might as well have been speaking in a foreign tongue. No one was listening. No one would help. The attention in the yard switched from the soldier to Kirby as they waited for the enactment of the order. She felt a pit of dread deeper than before. The soldier turned, directing his pleas toward her.

“Please,” he said to her, staring at the foreign weapons on her back and in her holster. “You can’t do this. I am not ready for the gods.”

“Use one of your guns on him,” Deacon said simply. “I don’t care which.”

It was an order, not a request.

Kirby shook her head as she looked at the begging man. All at once, she was back in the arena, staring at one of the infected men or women across from her, trying to turn her fear into a rage that would keep her alive. She’d killed too many. 

“I won’t shoot him,” she said resolutely. “You will have to kill me first.”

“Then William will know it was your choice that he died,” Deacon said. “I will make sure those are the last words he hears, before the knife cuts his throat. Or maybe I will make it slow, so he can scream your name.”

Kirby pulled her pistol, her hand shaking with anger, as she looked from Deacon, to the soldier, who was holding up his hands to block whatever was coming. Nausea spread in her stomach. She’d raided, she’d pillaged; she’d even fought men who tried to kill her with bare hands. But shooting a man without a weapon in his hand was something else. 

He was a soldier, complicit in taking William, and who knew what else.

She tried convincing herself he deserved death, but she couldn’t know that for sure. She was trying to rationalize an unjustifiable action. Staring into the soldier’s pleading face, Kirby knew she couldn’t shoot him.

“He is unarmed,” she said, reaching for an argument. “It is an affront to the gods to kill him in this manner.” 

“Then have him pull his sword,” Deacon said, waving an impatient hand. To the soldier, he said, “Do it!”

“But, sir—”

“Do it!” Deacon barked again.

The soldier’s hands trembled as he reached for the flat blade at his side. He looked at Deacon, refusing to meet Kirby’s eyes. Kirby saw a fear in his face that was unlike anything she’d seen these men wear. It was the fear of an unknown death, perhaps even more terrifying in its strangeness. 

“Run at her!” Deacon told the man.

The soldier looked as if he might vomit, but he charged. Kirby barely had time to react before the man was running, forcing a grimace of anger as he raised his sword. Her finger froze.

I can’t do this.

She fired.

The man dropped to the ground, shrieking in pain as his sword hit the dirt. He lay on his side, clutching his ankle. A rage took over her unlike any she’d known.

“Are you finished?” she screamed, her hand shaking on the gun as she appraised Deacon. “Or would you have me shoot another?”

Deacon didn’t answer. He looked from the gun to the wounded, screaming soldier, to her. He smiled. 

“You didn’t tell me to kill him,” she spat, before he could say something else. “You told me to use my gun. A demonstration.”

Deacon shook his head. “Incredible,” he said.

Jonas, Heinrich, and Ruben watched in awe.

“The guns are every bit as powerful as I’d hoped.” Deacon’s smile was plastered to his face.

Absent an order, Kirby lowered her gun. Jonas crept toward the downed soldier. He knelt next to the man, prying his hands from the wound as he inspected the acorn-sized, bloodied hole. 

“My ankle!” the soldier managed between screams.

Kirby fought a pit of nausea in her stomach as she watched Jonas’s curious face. They would have to pin her down, hold her finger on the trigger, and force her to fire again. She wouldn’t do it.

“Unbelievable,” Jonas said. “It appears the piece of metal might still be in there. Does that always happen?” He looked at Kirby.

She stared at him with a seething hatred, but wouldn’t answer. She looked back at Deacon.

His smile had faded into a determination. She looked into his placid, emotionless eyes. He was the monster screaming for her opponent’s blood in the audience of the arena, taking joy from every rip, every tear of skin. He was worse than the mutants that roamed the forests. He was a monster wrapped in a human’s untainted skin. She should’ve known him for what he was. She’d made a mistake in coming to the second island.

“Get him a healer,” Deacon said to Jonas, the smile fading. “When that’s done, leave for the settlement.”

Jonas looked from the wounded soldier to Deacon. “What about her guns?”

Deacon stared at Kirby. “She will give me the guns and show me how to use them.”

“I will not,” Kirby said defiantly.

“You will do it, or William will die,” he said plainly.

Kirby looked from the screaming, wounded soldier to Deacon. She knew he wasn’t lying.

“At least leave me one of them,” she tried. “I will need it to help protect your men. That will ensure our safe travels while we bring back the other guns.”

Deacon stared at her with an expression she couldn’t read. She held the pistol in her hand, unsure what she would do if he said no. 

Making a decision, he said, “If any one of these men dies while you are in the wild, expect the same result for William. I will make sure his screams are many times louder than this man’s.”

Kirby tossed the pistol in the dirt near him.

“I want the larger one,” Deacon said with a smile. “You keep the other.”

Kirby retrieved the pistol and handed over the long gun, disgustedly.

“Should we search her for more?”

“These are all I have,” Kirby said, smoothing down her jacket.

“What about in your bag?” Jonas asked.

“I will give you the ammunition for the long gun, which is in my bag. But if you come near me, please know I will kill you.” She stared at Deacon with a stone face.

Deacon watched her, but he didn’t press the issue further. He’d won.   

Jonas smirked. “You can show me how the small gun works in the wild,” he said, his expression sickening her. “We’ll have plenty of time, while we share a horse.”


Chapter 26:  Bray

Bray froze at the touch of the cold blade on his neck. He shifted his eyes as he tried to glimpse whomever had caught up to him. The voice was familiar. It was a woman’s. Crouching in the snow, his blade in his hand, he considered one of many risky options. He needed to act in a way that might save him from getting killed. 

But he’d try talking first.

“You’ve caught—”

“Quiet!” the woman demanded in a shaky voice. “Throw the knife!”

Flora.

The blade wobbled on his neck. Bray shifted, trying to catch a glimpse of whom he thought he had identified, but he couldn’t see past the sword at his throat. He looked down the steep, snow-covered bank, filled with brush and trees. Whether this woman was Flora or not, she was going to kill him. He could sense it. He’d been in enough similar situations to know by her tone.

In a slow, exaggerated movement, he turned his wrist, as if he might throw his blade. 

Something crunched the snow nearby. It sounded like a small animal, but he couldn’t tell.

The blade retreated from his neck, not far, but just enough as the woman looked behind her. He didn’t care what else was coming.

Bray threw himself down the hill.

He pitched sideways down the steep, snow-covered slope.

The woman chased him, screaming his name. He stuck his arms over his head as he simultaneously tried to keep his knife and avoid stabbing himself.  His body screamed from the pain of new and old wounds. His ribs flared from the impact of hidden, snow-covered rocks as he tried unsuccessfully to stop. He’d escaped the sword. But he might break his neck as he fell. The steep, snowy mountain had overridden his plan. He feared a branch protruding from the snow might impale him. Eventually, he struck a tree with a thud.

He stopped. 

A last burst of pain jolted through him. His eyes were trying to close, but he couldn’t let them. 

He forced himself to keep conscious as he looked for his assailant. 

The woman kept sliding, stopping herself a few feet past the tree. Bray forced himself upright just as she rounded the tree trunk, screaming, her sword swinging. Bray ducked in time to miss her blade. Metal clashed against bark. It was definitely Flora.

Bray had no time to connect the thought. He lunged at her knees, tackling her to the snow. Flora cried out as she writhed underneath him, kicking and fighting. Her blade slipped from her grasp and slid down the slippery slope and away. Bray tried pinning her, but she got up a knee, catching him in the groin. Robbed of wind, he let go of his knife. He latched onto her wrists. She struggled to get out of his grip, managing to get one hand free. 

She threw something in his eyes.

Bray clutched his face, his eyes stinging with dirty snow as angry fists battered his body. Unable to see, he lashed out blindly, connecting with something. Flora cried out and stopped hitting him. His vision returned as Bray struggled to his feet, finding Flora a few feet away on her side. Blood stained the snow around her. He took a staggering step. He’d killed women before, but only when they’d forced his hand. 

Flora turned to look at him, rage in her eyes, blood dripping from her already-broken nose. She leapt. Bray tried avoiding her, but she snagged onto his leg and took him to the ground. The snow gave way beneath them. All at once they were falling again, twisting and turning, fighting for a control that neither of them had as they slid further down the slope. Flora screamed in anger and clutched onto Bray. Bray tried prying her off. Hot blood splashed his face. He could no longer tell whose.

They crashed through a patch of thorny thicket and kept rolling, skidding down a slope that seemed to get icier the farther they went. A burst of pain hit Bray as his shoulder clipped a tree. Flora shrieked and tugged on his hair. They landed on a flat part of the slope. Bray grunted as he lost his wind and they rolled, disentangling.

The world fell silent, save some cascading snow that rolled behind them.

Sun streamed down on Bray’s face, burning his eyes. He blinked, tried to get up, and failed. Pain shot through his body as he turned his head and caught a glimpse of Flora, who was lying on her back ten feet away, unmoving.

Snapped her neck, maybe.

Or maybe she was unconscious.

Bray closed his eyes, taking a moment to register if he’d broken anything. He’d taken spills down slippery slopes before. His body might take a while to show pain. A broken leg would be the equivalent of a death sentence in the wild. Even an arm would put him in a worse situation than he was in. Crunching snow drew his attention. 

He opened his eyes to find Flora on her feet and standing over him, a look in her eyes that showed she hadn’t forgotten him. Her pants were torn. Blood stained her clothing and gushed from her nose. She held a knife in her hand.

His knife.

Dammit.

Bray rolled, avoiding a stab, and pushed off the snow, thanking the gods that his limbs worked. He managed to get onto his feet in time to avoid another slice. Bray dodged, grabbing the wrist of Flora’s hand that held the knife, subduing her, prompting an enraged cry. Bloody spit sprayed from her lips. She fought against his grip, lashing out with her feet and kicking him repeatedly in the shins, trying to get her knife arm free, but Bray kept his hold. 

Giving up on her knife hand, she swung with her other fist, catching him in the side of the head. 

Bray absorbed the blow, reaching for her other wrist, failing. She landed a few more blows before Bray threw her backward, sending her on her butt. Bray closed in, but she hadn’t been through as much as he had. She was quicker. She leapt to her feet, slashing the knife through the air and forcing him to keep his distance.

Bray gritted his teeth.

“We saved you,” he told her as he caught his breath. “Did you forget that, you ungrateful wretch?”

Flora slashed the air.

“We should’ve left you for dead,” Bray spat.

Another slash.

“I came for your scalp,” she said, the first words she’d spoken since putting the sword to his neck. “You should’ve died in that river.”

Flora’s eyes blazed as she stared at him, but he thought he saw hesitation. Was she forcing an emotion? Before he could read into it, she swiped the air again. She feinted for him, causing him to step back. Bray hit an icy patch.

He slipped.

All the sudden he was on the ground, and she was on top of him. He grabbed for her hands, but she spit in his face. Bray held up his hands to protect himself, but the knife was already hovering above him, aimed at his forehead. Flora screamed, the cry of a huntress finishing off prey.

A voice barked something he didn’t understand. 

The blade remained in the air.

Flora stared past Bray at something else in the forest.

He turned his head, unable to hide his shock. Six men with markings on their heads held guns on him and Flora, shouting.  


Chapter 27:  Kirby

Thoughts of revenge consumed Kirby as she rode on the back of the horse with Jonas, a horse he’d insisted on steering, even though he hadn’t ridden in a while. He seemed to pick it up with ease. 

The wounded soldier’s screams echoed in her mind. She wanted to pull her pistol, aim it at the back of Jonas’s greasy head, and squeeze the trigger. She wanted to fire rounds into each of the other filthy pigs, Heinrich and Ruben, who had watched their comrade fall without a care. After they toppled from the horse, she’d trample them with Blackthorn’s hooves. 

Then she’d go back for Deacon.

She’d been forced to hurt a man without reason. She’d done a thing she’d promised she’d never do, once she set foot in New Hope. Her old land was an ocean away, and she’d left her old masters behind, and yet it felt as if she were someone’s slave again, killing and wounding in the name of a deceptive, pleasant-faced monster, a man who would just as soon kill her as look at her, and probably would, whenever he decided he was through with her and William. 

Heinrich and Ruben rode in front, leading the way as they crossed the wooden bridge onto the first island. Jonas steered with arrogant confidence, and she sat on back, a prisoner shackled by the blood of an innocent boy. William would be killed, if she didn’t obey and keep these men alive.

“Bray’s dead, isn’t he,” she spat at Jonas. It was a statement as much as a question.

Jonas turned, a half-smirk on his face. “Would the answer affect your decision to help us?”

He chuckled. That was all the answer she needed. Bray had been dead the moment he went out with those hunters. She knew it. She felt a sadness she couldn’t quite process seeping through her anger as she pictured the last moments they’d spent together. 

He’d told her to look out for William.

She’d failed.

She recalled the chance encounter that had brought them together in the wild, all those days ago. They’d been combative at first, and she’d tried to steal his horses. But things had changed after that. He’d taught her to ride, and they’d relentlessly pursued William together. Even when the odds were against them, they’d found William and kept him safe for as long as they could. 

Bray was a brave fighter.

No one deserved a death in the woods, underneath the disrespectful spit of enemies, if he’d even made it that far. These sons of bitches had killed him without mercy.

She wanted to avenge him, and take these men’s lives. But she knew that was a fool’s hope. She’d be lucky to get William off the island alive. 

“We’ll follow the path of the horses, once we leave The Arches,” Jonas called over his shoulder. “But if you have ideas as to a quicker way to get there, it is in your best interest to tell us.”

“Four nights,” Kirby said. “I heard what Deacon said.”

**

After crossing the bridge leading out of The Arches and riding the road for a while, Kirby found the long, curving trail that cut a path between some mountains, where they’d ridden the horses with Flora several days earlier. She pointed out the tracks to the anxious riders, who followed them up the gentle slope. They seemed eager to get to the settlement, to pillage the rest of her peoples’ things. 

She noticed Heinrich and Ruben’s horse strode unevenly, wagging its head every so often. It looked as if it was adjusting to the new riders, or perhaps it was nervous. She wondered if the horses could sense that Bray was gone. She didn’t know enough about the intelligent animals to make a guess. 

They crested the hill, following the tracks as the sun rose higher in the sky, glancing off the snow. Kirby looked over her shoulder, viewing the road and the river, cutting through the landscape and leading to the place where William must be detained and scared, wondering whether she’d return. He’d started recovering from his illness in time to face a new kind of hell. These people had made no promises about his condition. 

She couldn’t rid herself of a plaguing thought.

What if he were already dead? 

What if this was a ploy to get what they wanted?

The terrain curved higher as they reached the top of the mountain and turned north. Once in a while, they lost sight of the horse tracks where Kirby, Bray, William and Flora had ridden on the way in, where some of the snow had melted or a new layer had fallen, but they were able to pick them up. Eventually, they came upon a flatter spot in the mountain, where the ground leveled out. On their left, a wall of rocks, each about the size of a boot, climbed to higher elevations. On the right, thick trees obscured the once-visible river in the distance, far down the slope. Kirby recognized the landmarks from her initial journey. 

The horse in front of her snorted.

“Calm down,” Heinrich said, spurring the horse with his feet. “What’s your problem?”

“Maybe he’s telling you that you’ve eaten too much pig this winter,” Ruben said with a laugh from behind him. 

“Not so much that I can’t jump off and throw a boot up your ass,” Heinrich retorted.

Jonas steered his horse behind the first one, glancing quietly at the rocks. The steed seemed as if it was pulling in the other direction. Kirby looked up the wall of rocks. She blinked. She was tired, but it seemed as if the rocks were moving. It took her a second to realize she wasn’t imagining things. Some rocks were sliding down the steep mountain. 

“What’s going on?” Jonas asked, shifting in the saddle as the horse veered away.

“Savages!” cried Heinrich, pulling his blade from its scabbard.

Movement from farther up grabbed Kirby’s attention. She looked upward to find a group of mutants scurrying from a hidden crevice halfway up the rock wall, kicking rocks loose as they slid down the hill, hissing and scrambling down the slope toward the riders. 

“Keep going!” Jonas said. 

Heinrich ordered his horse onward, probably grateful to be on an animal that might put him out of danger, for once. The mutants tripped over one another as they ran for the horses and the riders, sending more rocks tumbling down the ravine, creating a mini-avalanche. Rocks banged against one another. Mutants screeched. They had a good chance at outrunning them.

But the commotion was too much for the horses. Or maybe they weren’t used to the new riders. Heinrich’s horse reared up. 

He attempted to control it, but the horse bucked and threw him off.

Heinrich shouted as he toppled.

Ruben managed to stay on the saddle, grabbing hold of the pommel as the horse’s hooves hit the ground hard. He struggled to keep his balance. Jonas and Kirby’s horse whinnied as it galloped around the other horse and kept going. Kirby looked behind her. Heinrich struggled to his feet, raising his sword as he faced the oncoming mutants while Ruben remained precariously on the horse. 

Heinrich drew his blade as the first mutant reached him. The creature swung a wart-covered arm. He blocked the blow, pushed it backward, and slashed the thing’s stomach. More mutants swarmed him. Kirby watched as the skirmish faded into the distance and she and Jonas got farther away.

“Dammit!” Jonas cried as he tried turning his agitated horse around. “Go back! Go back!”

Kirby felt a second of vindication as she envisioned Heinrich crawling with mutants, his guts unraveling, until she remembered what Deacon had told her. If anything happens to these men, expect the same fate for William. 

“Coax him!” Kirby told Jonas, her pistol in hand. “He’s a fighting horse! Redirect him!”

Jonas looked behind him at Kirby, giving her a cautious look before following her instructions. They turned Blackthorn around and started in the direction of the battle. Heinrich had slain the surrounding mutants, but five more bounded down the rocky slope, drawn from hiding. Ruben fought off a mutant from his saddle, jabbing it with his sword.

Seeing another horse coming, one of the mutants diverted to Kirby and Jonas. Their horse charged into the demon, knocking it down, trampling it with apparent ease. Kirby heard the sound of ground guts beneath its hooves. She aimed her pistol, stopping when she realized the horse might pitch her off once the gunfire started. It had heard gunshots before. But she didn’t trust it.

“Stop the horse!” she told Jonas.

He complied and the horse came to a halt.

Leaping from the saddle, she joined the fray. A mutant ran toward her, jaws clacking, oversized head lolling to the side. She raised her pistol and shot it in the head, sending it sprawling. Another came running, but she fired twice more, hitting that mutant in the chest, and in the torso. It fell down, dead. 

Heinrich had managed to battle off most of the remaining mutants, but a few remained, attacking from several sides. Ruben was preoccupied with another demon that had run at him on his horse. 

Heinrich swung and struck one of the mutants down, but the other two were closing in. Kirby yelled to get the creatures’ attention, redirecting one, luring it away from Heinrich and blasting it to the ground, dead. Heinrich speared the last mutant, finishing it off with a jab to the neck.

A few last, tumbling rocks rolled down the hill. A mutant gave a last, dying gasp.

Kirby looked around. She looked up. 

No more mutants.

Jonas’s mouth hung agape as he processed he might’ve died. Ruben steadied himself on his horse, while Heinrich relaxed his sword.

With a look of disgust, Kirby said, “I wish they had gnawed your bones clean. All of you.”


Chapter 28:  Bray

Bray stared between Flora and the strange, marked men who trained their guns on them. Their tangled, knotted hair and markings matched the men they had killed in Kirby’s settlement. 

Halifax men. 

Six of them.

Flora kept her knife poised over Bray, as if she still might follow through and stab him. One of the men stepped forward and barked an order Bray didn’t understand, sounding far different than anyone Bray had heard in Brighton. Flora didn’t respond. The man barked again. He shook his gun offensively, taking a stance. The marks on his head were fatter and longer, covering more of his forehead than the others.

A leader.

Flora dropped her knife. Bray made a move to get out from underneath her, but the lead man shouted, freezing him. The man waved at one of the others, who scooted forward and retrieved Flora’s knife, stuffing it into a jacket pocket. That man grabbed Flora’s shoulder and ripped her to her feet. 

“Get off me, you filthy Savage!” Flora cried.

Unmistakable fear lit her eyes as the man pulled her farther from Bray.

Bray remained on the ground as the man with thick, fat marks walked over and stood above him, appraising him. He took in Bray’s blood-soaked clothes, his visible injuries, and his ripped clothing. It looked like he was trying to figure something out. Flora, relieved to have the attention off her for a moment, remained silent. Grunting, the fat-marked man said something to another man. The man replied in the same, strange tongue.

Taking a chance, Bray said, “Thank you for stopping her.”

The fat-marked man’s face betrayed nothing, but he didn’t silence Bray. 

Using the opportunity, Bray kept going. “She and her people ambushed me. They tried to kill me, and they probably killed my friends. They are cowards.”

Something registered in the fat-marked man’s eyes as he looked at Flora. His men held grave faces as they shook their heads. They were bitter enemies.  

But was Bray? 

He doubted the man could understand him, but if he could convey that he wasn’t from the islands, perhaps that put him in a better position. 

“I’m not from The Arches,” he said, nodding far down the slope, hoping the man could understand. 

The fat-marked man stared at him for a moment. Then he followed his gesture, looking down the hill.  

“You aren’t the first they have attacked,” he answered, shocking Bray with a thick, accented tone that he couldn’t believe he understood. “They have killed many of us.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth in surprise. Even Flora seemed startled to hear the Halifax man speak. Hoping to explain further, Bray put his elbows on the ground to get up, but the man waved his gun, keeping him down. A few more men stepped forward, aiming their weapons at Bray. 

Bray slowly raised his hand, trying to imbue sincerity. He pointed southwest. “I’m from another township.”

The man nodded, but no one lowered the guns. 

Before Bray could speak further, another man took Flora’s other arm and the two dragged her farther away. 

“Leave me alone, you filthy wild men!” Flora spat and swore.

The men ignored her, speaking in rapid tongues. It sounded like they were deciding something, or maybe they were reveling in what was obviously a lucky find. 

“Stay down,” the fat-marked man told Bray.

Bray kept a strong face through his fear as the fat-marked man walked over where Flora was being held by two men, leaving Bray in the captivity of the other three. The man waved his rifle in Flora’s face, taunting her. He lowered it, looked directly in her eyes, and smiled, revealing a line of dirty, stained teeth. A few were chipped or missing.

Flora spit in his face. 

Anger crossed the man’s face as he wiped his mouth, as if he’d expected a different reaction. Or maybe he was looking for an excuse to do something. He beckoned to the two men holding Flora, who held her arms tightly while he stuck the end of the gun at her mouth, grinding it against her lips. Flora clamped her mouth shut, flailing against the men that held her as she screamed in her throat. Bray looked at the three men who were pointing guns at him. Their severe expressions showed they wouldn’t give him a second warning. Maybe they didn’t want him to interrupt what was about to happen.  

The ache of numerous wounds caught up to Bray as he breathed through broken ribs—wounds that Flora and her people had caused. Watching her struggle in the arms of these strange, savage men, he felt no sympathy for her. 

But something deeper than revenge was on Bray’s mind. The fat-marked man forced the gun past her lips, smiling as the end of the weapon hit her teeth.

“Stop!” Bray said. 

The fat-marked man halted. He looked up, keeping the gun at Flora’s mouth. The other men shouted something and waved their guns at Bray. 

Raising his palms first to show he meant no harm, he slowly pointed at Flora. 

“She’s a leader. She has information you can use.”

The fat-marked man looked confused. Bray pointed at the marks on the man’s head.

Flora tried screaming something through her clenched teeth, but the men squeezed her arms tighter. A few of the men looked at Bray in bewilderment. The fat-marked man stared for a long time—too long. For a moment, Bray was certain he’d made a fatal mistake in speaking out. Finally, the man nodded slowly and pulled his gun away.

“We’ll bring her,” the man said simply.

“Liar!” Flora screamed at Bray. “Filthy coward!”

“She can tell you about the islands,” Bray reinforced. 

“I will give you nothing!” Flora shouted. Despite her attempts at bravery, a deep fear flickered in her eyes. She let loose a string of curses as she realized that Bray had signed her up for a slow, painful death.

The truth was that Bray needed Flora alive.

He needed information. Perhaps he could find out what he needed to know, and then go his separate way. The fat-marked man dispelled that plan. Pointing at Bray, he said, “You are coming with us, too.”


Chapter 29:  William

William pounded the smooth, dark walls of the windowless building. He kicked at the door with the last of his feeble strength. He wasn’t getting out. The thick metal entrance was impenetrable for a boy who had been tossed in without so much as a blanket, or a jacket. He had no knives. No sword. He’d heard the soldiers laughing after they threw him in, cold and possession-less, still recovering from sickness.

He had no idea where Bray or Kirby were. 

The only light was from a thin crack under the doorway. The air smelled of sweat and blood, the remnants of whoever had last been in here, probably trying the same things he had been trying for hours, ever since the soldiers had tossed him here like week-old meat. Anger bled through his fear as he thought of how Berta had welcomed them in, directed them to his bed, and watched them drag him away. A look of sympathy had crossed her face, but she’d done nothing as one of the soldiers clamped a dirty hand over his mouth, silenced him, and hissed threats of death. 

He’d been taken away on horseback, a knife to his back as they rode through the woods and to this dark, lightless building. If he’d been told he was in some prison in the townships, he might’ve believed it. But even those prisons had warmth and food.

Where had Kirby gone? Had they taken her to a similar room, or was she dead? 

William cursed as anger turned back to defeat. He pounded the door for another, countless time, screaming all the names of anyone he could think of—anything to get someone to open up and let him out, or give him a blanket, or a jacket. But no one answered.

Finally, he sank to the floor, wondering if he’d die before he got out. 


Chapter 30:  Bray

The Halifax men pointed their guns at Bray, making it clear he couldn’t leave, though their treatment of him was much different than Flora. He walked in the middle of the group. He wasn’t mistreated. They gave him a few bandages for his wounds, and a flask to drink. Flora was dragged behind forcefully, silenced whenever she tried to call out, struck occasionally when she took too long to take a step. Bray watched the forest, wondering if other islanders were waiting in the trees to rescue her. Perhaps he’d found himself in a new group, only to be ambushed.

But these men had guns. They had power.

They could take on more than a handful of islanders, he figured.

He couldn’t stop looking at their miraculous weapons. He hadn’t seen so many in one place, at one time. He was fortunate these men had arrived, even if they had stolen Kirby’s guns. But he didn’t trust them. They might be keeping him alive for a reason he couldn’t see. 

And they clearly weren’t letting him leave.

Looking over at the fat-marked man, the leader, he asked, “What is your name?”

The man looked at him for a long moment before answering. “Samron.”

“Where are we going?”

“Halifax.”

“How far is Halifax?” Bray asked, hoping more information might help, even though he had a vague idea from what Flora had told him, days ago. 

Samron took a second to answer. It looked as if he was reaching for the words. “We will be there tomorrow.”

Samron gave him a look that told him he should stop asking questions. Bray nodded as he kept following, pushing through the pain. He wanted to turn and interrogate Flora, to demand answers about William and Kirby, but something told him he shouldn’t push these men’s boundaries. He wasn’t in a position to demand anything. 

They’d reached the top of the incline and were heading northwest into territory that was unfamiliar. The men fell into a tense walk, scanning the trees as if they expected a trap, or more islanders.

Bray saw nothing except forest. 

He thought back to his first trip to the islands. They’d skirted to the east of Halifax, according to Flora’s directions. Halifax was a full day’s travel from the islands, on horseback. These men were on foot. He didn’t see how they could reach it by the following day. Perhaps Flora had gotten her information wrong. Or maybe she had lied, like she had lied about everything else. 

He’d barely had a chance to process Flora’s attack. She’d probably been planning to betray them since that first, chance encounter. The filthy, dirty islander. Bray wanted to believe he could have overpowered her and survived, but the truth was, he wasn’t certain.

If these men hadn’t arrived, he might’ve died on that hill.

He thought back to what Jaydra had told him. She’d said Flora had helped her take William and Kirby to the second island. Surely, she must have information. Surely, she must know if they were alive. 

They navigated around several steep hills, or walked over them when there was no clear, easy path. The Halifax men kept brisk strides as they chose a path through thick clusters of trees, avoiding game trails and sticking to a path that was clearly untraveled. Bray saw no other boot prints in the snow. He figured they had been watching the islands.

They must have heard the commotion of his and Flora’s altercation.

A rustle in the distant trees alerted them. The Halifax men halted, staring through a thick patch of forest. Something was moving in another direction, crashing through the bramble in a bold, brazen manner. Bray recognized the hunched, swaying posture of a demon as it headed away. They watched it continue through the trees, getting farther from sight, seemingly alone.

When it was at a safe distance, Samron said, “Let’s go.”

**

They continued at a rapid pace. A few times they heard crashes in the underbrush, but they saw no more demons close enough to identify, or signs of any islanders. The soreness in Bray’s body screamed at him to slow down, but he kept pace with the men, fearing that reducing speed would force them to make another decision. They might kill him rather than let him go. He had talked his way to Halifax, but his position was precarious. Whatever happened after was a guess.

After marching a while, one of the cuts on his arm cracked open. Bray clamped a hand over the wound. Samron noticed. With an upturned hand, he motioned for the others to halt. 

“We’ll rest now,” he said. 

The soldiers obeyed his order, holding Flora, who seemed just as exhausted. She had ceased her struggling, or maybe the soldier’s infrequent beatings had worn down her resolve. Her eyes were glossy. She stared at Bray with a look he couldn’t interpret. Gone was the spark of hatred he’d seen on the hill, when she’d held his knife above his skull. Perhaps she was regretting her decision to attack him.

Samron opened his bag, rifled through it, and pulled out a piece of cloth. He handed it to Bray, making it clear he should wrap his wound. Bray used the cloth to stop the bleeding, avoiding what might make him weaker, or even kill him.

“You will need strength,” Samron said. “We will walk through the night.”


Chapter 31:  Kirby

After a long day of riding on the back of Jonas’s horse—her horse—as Kirby reminded herself angrily, she could hardly see the horse prints they were following. The sun, warm enough to take away some of the chill during the day, set in an orange blaze. Heinrich, Ruben, and Jonas were less talkative after the mutant attack. Kirby figured they were tired from the skirmish, or they were resolved in their mission to get to the settlement.

She hated that she’d saved them. 

Hopefully she’d make up for that mistake one day. 

Kirby figured they were more than halfway to New Hope. They’d already passed the spot where the tracks veered off toward the stream where she’d stayed with Flora, William, and Bray on the night after leaving the settlement. She’d directed her unwanted companions around the detour, knowing she couldn’t afford to lose more time. When the sky was growing too dark to see, Heinrich halted.

“We’ll have to camp soon,” he called over his shoulder. “We’re losing too much light.”

“Any suggestions?” Jonas asked as he pulled the second horse up behind them. 

“I know where we are. The Tunnel is close,” Heinrich suggested. “It’ll give us shelter, as long as no one else has claimed it for the night.”

Jonas nodded. It seemed as if everyone knew what the term meant, except Kirby.

“What is The Tunnel?” she asked.

“It’s a place leftover from the gods,” Jonas explained. “Occasionally you’ll get a Savage or two, but the local tribes take great pains to go around it. They have superstitions.”

“How about the men from Halifax?” Kirby asked. “Do they camp there?”

“We’ve never run into them.” Heinrich shrugged. “Hopefully our luck will hold.”

“How far away is your settlement?” Jonas asked Kirby over his shoulder. 

Hating every time she had to give information, Kirby said, “We should make it before mid-day tomorrow, provided we don’t run into any trouble.”

“Will that be enough to meet Deacon’s deadline?” Jonas smirked. Kirby wanted to wipe that smile from his mouth with a bullet from her gun, but she refrained with effort. 

“Yes. We’ll make it back, as long as we can pull the guns out of the towers without issue. It might take some maneuvering to get them from the burnt buildings, as I said.”

“It’s possible our men found some already,” Heinrich said. “We might never have to make the trip.”

“We’ll need to make sure to get the ammunition,” Jonas reminded him, as he spurred the horse behind Heinrich’s and they kept riding. “And I’d like to see the settlement, anyway.”

They veered away from the trail, heading into a thick area of forest. Heinrich looked like he was following landmarks, riding past a large, uprooted tree, and past the remains of several crumbled, ancient buildings. Soon they were galloping over uneven ground. Kirby looked down to find two bumps on either side of a flatter portion of land. Many of the trees seemed to have been cleared in a straight path. Of the trees that grew, many were shorter, and less aged than the others.   

Noticing her looking, Jonas called over his shoulder, “Two, long pieces of smooth metal are buried underground here, running parallel to one another. No one is quite sure why, but the local barbarian tribes think they lead to the graves of the gods.”

“It keeps them away,” Heinrich called happily over his shoulder.

Kirby studied the ground, having a pretty good guess as to what they were, but she had no desire to share her knowledge.

She watched the trees as they rode down the bumpy trail, mostly keeping to the middle, getting presumably closer to The Tunnel. In the distance, a structure appeared, sheltered within tall trees. Dead, wilted vines crawled over the top of what looked like a half circle, many times taller than most of the stone houses she’d seen on the islands, and a few times as long. The sun was gone, but an amber glow shone through the back end of the building, illuminating holes in the ceiling where enormous glass windows might have been. 

They approached with caution, careful for signs that someone else had made the place their home. The place seemed deserted. Other than a few birds that scared up and took flight, the building looked as if it had been abandoned many, many generations ago.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Jonas said from the front of the horse as they rode closer.

“The Tunnel,” she said, repeating the term they’d used.

“That is what we call it. It is clearly made by the gods,” Jonas said with authority. “Though I have some guesses as to what it is. I’m curious to hear what you think.”

Kirby kept quiet. 

They rode until the bumps in the trail became more pronounced and they could see partway into the structure. The Tunnel was a hundred feet long. Inside, she saw long pieces of metal poking through the earth, forming the same twin lines between which they were clearly riding. On either side of those pieces of metal, the ground rose higher, forming a steep drop-off where weeds and moss had taken over. People had perched there once, if her guess was correct. Although she couldn’t see all the way into The Tunnel, she saw some fading light at the opposite end, in between a thick cluster of trees that had grown, providing a makeshift barrier from the elements.

“I haven’t been here in a while,” Jonas admitted. “Usually my trips are to discover new things. We’ve already scouted this place for things of value. We didn’t find much.”

They slowed the horses as they got close to the structure’s entrance, squinting through a glare that was getting worse. 

“I don’t see any Savages,” Heinrich grunted. “A fire will scare any lingering critters away, if they haven’t run already.”

They dismounted the horses, walking underneath the structure’s opening and leading the steeds. The ceiling was many times taller than their heads, causing Kirby to look up and inspect the curved, vine-covered beams that served as a roof. Dead plants created a brown covering that filled in many of the gaps. She frowned as she noticed small holes in the rusted metal on the sides of the building that looked familiar. 

“What do you think?” Jonas asked Kirby again, unable to wait for an answer. A smile she’d grown to hate crossed his face. 

Hoping to knock some of the confidence from his expression, she said, “It’s a train station.”

Jonas seemed more fascinated than deflated. He nodded. “A path to get from one place to another.”

“Not just a path,” Kirby said. “The people you think are gods rode in objects that carried them over the pieces of metal in the ground—objects called trains. Those objects took them from place to place, in faster speeds than you can imagine today.”

“Faster than a horse?”

“Much faster, if my people’s stories are to be believed,” Kirby answered.

Enamored, Jonas looked from Kirby to the long, wide tunnel that she had informed him was a train station. Heinrich and Ruben walked ahead.

“You didn’t tell me about trains, when we talked earlier about ships and cars.”

“You didn’t ask.”

Jonas gave her an annoyed look. “Have you seen many places like this?”

“There are several places like this in my homeland, though none of them function. Some are even built underground. The underground ones look different. They have different names.”

“In one of these objects, trains, you could explore new pieces of land in the time it takes to dream about them, if they go as fast as you say,” Jonas suggested.

“Perhaps,” Kirby said, “though I doubt we will ever have that answer.”

“You say we won’t,” Jonas said. “But my hope is to find some of this hidden knowledge, and get some of these things working again.”

“A bold ambition, for a man who spends his days playing with junk,” Kirby said with a smile, making no effort to hide the barb.

Jonas creased his brow, looking as if he might retaliate, when Heinrich called out from in front of them. Ruben drew his sword.

“What is it?” Jonas called ahead.

They walked in with weapons drawn, as if mutants might spring out at any moment. Kirby inhaled the air for the fetid odor of what these men called Savages, but it wasn’t mutants Heinrich spotted. 

Men’s bodies were scattered everywhere between the train tracks, lying facedown in puddles of blood that she could smell, now that she was closer. Most of the men were dressed similarly to the islanders. People with guns had clearly slaughtered them. Bullet wounds lined their bodies, and empty, scattered bags lay around them. Some of the dead men had been piled on top of one another. Heinrich bent down with his flat sword. Rolling one man over to verify he was dead, dread grew over his face as he said, “Our soldiers.”

Jonas confirmed it as he rolled another man over. “This is Jericho, one of the men Deacon sent out ahead of us. By the looks of it, the entire group is slaughtered.” 

Kirby studied the circular bullet wounds in the man closest to her, which matched some of the holes she’d seen in the walls and the ceiling. 

“Filthy Halifax animals,” Heinrich spat.

Ruben gritted his teeth as he walked from one man to the next, verifying each one was dead. “Dirty, savage sons of bitches. They will die for what they’ve done.”

Kirby looked around. Some of the blood was dried, but the bodies were fresh enough to not have been scavenged by animals. She didn’t see or hear anything, but someone might be close. She bristled as she looked on either end of the long, wide tunnel.

Jonas wandered between the bodies. “We can’t stay here,” he said, clearly rattled. “We need to leave.”


Chapter 32:  Kirby

They rode until they’d made some distance from The Tunnel and the sky was nearly dark, spurring the horses faster and making suitable ground away from the gory scene upon which they’d stumbled. Eventually, they found the crumbled remains of a small, square building with two walls overgrown with weeds. Using their swords, they hacked away at some stubborn vines and wilted weeds and created a spot big enough to lie down, then tied the horses to some nearby trees. After some debate, they started a fire that was small enough to warm them, but hopefully not large enough to give them away. The moon was nearly full above them, casting an illuminating glow over the men and the fire.

Heinrich and Ruben conversed angrily about what they’d seen in the building, spelling out plans of revenge and reports they’d make to Deacon as they swigged from flasks reeking of the strongest alcohol Kirby had smelled in the new land. She sensed a fear eating through their hard demeanors. The guns were new to them. They wanted the power, but they were afraid of it.

“We will have their scalps,” Heinrich said, taking a large swig. “We will butcher them and feed their bodies to our pigs.”

“Even the swine are more worthy,” Ruben spat. 

“The families of our soldiers will know they fought bravely.” Heinrich set down his flask and nodded definitively. “We will make sure those soldiers are honored, even if we can’t bury them.”

“Was that all of them?” Ruben asked Jonas.

“I think so,” Jonas said. 

“How are we going to bring back the guns?” Ruben asked, looking at Jonas.

“We’ll carry what we can,” Jonas said. “Deacon will be angry if we come back with nothing. We need to continue, without the other group.”

Jonas sat quietly by the fire, warming his hands and reflecting. His eyes grew distant as he watched the flames, sipping from a similar flask as the others. “They’ve discovered how to use the weapons. It is exactly as we feared. We need to get those weapons from the settlement, or our people will be as dead as those men.”

Kirby didn’t respond. The bloodied, bullet-riddled bodies reinforced a belief she had known since she was a young girl in her homeland—violence begat violence. There would be no end to it, until every last one of the islanders was killed, and probably all the men from Halifax. 

She had no stake in their war. She didn’t care who lived or died.

Hopefully she and William would be gone by then.

They watched the fire and the forest for a while, eating dried meat and sipping from flasks. Eventually, the false bravado of the soldiers segued into a quiet silence. After a while, Jonas broke the quiet of the crackling fire again, his eyes glossy from too much drink.

“If we had working devices like the objects that used to ride through The Tunnel, we could bring those men’s bodies back to The Arches,” he said softly. “We could bury them.”

“Those objects died with the gods,” Heinrich grumbled, making it clear what he thought of Jonas’s ideas.

“Are we certain, though?” Jonas looked from the men to the forests. He raised a slow hand. “I’ve heard some of our eldest Important Ones tell stories about things we can’t imagine, stories that they have passed down.”

“So have I.” Heinrich laughed through some of his anger. “Half of them don’t make sense, and the other half are about as interesting as watching wet clothes dry.”

Ruben chuckled bitterly.

“Sometimes, when they think we aren’t paying attention, they say things that sound as if they have a grain of truth. Usually, I dismiss them, as well,” Jonas admitted. “But I remember a story one of our eldest told. He was sick with an illness that would lead to his death. But right before that, he had a period of lucidity. He started speaking loudly—so loudly that a group of the others gathered to listen. He repeated things as if they were truths.”

“What did he say?” Heinrich asked, clearly humoring Jonas.

Kirby, who was staring at the trees, looked back at the three men, her curiosity piqued.

“He told of a city to the south, a great city where the objects of the gods still worked. He said that most of the gods’ things were destroyed, but this one city had stood through time. A group of peaceful people lived there, enjoying the gifts of the gods, residing away from the threat of Savages and barbarian tribes such as the men from Halifax.” Jonas seemed reflective. “They were clearly tales of a man in his dying days, and Deacon dismissed them. But still, we wondered. Imagine living in a place like that?”

“If this man knew so much, he could’ve floated on one of those metal tracks in The Tunnel to his magic city,” Heinrich scoffed.

Jonas laughed. “It is a nice dream, nonetheless.”

Kirby thought on that story as the fire burned and the men planned out shifts for the night. Her dream of a golden palace in the clouds seemed as far away, and as foolish, as ever. 

Heinrich took first watch while Ruben agreed to the second. No one trusted Kirby enough to keep watch, but that was fine with her. She doubted she’d sleep, but she’d get some rest. Laying in such a way that she had a clear view of the men, Kirby closed her eyes.


Chapter 33:  Deacon

“Deacon!” A winded soldier rushed up the pathway between the buildings, to where Deacon stood under the moonlight.

“What is it?” Deacon appraised the man, and the silhouettes of the soldiers in the distance by the wooden bridge, all of who were watching. Another man was bent over next to the bridge, hands resting on his knees, catching his breath. 

“We came from the main bridge. We have news.”

“What is it?”

“A group of our hunters came across a wounded man, one of ours. He was stumbling through the forest in the direction of the islands. His body had several holes in it, made with the god weapons.”

Deacon’s mind flew to the acorn-sized hole in the soldier’s ankle that Kirby had made with her gun. Before concluding anything, he asked, “Where is this soldier?” He looked around, as if the man would appear, or the man in front of him would direct his attention.

“He died on the bridge, sir,” the soldier said, catching enough wind to stand up straight. “Bartholomew tried to help him. He sent me here while he tried to get more information from the hunters.”

“What was the soldier’s name?”

“Leonard, sir,” the soldier said. “He was from a party you sent to the new settlement, New Hope. A group of Halifax men ambushed him and all the others while they stayed in The Tunnel a few nights ago. They used the god weapons. He was the only survivor.”

Deacon’s body tightened as he processed the impact of what the soldier was saying. “What happened to the group I sent out afterwards? The one with the stranger, Kirby?”

“We’re not sure, and neither was Leonard.” The soldier looked at the ground, as if he might find the answer there. “He didn’t see anyone else. Leonard had been traveling awhile. The hunters checked the area where they found him, hoping they might have more information for you, but they did not see anything. The Tunnel was a long distance away.”

Deacon looked at the gun over his shoulder, and back at the bridge. “Send me Bartholomew.”


Chapter 34:  Deacon

Cold bled from Bartholomew’s jacket as he stood at the threshold of Deacon’s study, a grave expression on his face. 

“Every one of the settlement party, slaughtered,” Deacon repeated, watching Bartholomew.

“It is true.”

“Did you obtain any more information from the soldier, the man named Leonard?”

“No, sir. But I have other news.” Bartholomew shook his head. “Another group of our hunters, one that arrived shortly after the first, heard the god weapons being used in the forest, in a different area. I do not think the party at The Tunnel was the only group of Halifax men. I believe others are out there.”

Wondering if the second group might have heard Kirby, Deacon asked, “Did it sound like one god weapon?” 

Bartholomew’s face betrayed the answer. “No. It was many.”

“They are slaughtering our people.” Deacon’s face grew hard as he fought back some anger. He had known this was coming. He had expected it. “Our time has run out. They will be coming here soon.” 

“I suspect the same.” Bartholomew’s face was grave.

“Send some scouts to Halifax,” Deacon said. “Tell them to get me more news as soon as possible.”


Chapter 35:  Bray

Bray kept in line behind the Halifax men as they hiked through the forest at night, their torches illuminating their shadows and the silhouettes of their guns. The moon was nearly full, but a canopy of thick, jutting branches above dimmed some of the light. A few bats flew overhead, flapping their wings, causing a few false startles. Bray walked next to Samron, behind two other soldiers who took the lead, crunching through the snow, carrying their guns. Flora walked in the rear with a soldier on either side. A single man brought up the rear.

Bray’s legs were past the point of exhaustion. His head was cloudy from lost blood. He was used to hard travel, and he had no complaints about it, but he hadn’t counted on marching through the night after a grueling day. That was the reason they’d make the settlement by morning. It made sense now.

He wobbled.

“Keep going,” Samron said, helping him upright in a gesture of kindness Bray hoped was predictive. “Halifax is close.”

Bray could only hope these people would help, and not kill him. He had no way to outrun their Tech Magic. He was as much a prisoner as Flora, even though he wasn’t being dragged, or beaten. He was at their mercy. Rustling in the forest made him tense. Several fallen trees cloaked what might be restless animals, or something else. The Halifax soldiers swung their guns in the direction of the downed trees, emboldened by their new weapons. He knew how quick a horde of demons could descend on an army, guns or not. 

The men spoke in strange, excited tongues as they peered into the forest, walking faster. The torches wavered and the wind blew, carrying a familiar scent to Bray’s nostrils. Demons. More rustling echoed around them. 

One of the men drew a sword.

Bray clenched his fists. He was defenseless. The man with the sword swiveled to confront some noise coming from the trees. 

A demon yowled.

A twisted man tore from the shadows, flailing its arms as it tried grabbing the man with the sword, but he sliced its neck with his blade, and it collapsed. He held onto his gun, obviously smart enough to avoid gunfire. These men knew the wild as well as anyone else. 

God weapons or not, he hoped they’d be quiet. 

More hisses came from all around them. A few more soldiers drew their blades, fighting back demons who sprang from the shadows, hacking at them as soon as they got close, killing them and leaving their bodies. But each demon shriek might as well be a mating call to the others. More rustling emanated from the forest. More were coming. 

Too many.

Bray bristled as the stench of the twisted men grew worse.

Three demons broke from the forest, barreling at a man who had gotten ahead of the march. They were too quick and too plentiful for one man’s blade. The soldier took a stance, aiming his gun. He fired. The resultant crack echoed off the trees, eliciting a final cry from the first demon as it collapsed into the snow and went still. It took several shots to fell the second demon. The initial shot of the weapon nicked its shoulder, causing it to slow, while the second hit its chest. The men weren’t as experienced as Kirby. The man got a lucky shot with the third demon, which he managed to fell with a wound to the face. The demon collapsed, emitting a final, dying hiss.

More cracks spat from guns as the rest of the Halifax soldiers pointed and shot their weapons, felling demons in other directions. Twisted men stumbled among the trees, screeching and wounded. The men had given up on their blades. They needed to put an end to the fight. 

But they were making too much noise.

A wounded demon dragged its way out of the dark forest and into the torchlight, lunging for Bray’s leg. He booted it in the face, knocking it backward, and stomped its oversized head. Blood leaked from its crushed mouth. Samron cried out and raised his torch higher, illuminating more of the shadows and more twisted men scrambling from the forest, drawn by the noise, ready to make a play for what was assuredly larger game than scrappy winter animals.

The men used their god weapons, blasting them back and sending them to the forest floor. More gunfire. More demons toppling. Bray knocked down another demon that got too close, trampling it into the snow. Demons swung their arms and made last plays for the men, but they were cut down before they reached them.

The forest went silent as the noise of the guns finished off the last of the demons.

Silence hung over the group, as if it were a living being, waiting to pounce and choke them.

Bray’s body surged from the alertness of battle. Samron leaned over, checking on him.

“I’m all right,” Bray said quietly.

He looked behind him, assessing the other five Halifax men to see if they’d been injured, but they appeared intact, except for some cuts and scrapes on their faces. A few men cleaned their blades off in the snow. 

Flora broke from the men. 

She heaved thick, gasping breaths as she jumped over some fallen demons and ran into the forest. Samron shouted an order, and three men chased with bobbing torches, aiming their guns, shouting. The remaining soldiers pointed at the trees, as if her escape might signal the start of some new, fresh attack. Bray listened to Flora crash through the trees, crying out as she struck objects she couldn’t see.

The three soldiers chasing her were little more than shadows underneath the torches.  

Bray heard a grunt and a cry. 

One of the torches fell to the ground. The smoldering light dampened in the snow, but kept burning as the shadows of Flora and one of the soldiers struggled. The other two soldiers caught up. Flora writhed and screamed beneath a soldier’s weight. Her screams ceased as someone clamped a hand over her mouth. The other soldiers wrangled her to her feet, threatening her with indecipherable words, waving their guns as they picked up the fallen torch.

And then they were dragging her back to the line with a look of defeat on her face.

Bray looked at Samron, who nodded, and then they resumed.


Chapter 36:  Kirby

Kirby awoke to gunshots. Heinrich and Ruben bolted upright, standing with their backs to the sputtering, dying fire. They drew their swords. Jonas looked from tree to tree with wild eyes. Kirby sprung up beside them. Past the fire’s glow, all she saw were fuzzy shadows, and the larger shapes of the horses, adjusting nervously.

“What was that?” Jonas asked, though his face showed he knew the answer.

Kirby pulled her pistol, waiting for something to reveal itself, or for more bullets to fly. The noises of night animals had ceased. The firelight exposed the tense faces of the others. They might as well be standing in the open, targets for whoever wanted to pick them off. These men didn’t know enough about guns, but she did. Crouching down, making her way to the other side of the wall, she beckoned to her unwanted companions. 

The men followed her lead, abandoning the fire and creeping with her, gaining cover from whatever was out there. 

“Where are the noises coming from?” she hissed at Jonas, looking between the dark shadows.

Jonas whispered, “East.”

Kirby watched the wavering flames of the fire and the blankets they’d left behind. She wanted to kick out the fire, but she knew better than to place herself in the way of a bullet. If whomever was out there had seen them, it was too late. 

A series of gunshots rang again. A screech echoed through the distant trees that was unmistakably a mutant’s. The gunshots were farther away than she thought. Still, she was hardly relieved.

“They might see the light. We should stamp out the fire,” Kirby warned.

Heinrich and Ruben ran over, kicking over the logs and sending up a puff of smoke. Anything was better than a blazing fire, inviting anyone—and everything—around to find and kill them. 

With the fire out, they hovered next to the wall and waited. Kirby’s hope was that they hadn’t been detected, or that whomever was traveling nearby would keep going. 

She kept a tight grip on her gun until a few more gunshots sounded and died. A while after the gunshots, they heard a woman’s screams.

When the last shriek had gone quiet, Heinrich risked another whisper. “We should keep the fire out.” 

“Probably a good idea,” Jonas returned. “We’ll head out at first light.”  

**

Kirby slept no more as they waited through the final hours of night. Occasionally, they heard an owl hooting through the rustling wind, or small animals scrambling through the underbrush. Once, they thought they heard the loud, reoccurring shriek of the woman, but it turned out be a fox sending a high-pitched mating call. The gunshots were gone. Soon, the first fingers of light shone through the trees, reaching over the embers and half-burnt logs from their fire. It was time to head out. 

“We can eat breakfast later,” Heinrich said quietly.

“Probably a good idea,” Ruben returned.

The men gave a last, concerned look east before preparing their belongings. Even without the noise, the gunshots continued to haunt Kirby, like a ghostly presence she couldn’t shake. She couldn’t stop thinking of the group of slaughtered, island soldiers, scattered around The Tunnel. It could just as easily have been they who were killed.

“Do you think they saw our tracks?” Jonas asked, as he gave some drink to his horse.

“It’s possible they missed them,” Heinrich said. “It was dark.”

“Still, I don’t like how close they were. We should get away fast,” Jonas said. “Just in case they find the tracks and try to follow.”

“We might be able to outrun them on horses, but they have guns,” Heinrich muttered. “How far away can they use them?”

The group quieted as everyone turned in Kirby’s direction. 

“If it is truly the men from Halifax, they might not be as proficient as someone who has been shooting a while, but they are still a danger,” Kirby said. “Some of those guns can shoot great distances. Horses and the trees around us will help, but we should keep wary in case.”

“The forest might be filled with their men,” Jonas said, worry on his face.

“What do you propose?” Heinrich asked. 

Jonas said, “We were going to pass east of the Halifax camp to get to the settlement. By following the same path, we are placing ourselves in danger. Perhaps we should head west instead.”

The men looked to Kirby. 

“I don’t know the area well, of course,” she said. “But if we travel about the same distance as I did on my original trip, we should pass by the Halifax camp. If we can get to the coast, I can get us to the settlement. It will just take a bit longer.”

She looked around at the men, watching them nod their heads. She didn’t trust them, and she liked them even less, but things had changed. They were facing a danger that might kill them all.

They untied the horses, preparing to ride.   

“I wonder if they’re the same men who killed our group,” Heinrich muttered as he mounted his steed, and Ruben got behind him on the saddle. 

“Most likely,” Jonas said. 

“I wish we could find a few of them,” Ruben said. “I would tie them behind the horses and drag them back to Deacon. He could do what he wanted with them, if there was anything left.”

“We will get our chance for revenge, if we get those guns,” Jonas said. “If we can get them working, we can even the odds. We might not have the same number of guns, but we will have more men.”

Heinrich nodded, and they rode off.


Chapter 37:  William

In the time William had been in the room, the light of one day had died, and another had appeared, visible in the crack underneath the door. He was cold, and he was hungry. He could barely feel his fingers and toes. Every so often, he tried the door and pounded the walls, but it was a fruitless effort. 

He was never getting out.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been lying on the ground when he saw a shadow in the crack of light under the doorway. He scrambled onto his haunches, his heart galloping. He watched the entrance, wondering what new horror lay on the other side. All he wanted was something to eat. He steeled himself for a fight he couldn’t win. He stood no chance against strong, fighting men with knives and swords. He was just a whelp in dirty clothing, to be beaten and killed. All he had was his hands to protect him.

The shadow moved. 

William scrambled back against the far wall of the entrance, thinking he might buy himself some more time. At least he would see what he was up against before they overpowered him. A key stuck in a lock. A doorknob turned. William clenched his fists.

A blinding light robbed him of any plan he might’ve had. 

Straining his eyes through the glare, William stuck a hand above his forehead as if he could will away the sunlight. A person much bigger than the guard who had taken him here was standing in the doorway, holding something.

“William?”

Berta.

William remained in place, watching as Berta’s backlit outline solidified into the person whose voice he recognized. Berta stood in the doorway, holding a tray of food and water. William looked past her, certain that this was a trap like the one into which she’d tricked him before. But he didn’t see anyone else. Behind her, the forest was little more than a blurry mess of shapes.

“It’s okay, William,” Berta said. “No one is going to hurt you.”

He didn’t believe a word of it, but the fear of punishment made him whisper, “Okay.” 

He could barely talk. He’d screamed himself hoarse a long while ago.

She stepped inside, saying something to a guard that was waiting out of view. 

William swallowed as she brought the tray inside and closed the door behind her to a crack. Part of him wondered if he’d missed one of two chances to escape. But he knew the vigilant guard or guards, whomever was outside, would strike him down before he got that far. 

Berta padded toward him with the tray. William recoiled as if she were a snake, come to bite him.

“You’re frightened, William,” she said, setting the tray in front of him. “I understand.”

William said nothing. Of course he was fearful. But he wouldn’t admit that to the woman who had trapped him, allowed him to be taken, and said nothing, robbing him of a warm room and Kirby.

“I brought you some food, and some more tea.”

William looked down at the food, wondering if it was some poison to send him back into whatever sickness he was recovering from. Or maybe it would kill him.

“It’ll to keep your strength up,” she clarified. “I convinced the guards to let me bring it.”

“Where are Kirby and Bray?” he asked in a rasp, cutting through what were probably lies.

He studied her face as she spoke, ready for whatever fabrication she would tell him. A lie would be even worse than the truth, because it would give him pointless hope. 

“Kirby is off on an expedition,” she said.

“I don’t believe you,” he said, fighting back tears that made him ashamed. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried. “I heard a gunshot. And I heard screams.”

“That was a soldier, William,” Berta assured him. “Not Kirby.”

“Why should I believe you?” William spat. “You tricked us.”

“I regret having to lie like that,” Berta said, looking behind her at the door, talking in a tone he didn’t believe. “I do what I have to do, the same as anyone else on this island. I do Deacon’s bidding to stay alive. That’s what I came to talk to you about.”

“And what about Bray?”

“I don’t know where he is.”

“Don’t know, or don’t want to tell me?”

“Don’t know,” Berta repeated, a look of what might be sincerity in her eyes. 

“He was dead the moment he left,” William guessed, unable to stop anger from bleeding through his fear. 

William looked down at the tray, as if he might find some answers there, instead of the lies Berta was obviously feeding him. He couldn’t look at her lying, traitorous face anymore. Why should he believe her? He was trapped in a lightless room, separated from Bray and Kirby. He might as well be a soldier who had disobeyed a leader’s will, abandoned and held for a punishment he couldn’t guess. Soon his suffering would end. Or maybe it wouldn’t, and they’d keep him alive and cold forever.

“I know you don’t believe me,” Berta said. “Like you, I was once a stranger here. I didn’t trust anyone. It took me a while to learn whom to listen to, and what to do. I am here to help you, William. Believe me.”

William searched her face in the torchlight. He wanted to tell her to leave and never come back. He wanted to tell her he’d never believe another lie she told. But that thought made him remember being alone in the dark room, praying for a voice to talk to, or a light with which to see. He suddenly didn’t want her to leave. If she did, someone worse might come in.

“You were a stranger?” he asked, trying to keep her talking. 

“I wasn’t originally from The Arches,” Berta said. “My home was somewhere else. I told Kirby part of my story, while you were sleeping, but not all of it.”

William tried his best to sound interested, hating the pleading sound in his voice. “Where was your home?” 

“A village much farther South, much smaller than the population of the islands,” Berta said. “A village called Colby’s Run. Savages overran us. Most of my family was killed in the battle, except a few of my brothers, with whom I fled, along with a group of thirty others. Savages gnawed most of the people in Colby’s Run. We didn’t have enough hands to fend them off. To stay was to die. So we left our dead, and we took to the forests.”

“And came here?” William surmised.

“No.” Berta shook her head to emphasize the point. “We had no idea this place existed. We were wandering, homeless. We traveled for almost a year through the wild, sleeping in broken-down buildings, eating plants, roots, and whatever animals the Savages hadn’t killed, with barely enough blankets to keep us warm in the winter, or enough water in our flasks to last from one stream to the next. We didn’t start a fire at night for about a week or so, thinking the wild men would find us. We had too many encounters with Savages. We lost people. Every place we thought was safety turned into a place we had to escape.”

“How did you find The Arches?”

“The Arches found us,” Berta said. 

“I don’t understand.”

“Some of the islanders discovered us.”

“And so you were saved,” William said. Saying the words, he couldn’t help resenting this woman, who had found her way to safety, while she allowed the soldiers to take him away, letting him rot in this room.

“If you can call it that.” Berta’s eyes grew dark and she looked behind her, as if whoever was outside might be listening. “A group of island soldiers found us in the forests. They were on an expedition to exterminate Savages, and they found us huddled in a crumbled building that was barely wide enough to fit us all. We were hiding from a large group of wild men that we’d never be able to fight. When we heard people speaking a language we understood, battling them off, we had hope again. Almost everyone we had encountered spoke in strange noises we couldn’t understand. But not these men and women. They were like us.”

“I’ve heard that people speak in other languages,” William said, recalling the first day they’d come to the bridge.

“It is true,” Berta said. “We watched the islanders from the cracks of that building as they cleared out the Savages, using swords and bows with a skill that not many of us had. Men and women fought as equals. Many of them were on horseback. I still remember the whispers of my people as we hid in that building, deciding whether we should come out.”

“What happened?” William, momentarily forgetting he was a prisoner.

“Eventually, we snuck from the building and revealed ourselves to the soldiers. We spoke to the leader of the group, a man named Helmsley. He told us about The Arches. He said that it was a place safe from the Savages, a well-defended place, and that his people never went hungry. He said he could help us.”

“I thought Deacon was the ruler,” William said, wondering if he had missed something.

“You forget, I am old,” Berta said, smiling through the wrinkles on her face. “Deacon didn’t come into power until later. This was when I was a young girl, as strong and able as you are, or will be, once you are fully rid of your sickness. Helmsley was Deacon’s uncle.”

“I see.”

“The Arches sounded like a miracle, especially to people that had been living in the wild so long, watching each other die, waiting for the day when none of us would be left. Helmsley said we would be safe in The Arches.” Berta paused. “But not all of us.”

“Not all of you?” William furrowed his brow. “What do you mean? Surely a place as big as this had the resources for thirty people.” 

“That is not the way it works, here.” Berta shook her head as some new terror found her eyes, a terror William had never seen on her face before. “Helmsley said he had saved us, and therefore we were his prisoners. He could do with us what he pleased.”

“I don’t understand. He took you here, didn’t he?”

Berta shook her head. It looked as if she were trembling. William was robbed of breath as he waited for what was surely a horrific tale.

“He had his men bring over a horse. He pointed to the horse’s saddle, and told us something that has haunted my nights for the last of my sixty years, and will probably haunt the rest of them.” Berta drew a breath as she prepared to speak some awful words, as if it would take every bit of her strength to recount what happened next. “All of the women, including me, would return with Helmsley and his soldiers to the islands. Any boys or men taller than his horse’s saddle would be beheaded.”

“By the gods,” William whispered.

“I was the youngest sibling. My brothers were all much older than me. Every one of them died that day…” Berta almost couldn’t get the words out. “I still remember them walking up to that horse, trying to shrink down in their boots, even though it wasn’t any good. Georgie was just a hair taller than that saddle. He was my youngest brother.”

“I-I don’t know what to say.” William shook his head.

Berta looked as if she might choke on something in her throat. “Helmsley told the truth. I have lived safely at the islands for all the years since. I haven’t been harmed. Ever since that day, I have been taken care of.” Berta exhaled. “I have thought about leaving, but for what? All my family is dead.” Berta shook her head as guilt took over her face. 

“They killed your family,” William said, the words brewing a fear inside him worse than being trapped in this room. 

“Yes. And the rest of my people are gone now. Those that survived that day have since died of age, sickness, or battle.”

“What about the others who live here on the islands?”

“There are some others like me, whose families were killed before they were taken here. Others are native to the islands. We all play a role in our peoples’ survival, until we can no longer work, or we die naturally,” Berta said. “If we live long enough, we come here to the second island.”

“Among The Important Ones.”

Berta nodded. “Yes. Some of us make it as far. But not all of us. Deacon is worse than Helmsley. He has added some ceremonies from the gods. He makes sure everyone on the islands can function and work, even the oldest of us.” Berta spoke even more quietly. “We keep working to stave off death, trying to prove our importance. Fear keeps us alive.”

William swallowed as he looked around him, suddenly certain that Deacon was hiding in every corner, every crevice. 

“Whatever you do, William, do as he tells you. If you go along with him, you will have a chance at a safe life, much as I have enjoyed for all these years.”

“But I don’t understand—”

“I have to go now, William,” Berta said, getting to her feet, leaving the food but taking the tray with her. “Remember what I said. Listen to Deacon.”

Before William could say anything more, she slipped outside. William ran to the door, raising his fists and pounding, but it was of no use. The door was already locked.

Berta was gone.


Chapter 38:  Bray

Dawn broke before Bray saw something other than trees, brush, and hills in the distance. The sight reinvigorated him. His feet were sore and blistered; his eyes were dry and stung from a cold wind that had picked up from the west. The Halifax men walked faster, heading toward the clearing, beyond which was a long, ancient building that covered most of the horizon, standing about twenty feet tall. 

If not for a few windows on its side, which appeared to be covered, Bray might’ve thought it was a wall. A field of ancient, pockmarked stone led up to the building, longer and wider than any he’d seen outside of the Ancient City. Some parts of the stone were smooth, but other parts were cracked, allowing wilted, dying weeds to break through to the surface. Most of the stone was exposed, but a few bits of snow remained that the sun hadn’t melted. 

Men stationed on top of the building watched them approach. Their features were indiscernible from a distance.

“Halifax,” Samron announced. 

The men crunched over the snow, stepping over the remains of demons on the stone field, picked away by birds, or reduced to skeletons, making their way toward what was obviously home. 

Looking at the dead demons and the distant building, Bray felt some dread. He was walking into another place of which he knew nothing. He looked over at a few of the men, who glanced at him occasionally, clutching their guns.  

As they got closer, Bray got a better look at some of the windows, which were blocked with thick pieces of metal, effectively keeping out men or demons. The Halifax soldiers led him toward a break in the wall that he hadn’t seen from a distance. A heavy, rusted metal door barricaded a gap. The door slid to the side with a metallic groan as someone opened it from the other side.

More men faced Bray, staring.

Their features were similar to the men with whom he had traveled—their hair was long and tangled, their faces lined with markings. One of them wore a coat from Kirby’s settlement. A few others wore necklaces made of metal or clay, and strange types of clothing he’d never seen.

Bray was reminded of Kirby’s words when they’d first discovered these men at her settlement. Once people find a place to pillage, they’ll keep coming until everything is gone. 

Scavengers.

He looked over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of Flora, who looked as if she might run before they brought her through that door. Once she went inside, she wouldn’t leave. Everyone knew it. The question on Bray’s mind was, would he? The first of the soldiers headed through the door. Flora screamed as they pulled her, trying to break free of their tight grasps. Noticing Bray’s trepidation, perhaps hoping to reassure him, Samron said, “You will be safe.”

Bray had heard those same words before, when he’d entered The Arches. That mistake had cost him his friends, almost his life. But he wouldn’t last long in the woods in his condition, wounded and weaponless.  

“We will help you,” Samron said, with an expression of sincerity that Bray believed. 

He accompanied the man through the rusted entrance, listening to Flora’s screams as they hauled her inside behind him.

**

Men and women stared as Bray entered an enormous, square area the size of a farmer’s field. What he hadn’t noticed from the outside was that the building in front wasn’t the only one. 

Similar Ancient stone buildings surrounded the settlement on all sides, enclosing Halifax in a protective square. Each of the buildings—which served as walls—contained what looked like small houses or rooms, evenly spaced and built into the ancient stone, with their own doors. Some houses were relatively intact; others were crumbled and reinforced with sticks, rocks, or sheets of metal. 

The area in the middle of the square was so open and large that it might’ve been one giant building, if there had been a roof. In the middle of the Halifax square was a raised stone platform, smoother and in better condition than the field of ancient stone he had crossed outside, about the size of a few small houses. Toward the back of the settlement, beyond the platform, was a large, rectangular divot in the earth, wider and larger than the platform. Mounds of frozen dirt sat in the center. It looked like it might hold crops, when the weather was warmer. 

People were everywhere.

Women cradled babies to their chests as they scurried away, keeping a safe distance. A few older women, wearing furs and hats, froze as they watched the newcomers. Some of the people’s hair was twisted into larger strands, or braided like pieces of string. A few people had hair that was clumped together. All wore the same markings as the men who had led Bray and Flora here, and those Bray had encountered that first day at Kirby’s settlement. 

A hush filled the air. Flora appraised the settlement, panic written on her face. Metal groaned as the men behind them slid the entrance closed. 

Bray watched as a few of the soldiers left the group, walking around the platform and toward a house in the back, on the left-hand side of the settlement. 

They knocked on the door.

A tall, elderly man emerged. He kept a steady gait as he returned with the soldiers toward where Bray and the others were standing, past clusters of staring people. Like the others, his hair was long and unkempt, but his face had the authoritative expression of someone who made decisions. 

He stopped ten feet from Bray and the others, speaking indecipherable words in a deep, firm voice to Samron. Samron answered. They spoke for several minutes before the older man turned to Bray.

“Where are you from?” he asked, with the same accent as Samron, but in a clearer voice.

“I am from a township called Brighton.”

The man stared at him for a moment before looking at Flora. “And you are an islander. “

Flora opened and closed her mouth, saying nothing. 

“You made a mistake in coming here alive.”

Flora’s eyes sparked with new fear.  

Motioning to Flora, he said, “Take her to the room. I will talk to the other one.”

The Halifax soldiers didn’t hesitate. They pulled a kicking, screaming Flora toward the back of the settlement, around the platform and past several people who moved out of the way. Flora’s legs went limp as she tried to stop moving, but they dragged her until they reached a house with a thick, metal door on the opposite side of the square. Ignoring her screams, they tossed her inside, closing the door. She kicked and pounded on the door while the men stood guard. 

Bray stood up straight, trying to project bravery as he watched the elderly man, waiting for whatever came next. 

“Follow me,” the elderly man said simply.


Chapter 39:  Kirby

Kirby, Jonas, Heinrich, and Ruben rode through a forest of shallow snow, marked with the occasional prints of an animal, or a protruding, fallen branch. Kirby scouted the trees. Except for the rhythmic clomp of the horse’s hooves, the forest was quiet and still. They had been riding for a better part of the morning, with no sign of anyone. 

“The horses are tired. We should rest soon,” Heinrich called over his shoulder.

They wove through some more trees, looking for a place to break. Eventually, they came upon the highest point in the vicinity: a large, layered rock in the forest, many times as large as the horses and flat on top. It looked like most of the snow on the rock’s surface had melted from the sun. Heinrich pulled his horse to a halt and dismounted, finding a tree to tie the steed. Jonas did the same.

“How far are we from the settlement?” Jonas asked Kirby, looking overhead at the still-rising sun.

Kirby said, “Our detour added some time. We should ride until mid-afternoon and turn. If we are lucky, we might make the settlement by nightfall.”

“We passed the Halifax camp a while ago,” Heinrich said, beckoning toward the eastern forest. “We’re far enough away that we should be out of danger.”

“I’d like to run into a few of those skin-bags, so I can show them how sharp my blade is,” Ruben muttered, but she sensed some nervousness beneath his bravado.

Heinrich and Ruben pulled their bags from their backs and climbed up the layers of the rock until they reached its flat top, surveying the forest, eating a quick breakfast. Kirby didn’t feel like food, but she knew she needed to keep her strength. She reluctantly dug the last of some dried meat from her bag and found a spot on a flat portion of rock toward the bottom, sitting far from Ruben and Heinrich to eat. To her annoyance, Jonas perched on the same ledge, farther down, turning his back slightly. He looked like he was fiddling with something.

Ignoring him, she swallowed the rest of her food.  It wasn’t until something shiny and metallic glinted in the sunlight that she looked over to see what Jonas was doing.

“What is that?” she called over.

Startled, Jonas tucked something back into his pocket. He looked toward the top of the rock, where Heinrich and Ruben were engaged in some quiet conversation. “Nothing,” he said softly.

“I saw something,” Kirby insisted. 

Finally, Jonas answered, “A lucky object I carry with me, that is all.” He wore the same expression of curiosity as when he looked at her guns, or when he’d surveyed those rusted treasures in the hallway. 

Thinking that catering to him might give her some advantage she couldn’t see, she asked, “Can I look at what you have?”

Jonas glanced up at the men and back at Kirby, but he seemed as if he wanted to show her. He nodded. Biting back her disgust, Kirby scooted over as he pulled out a small, circular object and held it in his palm. “A piece from the gods,” he said with obvious pride. “Some of our hunters pulled it from the side of the hill, protected in a metal box. I believe it marks the passing of the day. Or at least, that is my guess.”

Kirby studied the object. Pushing aside her hatred, she said, “It is clearly unique.”

“I wind this small piece of metal on the side a few times a day to make sure it keeps working. It is one of the most curious possessions we have on the islands.”

“I assume you can read the symbols.”

Jonas watched her for a moment. “Our people have a different way of inscribing things. We mostly use pictures,” he admitted. “Do you know what the symbols are?”

“I think I know what they are called,” Kirby said. “But I’m not sure what they mean. Our people refer to them as Roman numerals.”

“My guess is that they are specific to the time of day,” Jonas guessed, looking up at the sun, and back at the object. “When the days are at their longest, these three solid lines here, with the lines over and underneath them, correspond to the middle of afternoon. A guess, of course.”

“That could be,” Kirby said, thinking on it. “Although, some of our old, crumbled buildings have the same markings. Perhaps they have many meanings.”

“Do you think?”

“It is possible. These symbols were carved in different places, in different sizes in other lands.” Kirby paused, recalling one particular memory from her travels. “I saw a circular object like the one in your hand, only way, way larger, on the side of a building. Perhaps that one had the same meaning as your small device, but I am not sure.”

“Incredible,” Jonas said. “Where was this building?”

“In a land ravaged by war, across the ocean,” Kirby recalled, the memory of that building tainted with some of the things she’d been forced to do. “I saw many places before I came to this land. I didn’t have time to study all of them closely. But I remember them.”

Jonas shook his head with wonder. “Our gods built things that none of us can understand. They constructed devices that confound even the smartest of men. But I hope to understand some of them. Watching this object reminds me that I do not have forever to do it. I am already at half my life.”

Kirby nodded, thinking about the new information she’d heard about the spore’s infection. According to what she’d heard from some of the Brighton people, she might live many, many years. She couldn’t imagine watching more suffering. But these men might cut her life short before that happened.  

Heinrich and Ruben had finished eating, and were climbing down the face of the multi-layered rock, placing their boots carefully. Jonas stuffed the object back in his pocket before they could see it. They nodded at Jonas as they slung their bags back on their backs. 

“I gotta piss,” Ruben grumbled, walking to the back of the rock. 

“I might as well go, too,” Heinrich said. 

Jonas gave Kirby a look before following them to relieve himself. With the three men behind the rock, Kirby stared over at the horses. It would be so easy to ride off, leaving these men with their swords in their scabbards and dumb looks on their faces. William was the only thing stopping her.

Out of sight, the soldiers spoke in voices they probably thought were quiet, but were loud enough for her to hear. 

“Maybe we’ll find something more than guns at the settlement,” Ruben said. “Some other trophy to bring back to Deacon.”

“Maybe even some more devices to use on your prisoners.” Heinrich laughed.  

“It is possible,” Jonas said, in the same reflective tone he’d used with Kirby as they’d talked about the timepiece. “I can always use some new contraptions to test out on them.”

“Did you kill the last batch?” Ruben asked.

“Those Halifax men are still alive,” Jonas said. “I have made some headway in compelling them to speak. Unfortunately, the information they gave Deacon and I was useless.”

“If we can win this war, you’ll have plenty of prisoners to test your contraptions out on.”

“I hope so,” said Jonas.


Chapter 40:  William

Someone’s here. 

William arched his back against the wall, balling his fists as he heard footsteps outside the small building, his prison. The food he’d eaten from Berta sloshed around in his stomach. He gritted his teeth as the door opened, splashing light over the room. William’s heart hammered as he recognized someone much more menacing than Berta. 

Deacon. 

William’s blood ran cold.

“Good afternoon, William,” Deacon said with a smile.

Deacon didn’t move. He just stood there, appraising William as if he was a pig with a cracked hoof, living out its final days. William swallowed as he recognized a familiar object slung around Deacon’s shoulder—Kirby’s long gun. William stayed silent, waiting for whatever exchange came before his death. Kirby and Bray must be dead. Berta’s warnings seemed useless now. 

Deacon hasn’t come to make a request; he’s come to kill me.

“Come on outside,” Deacon said, in a voice that was too pleasant.

William stayed put. He wouldn’t go to his death willingly.

“Let’s go.”

Deacon watched William patiently. His eyes bore no measure of violence, but William knew how quickly that could change. He’d seen too many leaders grow red-faced and angry, barking orders that carried sentences of death when they didn’t get their way. He looked past Deacon, assuming more men were waiting to witness the spectacle, or even take part in it, but he saw no one. 

“I’m not going to kill you, William,” Deacon assured him. 

An obvious lie. Or was it?

William felt as if a small rock had been lodged in his windpipe, robbing him of breath. He was still weak from his passing illness. “I don’t believe you,” he managed.

Deacon smiled in such a way that William was reminded of that first walk on the second island, when Deacon had told stories of his people, pride filling his words. The sun had shone brilliantly as he’d recounted tales of bravery, tales of men who had protected their families and carved a life without the constant threats of the wild. That was a moment when William had actually believed this might be a good place. 

“I won’t do you harm, if you come with me now,” Deacon said. “That is a promise.”

William knew better than to believe such a promise. He looked around the room, suddenly grateful for the walls that he’d hated moments before, as if they might protect them, even though Deacon could just as easily kill him here.

“Come on, William,” Deacon said. “I won’t ask again.”

A sudden, hard look on Deacon’s face forced William to his feet. He took several unsteady steps. Perhaps he could figure out a way out of this predicament once he was outside. It was a slim hope even he didn’t believe. 

Deacon stepped back to admit him outside, making no moves for the rifle slung around his shoulder, or the long sword scabbarded by his belt. Sunlight splashed on William’s face, warming his bones from the chill of the cold room. It felt like he had been locked away for weeks, though it had certainly been less.

Tall, thick pines and oaks towered above the small building. It seemed as if the building had been dropped from the sky into the middle of nowhere, far from the head of the island, and even farther from the people who lived in the rest of The Arches. He might as well be a thousand miles from the bridge leading to the wild. He’d never get there. Looking around, he saw no one else. 

Maybe he could slip away from Deacon, avoiding the sting of a sharp blade or a bullet from Kirby’s gun. But where would he go? The river was an obstacle he’d never get around. Deacon and his soldiers would chase him around the island until they captured him. Perhaps they’d even torture him.

He hated his choices.  

He wished he had a horde of demons. He’d command them to strike Deacon down, to tear his flesh while he demanded answers about Bray and Kirby. William wanted to know the truth, even if the truth was an ugly, terrible thing, just like his mother’s death. 

“Walk with me,” Deacon said, his tone strangely calm as he started through the forest, down a path covered in thin, partially melted snow and boot prints. A set of horse tracks led to and from the building, presumably from when William had been brought here.

William complied, taking in his surroundings, looking for a place where he might slip off. His pulse thudded loudly enough that he was certain the man walking next to him heard it, but Deacon didn’t seem to notice. He walked as if he were taking a stroll through the forest in good weather, safe from demons. 

“My apologies for your treatment,” Deacon said. “We do what is necessary.”

William hated the words he’d heard too many times in Brighton, but angry retorts would get him killed. He needed to play along with this man, if he wanted a chance at living. “I understand.”

“We have a duty to preserve our people’s lives, as you know,” Deacon said. “We keep them safe from threats, from people who might try to rob them, or take what we have.”

William nodded.

“Our people have lived here for years without going hungry, with enough firewood to keep us warm. We have battled off Savages and warring tribes. But the men from Halifax are a growing force that threatens to rip that security away.” Deacon watched William, probably judging the effect of his words. “The Halifax men will kill our men, steal away our women, and burn whatever they cannot eat, or take. Have you seen war, William?”

The word triggered memories that William couldn’t forget. He nodded. “Yes.”

“Then you have seen the affects of war on a people. You have lived, while others have died.” Deacon shook his head. “Sometimes that is worse.”

William swallowed as he thought of his mother, bleeding out on the top of that building in the Ancient City. 

“We live our days to prevent war, though we are ready for it. That is the best thing a ruler can do for his people. We prepare them for danger.” Deacon paused for a moment, looking through the trees. “Everyone plays a part in the safety of the rest. Those who don’t work together cannot live on the islands.”

William couldn’t hold back his question any longer. “Where are Bray and Kirby?”

Deacon paused for a moment. “They are being tested,” he said finally, “just as I am testing you.”

William looked around the trees, suddenly certain that someone else was watching, ready to slice him down at the slightest misstep, or an uttered word Deacon didn’t like.  

“We are alone,” Deacon assured him. 

“When will I see them again?” William asked.

“Soon,” Deacon said vaguely.

In the time they’d been walking, they’d made it through large sections of forest, tramping down boot prints left by the soldiers, and horse prints in the snow from when William had been spirited away. The two buildings sat in the distance. Several of The Important Ones walked the yard, speaking with one another.

“Those people made it to the second island through their sacrifices to The Arches,” Deacon said, pointing at the elderly people. “War is something they can forget, most days. That is their reward. Doesn’t that sound like a nice life?”

William couldn’t deny that it was a nice thought.

“Perhaps you can earn a reward like that, if you help me.” Deacon looked over at William, revealing what was clearly the motivation for the walk. “Will you help my people survive?”

“Yes,” William said.

He’d say whatever he needed to say to keep him alive.

“I’ve heard you have a gift,” Deacon continued, clearly pleased. “Flora tells me you can speak to the Savages. She says you have a way with them that she’s never seen.” 

William almost tripped. He should’ve known Flora would tell the others about his power. Of course she had. Ever since those first days in Brighton, when his lumps had been discovered, he had kept quiet about everything to do with the infection. But this secret might keep him alive. 

If he told the truth, he might live.

Unless…

What if Deacon put two things together and figured out he was infected? What if, by admitting his power, he condemned himself to a burning, or something much worse? The lump in William’s throat felt as if it had grown bigger. A lie would get him punished.  

But the truth…what would that do?

“It’s true. I can speak to them,” he said finally. The words felt strange leaving William’s mouth. He watched Deacon’s reaction, prepared for something terrible to happen.

Deacon smiled more warmly than William had seen. “How does this power work?”

William opened his mouth to describe it, realizing he wasn’t sure. He knew that he could speak to demons. He knew they listened. When he was in the forests, those first days after his infection, he’d realized his power, but he didn’t have a reason for it. 

“I tell them what to do, and they do as I say. I am not sure why.”

“You control them,” Deacon said, watching William as if he might recant the statement.

“Yes,” William said quietly.

“And how did you find out about this power?” Deacon asked.

“I screamed at them when I was in the forests, once,” William said. “They went away, instead of attacking. That’s how I learned.” Something about Deacon’s line of questioning made him want to keep some of his secrets. He’d only answer what he was asked.

“Can you teach this power to others?”

William was about to say no when he stopped himself. “It is possible.”

Deacon nodded with a look that said he wanted to believe. “That would be a huge help to our people, William. Do you know that?”

“I do,” William said, keeping his tone obedient.

“This might be a way to drive off the Savages,” Deacon said. “Maybe even find a use for them.”

William felt a pinprick of hope. Perhaps he’d passed whatever test Deacon had talked about. Walking farther, they exited the forest, heading toward the yard where The Important Ones walked. William was surprised to see only one horse in the distance. The others were gone. He noticed a few guards walking the building’s perimeter, but none seemed especially interested in William.

Deacon fell into a reflective state as they traveled over dirt and patchy snow that had been repeatedly walked over. Walking near some of the elderly people, William looked over at them, as if one of the hunched people might have something to say to him, but they only looked away. 

Deacon and William walked through the mostly-dirt land, veering toward the second building, which William had never seen. They passed a few more soldiers without stopping, several of whom nodded.

“I think it is time you had a break from that cold, dark room,” Deacon said with a smile. “That is no place for a boy recovering from illness.”

Opening the door, he held it for William as they walked into a dimly lit hallway. William blinked as his eyes adjusted. The building was certainly warmer than where William had been kept. Torches lit the walls, which were adorned with strange, metallic objects. Wonder made William forget some of his fear.

“What are these things?”  

“We don’t know for sure,” Deacon said. “Things used before our time, left to enthrall us, or perhaps to help us survive. A collection of devices from the gods.”

William couldn’t keep his eyes off them. Even in the Ancient City, he hadn’t seen this many treasures.

“We have a Treasure Room full of these objects,” Deacon told him. “I’ll show you later. But first, I figured you might want to say hello to Kirby.”

“Kirby?” William squeaked the word.

He looked at Deacon as if he’d misheard, but Deacon smiled warmly. Had Kirby passed the test, too? William wouldn’t let himself believe it, thought he wanted to.

William nodded as he followed Deacon to a door. Pulling a key from his pocket, Deacon unlocked the door, grabbed a torch from the wall, and escorted William inside. William walked into a cold, hollow room, listening to the door shut behind them as his eyes adjusted to the wavering torchlight. 

He froze. 

He thought he might die with panic.

Inside the room, two men were chained to the wall, watching William and Deacon with panic-soaked eyes. They wore the markings of the men from Halifax. The men’s arms and legs were secured to the wall by linked chains. Masks covered the majority of their faces—pieces of metal sticking from the insides, poking into the men’s skin. One man wore a leather collar with twin, sharp spikes jutting from the collar to his neck, placed in such a way that the man would be impaled if he lowered his neck, or relaxed his head to sleep. 

In the corner of the room was a chair adorned with metal spikes. The seat was covered in blood.

Nowhere did he see Kirby.

William turned for the door. 

Deacon blocked the way. “Stay,” he said simply, as he locked the entrance.

William looked around the solid, windowless room and back to the door again. Nowhere to run. His body shook with a fright he’d never experienced as Deacon crossed the room to the first of the men.

“Much as I keep our people safe, I make sure our enemies bleed endlessly,” Deacon said, with the same warm smile he’d given William when they first met, or when William had told him about his power. Reaching for the first man’s head, he pushed, forcing it toward the spikes in the man’s collar. The man screamed as he dug his bare feet into the ground, struggling to stay upright, craning his neck away from the twin spikes on the collar.

“Endlessly, William,” Deacon said as he continued pushing. “Do you understand?”

The spikes poked holes into the man’s neck, causing trails of blood. 

“I understand! Stop!” William cried. “Please stop!”

William might as well have been mute.

Deacon’s expression was emotionless as he pushed.

The piercing blades penetrated the man’s neck, his body sagged, and the chains settled with a final rattle. Deacon stepped away as the man fell limp. The other man screamed into the metal mask on his face.

“You are either a boon to the islands, or an enemy,” Deacon said simply. “Which will it be?”

“I will help!” William cried, tears streaming down his face. “Whatever you need, I will help!”


Chapter 41:  Bray

Bray sat in the single room of a house that might’ve been a peasant’s, had he been in Brighton, other than the rows of glass bottles and strange containers that lined the shelves all around the dwelling. Objects that looked like long, unraveled necklaces hung from the ceiling, with strange pieces of metal, or clay beads, wrapped around them. All were different sizes. Bray couldn’t determine if they were decorations, or served a purpose. On one wall, he saw an axe, several bows and arrows, and some swords that looked heavily used, none of which were fashioned the same way. It looked as if they had been found in the forests, or taken from various people.

Looted, perhaps.

The man who had led Bray here—the leader of Halifax, assumedly—sat in a wooden chair on one side of a table, the only piece of furniture in the room, other than the chairs. His face was weathered from the sun, but he seemed in good shape, for someone his age.

“Where is Brighton?” the man asked Bray, in an accent that still surprised Bray by its clarity.

“A long ways from here,” Bray said honestly.

“I heard some of what happened to you. I heard what the island girl tried to do.” 

“The people from The Arches took my friends, probably butchered them. They tried to kill me. The girl was sent to finish the job.”

The man didn’t seem surprised. “Their traditions of violence continue.” He settled back in his chair, appraising Bray. “My name is Enoch. They call me The Bravest One.”

“You speak the language clearly,” Bray said.

“I have picked it up better than others, over the years,” Enoch explained, his eyes dark and brooding. 

“From the islanders?” 

“Them, and other groups,” Enoch said with a sigh that showed his years. “We have met many people in the wild. Perhaps even from the place you are from, though I admit I haven’t heard the name Brighton.”

“No one seems to have heard of it here,” said Bray. “And I knew nothing of your people, or those who live in The Arches, before I came and they took us in.”

“They took you in?”

“Yes. They took me in, along with a woman and a boy I was traveling with. I went for a hunt with them. When I returned, they tried to kill me. I’m not sure what happened to the others.” 

“You would have been better staying away.” Hatred burned in Enoch’s eyes. “They are cowards, and thieves, as well. They took our lands.”

“Your lands?” Bray was confused.

Enoch took a moment to suck in a breath before continuing. “The people of The Arches stole those islands from us, long ago, in a time when our ancestors were alive. We had a different name for The Arches, back then.” Enoch shook his head. “We called it The Blessed Land. Now those lands are defiled. The islanders use our crop fields, they inhabit our ancestors’ homes; they degrade our memories. That is not the worst of it.” 

Bray furrowed his brow. Most of the past few days seemed like a lie he was unraveling. “I don’t mean to offend you, but a man named Deacon told a different tale. It seemed quite the opposite. He says your people slaughtered theirs, following them from another city, a place called The City of the Gods.”

“Deacon tells his people lies to further a war,” Enoch said. “The truth is buried beneath the scalps of our people and the blood of our children. Our numbers were much greater than you see here, before Deacon’s ancestors slaughtered them.” Enoch waved his hand toward the door. “At one time, our people inhabited those islands. We built many of the buildings, or repaired them. The islanders’ ancestors raided us, killing most of our men, keeping only the young, the women, or those weak enough to force into slavery. The rest of our people—a few of the sick, or disabled—were sent away into the forests, weaponless and alone to die, with markings burned into their foreheads. They were to be sacrifices to the islanders’ gods. The islanders’ ancestors told them they would be killed on sight if they were seen again. What they didn’t plan on was that some our ancestors would survive. Our people are strong.” Enoch’s eyes blazed with a deep anger and pride.  

Bray listened intently. It felt as if he were hearing a truth for the first time. 

“Over generations, our people repopulated. We built a new place to live—the place that you see around you called Halifax. We wear the marks on our heads as a symbol of the land that we will get back one day.” Enoch pointed to the thick, dyed marks on his head. “The islanders hunt us. They use our scalps as trophies. To them, we are as useless as rotten meat, or a Diseased Man’s carcass in the forest. They step on us and destroy us. But not anymore.” Enoch reached underneath the table, pulling one of the guns that had captured Bray’s attention since the moment he saw it. “Now we have a way to even the numbers.”

“Guns,” Bray said.

“You know the name?” Enoch asked, looking at the metal object curiously.

“Yes,” Bray said. “The woman I was with, Kirby, made them with her people.”

“We found them in an abandoned settlement. They were unclaimed.”

“The one by the water.” Bray nodded, verifying it was one and the same. “The settlement is called New Hope. That was Kirby’s group. Her people all died from a demon fight—perhaps you saw the bodies. She was the only survivor.” Bray didn’t mention the two Halifax men they had killed in New Hope. “I fear Kirby is dead, along with the boy with whom we were traveling.”

“You fear, or you know?”

“The last I saw them, they were on the islands,” Bray said. “We were separated. I’m not sure what happened.” 

“The islanders are a cruel people. They take whatever they can use, and discard the rest.” Enoch shook his head.

Bray felt a burgeoning fear in his gut as he thought of Kirby and William. “I am grateful for the help of your men.”

Enoch nodded. “The islanders have killed too many. How long were you on the islands?”

“I stayed for several days before they betrayed us.”

“The only people of ours that get close to the islands, never return.” Enoch looked grave. “We only know what we see through the forest.”

Bray shifted as he prepared his request. “It is for that reason I was hoping I might make a proposition.” Turning to look over his shoulder, he pointed at the door, in the direction in which Enoch’s men had taken Flora. “The girl I was with might know what happened to my friends. My hope was to speak with her.”

“You hoped for a favor.”

“In return, I will give you whatever information I can about the islands. Your men saved my life. I owe you. There is no disputing that.” Bray paused, hoping he could convey his sincerity. “But I am trying to find out whether I am chasing ghosts.”

Enoch watched him for a long while. “Perhaps we can help each other.” Enoch scratched his chin. “Is the girl, Flora, a leader to them?”

“I believe she has stature,” Bray said, hoping he hadn’t stretched the truth too far. “She knows Deacon’s top soldiers, the men who watch over the bridge. I believe she might be of use to you, as well.”

“The islanders would rather die than speak with us,” Enoch said solemnly. “I am not sure how much luck either of us will have in speaking with her. We will interrogate her tonight. In the meantime, I will instruct some of our women to tend your wounds. You have had a long journey. You need rest. Our people will set you up in a house, where you can heal and sleep. In the morning, when we are finished with the girl, I will allow you to speak with her.” 

“Thank you,” Bray said, standing. “I appreciate what your people have done for me.”

“It seems as if we were fortunate to run into one another.” Enoch nodded gravely.

He called loudly enough to be heard through the door, and some men opened it, escorting Bray out.


Chapter 42:  Deacon

Deacon sat in his study, the fresh scalp of the Halifax man on top of his desk, the long, smooth metal gun nearby. Jonas, Kirby, Heinrich, and Ruben should be at the settlement soon. If he hadn’t been worried about an impending attack, Deacon might’ve gone. But his people needed a leader.

He picked up the gun from his table.

Before Kirby left, he had received instructions on how to use it, and he had even tried it in the forest. He was wise enough to save the device’s power, for when he needed it. If war was coming, he needed to be prepared. 

Footsteps in the hallway drew his attention to one of his soldiers, who came down the hall and stopped at his open door to address him.

“Sir?”

“What is it?”

“I have sent a few of our soldiers into the forest to get a Savage, as you instructed. They will be back as soon as they find one.”

“Thank you,” Deacon said. “Let me know as soon as you have it.”

The soldier hesitated. “It might be a difficult task, bringing one back alive. I’m not sure we’ve done that before.” The soldier’s eyes roamed to the gun in Deacon’s hands, and the fresh scalp. “We will get it done.”

“Is there anything else?” Deacon asked.

“No, sir.”

“Go. Now.”

After a dismissive wave from Deacon, the soldier departed and his footsteps echoed down the long, dark corridor. As soon as Deacon got a Savage, he would test William’s power. Then he would figure out whether the boy’s power could be taught to others. 


Chapter 43:  Kirby

Kirby rode in silence behind Jonas, unable to stop thinking about the conversation she’d overheard by the rock. She imagined the contraptions Jonas had been using—devices made of metal, wood, or any other type of material strong enough to bend and twist human skin. She’d seen too many people tortured beyond imagining as others sought power and information, or maybe a way to pass the time. That thought only deepened her disgust toward these people, specifically Jonas. 

They rode farther north as the sun sank halfway into the afternoon sky. Another day was ending. Time worried her. Even if they reached the settlement before dark, it would take some effort to remove whatever debris covered the burnt, abandoned guns and bring them back. They would need to be quick. 

“Should we cut east?” Heinrich called behind him. “It’s getting late.”

“I think we’ve gone far enough,” Kirby confirmed. 

They turned their horses and the glare of the sun shifted behind them. Trees whipped past as they found a game trail wide enough to ride on and made better ground. Soon the trail ended, and they entered an area that Kirby didn’t recognize. Several times, they skirted around brooks or streams that wound into the horses’ path, putting them further off course, or ended up taking a path to avoid a few running mutants, who screeched and charged. They outpaced them when they could, rather than fighting pointless skirmishes that would slow them down. Sometimes, they were forced to stop and kill them.

They were approaching a valley when Heinrich halted suddenly, looking behind his horse at Jonas and Kirby. Jonas halted, too. In the clearing through some trees, a band of mutants raced across the snow-covered landscape. A large cluster of mutants gathered around a fallen, writhing animal. Through breaks in the surrounding group of mutants, Kirby saw swaying antlers and kicking hooves. It was a buck, most likely. They were consuming it alive. She shook her head in disgust as the animal’s dying screams echoed across the field and the animal struggled vainly to get free.

“That buck would’ve made a healthy meal,” Heinrich said.

“Probably not a good idea to ride through that, though,” Ruben muttered. “We could probably outrun them, but it wouldn’t be worth the chance.”

Everyone agreed, and they detoured north, keeping to the forest, watching the Savages through breaks in the trees. Kirby saw a few more groups of mutants racing through the trees, entering the clearing and joining their brothers. 

“The Savages are powerful creatures,” Jonas mused from the front of the horse. “If only there were a way to tap into that.”

“They are vile,” Kirby muttered.

Jonas shrugged. “Our people believe the gods put them here to test our faith and ability. Is that your peoples’ belief?”

“No.”

Jonas waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. She’d had enough conversation with him for a day. Despite her lack of enthusiasm, Jonas continued speaking, as if he were eager to share some ideas. Or maybe he was eager to hear himself talk. Peering through the trees, he beckoned toward a group of mutants, running from the edge of the clearing to join the rest.

“As I said, some people think they are a test of our faith and our ability—a means to hone our skills with the blade and knife, a foe to keep us honest. The islanders who fail the gods are sent to join them. But I have other ideas.” He paused, thinking through an idea. “I believe they were put here for a greater purpose. If there were a way to control them, we might have a formidable army behind us.”

Kirby stiffened. Did he know about William? 

Or was it a coincidental remark?

Eventually, they curved back east, under a sun that was slowly disappearing, dimming Kirby’s hope of reaching the settlement before dusk. Impatient to get to the guns, Heinrich and Jonas pushed the horses hard. Kirby looked around the tree-covered forest, hoping she might recognize something from her trips away from New Hope, but she was in territory she’d never seen. 

“Are we sure we’re going the right way?” Jonas asked.

“East,” Kirby said plainly. “We’re heading for the coast, as I said.”

“I hope we didn’t stray too far, with our detours,” Heinrich called over his shoulder.

Despite her words, Kirby couldn’t deny her nervousness. Nothing out here looked familiar. Getting the guns back to the islands two more nights after this one was growing less and less plausible, the more time that elapsed. She didn’t want to think about missing Deacon’s deadline. 

Kirby studied their surroundings—a half-rotted tree that had fallen in a storm, a formation of rocks that jutted from the ground in the distance, a hill with a thick cluster of pines. She wanted to believe the coastline was close, but the truth was, it could be much farther. She hung on to the horse as it stepped over a patch of uneven ground, jostling her in the saddle. The air took on an aura of quiet that she didn’t like. 

“Something’s wrong with the horse,” Ruben announced, looking down at the horse’s flank. “It’s slowing down.”

“Spur it faster,” Jonas called.

Gunfire burst from the trees.

Too late, Kirby swiveled to face the formation of rocks they were passing. 

Heinrich screamed as a bullet jarred him from the saddle, sending him toppling. Ruben reached out for his companion, confused, but bullets slammed into his side, rocking him back and forth in his seat. He cried out in agony, falling from the horse.

“No!” Kirby screamed.

“By the gods!” Jonas shouted.

She was supposed to protect them. To keep them safe.

The first horse ran, suddenly free from its riders. Heinrich lay on the ground, unmoving, while Ruben spat and coughed blood, clearly in his death throes. Jonas pulled the horse hard, too hard, as several strange, marked men burst from the pines. 

Halifax men. 

Kirby pulled her gun, but the horse whinnied and reared, tossing her around. She fought to stay in the saddle, but she had nothing to hold other than Jonas. Jonas lost purchase. He fell, taking Kirby with him. Kirby’s breath burst from her lungs as they landed in a painful heap and her gun flew from her grasp. 

The horse took off running in an effort to escape, like the first.

Kirby rolled away from Jonas, spotted her gun, and crawled.

Halifax men screamed.

Bullets split the air.

Loud, excited voices echoed through the forest and footsteps crunched the snow. 

She didn’t need to look to know they were coming for her. Kirby kept crawling as several more gunshots split the air and hit the ground around her, waiting for the pain of a bullet, the last moments of consciousness, but she didn’t feel anything other than cold ice and snow beneath her. Soon she was on top of her weapon, clutching it and turning to face her attackers. Several running men halted, surprised to see a gun aimed back at them. She fired a few shots, scattering them. More men shouted in the distance. They were new to the weapons.

She needed cover.

Looking over her shoulder, she spotted a nearby cluster of trees and scrambled to her feet, no time to think of anything other than surviving, nothing except…Jonas. Jonas lay on the ground near where they’d fallen, clutching his stomach, reaching for her. 

“Kirby!” he screamed, in a pained voice she might’ve relished, if she hadn’t been instructed to keep him and the others alive.

“Get up!” she screamed at him, no time to argue. 

She raced to his side and pulled him to his feet. Grabbing his arm, she swung it over her shoulder, firing a shot behind her to keep the men away. And then they were hobbling into a cluster of trees, breathing heavily as men’s shouts erupted behind them. 

“Keep going, Jonas!” she cried, leading him through the trees as she searched for something—anything—to get behind. 

Jonas wheezed into her ear. In the distance, Kirby heard a horse whine. She scanned the trees frantically, but the small pines and bushes in front of them were useless for cover against a bullet. She spun to look over her shoulder, snow caking her boots.

More men than she thought were following them, ducking behind the trees as she fired a few more times, staving off a few. Bullets hit the snow around her. There were too many men.

“Are we going to die?” Jonas asked through a mouthful of blood. 

“No,” Kirby said through gritted teeth. “We’re not going to die.”

Jonas adjusted on her shoulder, sagging and clearly losing the ability to run. 

“Stop!” one of the soldiers screamed from behind them, in a voice she was surprised she could understand.

“M-maybe we should listen,” Jonas said, his voice a half-whisper as Kirby veered to the right, pulling him a few more steps.

Kirby stared ahead of them, noticing a small, broken-down building in the distance. Then she looked down at her belt.

“Are we stopping?” Jonas asked.

“No,” she said. “We’re not stopping.”


Chapter 44:  Bray

Bray woke from a sleep he hardly remembered. His arms were wrapped where the soldier’s blades had cut him. Bandages lined his back. Before he settled the night before, the Halifax women had tended his wounds, setting him up with a place to stay and some food and drink. For the first time in nights, he’d slept in a wooden bed and under some warm blankets. It was much better than a bed of rocks on which he’d lain the night before.

He sat up, looking around a room slightly smaller than the one in which he’d met Enoch. To his right, on a table, was a cup of cold, strange-smelling tea. He took a swig. It was bitter, but he needed the fluid, which was laced with herbs. Next to the tea was a flask that they had told him he could take. Verifying it held water, he stood, tucking it into his belt.

His door had been left open a crack, allowing some of the cold and noise to seep into his room. Bray heard the high-pitched wail of a baby, the murmur of conversations in tongues he couldn’t understand. Despite the place’s strangeness, he was grateful to be alive. He winced as he made his way to the door.

A few Halifax men stood at attention outside, waiting for him to rouse. Samron was among them. “Do you need food?”

Bray thanked him for the offer. “I’m all set for now.” Food could wait. He had something else on his mind. “Enoch told me I could see Flora this morning.”

“Yes. He passed the message. I can take you.”

Bray exited the small house, following Samron and two others around the stone platform and across the settlement, past children playing, women carrying babies, and men or women hurrying from one place to the next, busy with tasks. A few people carried animal carcasses and skins. Others carried tools, or worked on some of the less intact houses. The soldiers wore guns, as if they were afraid to put them down. Bray looked toward the house at the far edge of the settlement, where he’d met with Enoch. The man’s door was closed. A few soldiers lingered around it, conversing in the loud, strange tongues that were quickly becoming familiar, though he didn’t understand them any better.

Reaching the building where they’d taken Flora, Samron looked at Bray. For a moment, Bray thought he might give him a weapon, but he issued a warning.

“Enoch said not to kill her.”

Bray nodded. “I won’t.”

Samron opened the door, ushering him inside. 

Flora sat in the middle of an empty room, her hands tied behind her. Her face was marred with scratches and cuts, as if she’d been fighting most of the night. Her eyes were red with puffy bags underneath. She didn’t appear to have slept. Bray stepped in and looked behind him. Samron and the soldiers peeked through the doorway, watching.

“Can I speak with her privately?” he asked. 

The soldiers traded words he couldn’t understand. They shut the door. 

Flora stared at him with a vacant expression. She didn’t recoil. She didn’t spit words of venom, as she had the day before. It seemed as if she’d accepted her fate, or perhaps she was numb from what was clearly a long, sleepless night filled with what appeared to be violent interrogations. Staring at her, Bray expected to feel hatred, but the sting of the initial betrayal had worn off. He needed answers more than vengeance. 

“Are they dead?” Bray asked. 

He didn’t need to clarify his question. Flora’s eyes flashed something he couldn’t read as she opened and closed her dry, cracked lips. 

“Where are Kirby and William?” he asked again.

She said nothing.

“I heard what your people have done to the people of Halifax,” he said. “I have heard the story of the land your people stole. Everything your people said was a lie.”

New fire sparked in Flora’s eyes as she cleared her parched throat. “Stole? These people have taken everything from us. We defend ourselves. We kill them to survive.”

“Do you?” Bray asked. “Taking their scalps doesn’t seem like survival to me.”

Flora fell silent a moment, watching him. “You don’t know our rituals. You are an outsider.”

“I know that you throw people from the bridge. I know you tried to kill me.” Bray paused, turning to leave the room for an emphatic point. “And I know that you are going to die here, in a strange settlement among your enemies.”

Flora was robbed of a response as fear ran through her eyes. 

“You deserve it,” he added with a vindictive expression that felt good.

Flora stared back at him, trying for defiance, but tears traced tracks down her cheeks. She strained against the ropes binding her, as she probably had been for most of the night. She blinked away some of the tears, as if she were ashamed. 

“I have failed Deacon,” she said. “I will die anyway.” 

Bray watched her. “For failing to kill me, you mean.”

Flora picked a spot on the wall at which to stare. “I was to bring back your scalp.”

“My scalp?” Renewed anger blazed through Bray’s eyes as he considered what might’ve been his death. 

“It was for the marriage ceremony,” Flora explained, more quiet tears falling. “We must bring a scalp of an enemy to Deacon to be considered for marriage. When you met me, I was supposed to get one from a Halifax man. But I failed. And then I met you and your friends, and I thought I could make up for my failure by bringing you back to the islands. I figured Deacon would find use in the guns, and William’s power with the demons. I was trying to keep myself alive.”

“You traded our lives—and our knowledge—for your own.”

“Yes.” Flora’s shame seemed to take on a new source. “When you went out on the hunt, you offended the hunters with your traditions. Bartholomew found me, and told me to get your scalp for Deacon. I failed that, too. I am a dead woman, even if I were to escape this place.”

“You won’t get out of here alive,” Bray warned. 

“I know that. And I wouldn’t want to. Once we are captured, we are as good as dead. I will suffer a fate worse than what you saw on the bridge, if I were to go back.”

“Worse?” Bray didn’t try to hide his bitterness. “Your people were happy to see that woman dropped.”

“Not all of us find the ceremony joyful,” Flora said, lowering her head.

“You deserve worse than what she received.”

Looking at Flora’s pathetic condition, he couldn’t say anything else. He recalled the way she had looked at him in the forest. For a few seconds, he had seen doubt in her eyes.

“You sound as if you don’t believe in all the rules of your people.” 

“Our people have strict laws. We follow them. Deacon tells us they are the way of the gods.” Guilt passed over Flora’s face as she looked away from Bray. It seemed as if she couldn’t face the man she had tried to kill. Bray was reminded of the people in Brighton, forced through ceremonies and rituals without a choice. That didn’t excuse her actions, but it explained them. 

Flora coughed through her dry throat. Hating himself for his sympathy, Bray pulled his flask from his belt and gave her a drink. Flora accepted, sipping through cracked, parched lips. She swallowed. 

“William is just a boy,” Bray said. “Regardless of what has happened between us, he doesn’t deserve to die. If he is dead, you are to blame.”

“It was not my intention to see him harmed,” Flora said, more tears falling. “I assumed Deacon would find a use for him and for Kirby.”

“I need to find my friends. If there is still a chance to get to them, I need you to help me. Perhaps this is a way you can make up for what you’ve done to William.” 

Flora watched him for a second, before her eyes fell. “They were alive, last I saw them. They were taken to the second island.”

“By you and Jaydra?”

“Yes.”

“So that part is true,” Bray put together. “Do you think they’re still alive?”

“It is possible. I do not know. Deacon will make a determination, much as a determination was made on you. If it goes well for them, they will be welcomed into our community, but he will need to trust them first.” Flora watched Bray with a hard look. “One thing I know: they will not be allowed to leave.”

“Kirby will not be forced into a choice like that,” Bray said, some of his hope fading. “She will refuse.”

“Then she will die,” Flora said, regret in her voice. “Deacon will use persuasion. He will use William, or whatever he needs, to get his way. If that fails, he will kill her.”

Bray knew she was telling the truth.

“Deacon is a leader to be feared,” Flora said. “You have seen some of what he does. Other things whispered about in rumors, I have determined are true.” She looked at the wall again. 

“What do you mean?”

“I saw one of the things our people talk about, when the soldiers aren’t listening. Deacon makes blankets from our enemies’ skins—the ones the women bring back, and others. I saw this myself.” Flora looked as if she was making a last confession, as if she had nothing to lose. “Other things I haven’t seen, but I believe. He holds some of the Halifax people on the second island and tortures them. He uses strange devices created by a man named Jonas, who helps him, according to the whispers. The soldiers do his bidding. They kill anyone who doesn’t obey his wishes. Anyone who doesn’t work toward the good of the islands is made to disappear. Some are taken in ceremonies like the one on the bridge. Others are taken in worse ways. It is a system that allows us to live and prosper, or so he tells us.”

Bray nodded. The tactics might’ve been commonplace in his township, but some sounded worse. “You don’t believe these are for the good of your people.” 

“I don’t,” Flora admitted, looking around the room immediately after she spoke, as if Deacon might be lurking in the corner, waiting to torture her, even though her predicament might be worse. “I’ve seen too many things that haunt me while I am trying to sleep.”

“Other things?”

Flora lowered her head at what was obviously a painful memory. “My father was killed in one of the bridge ceremonies like the one you saw. He was thrown to his death because of a disease. I lost him when I was only six. I should’ve had more time with him. It is not a way a man should die, regardless of an illness.” 

Bray thought back to the shrieking woman he’d seen tossed over the edge. “No, it isn’t.”

“I hate Deacon for what he did to my father,” Flora said, still looking around. “I don’t think I’ve ever said those words aloud. But that hate doesn’t matter, because now I am going to die.”

Bray couldn’t help feel pity again. “Do the rest of your people feel the same way about Deacon?”

“Probably not everybody,” Flora said. “Some do, but to speak about it would be to invite death. We go along with what we are taught, because we want to live. We watch our loved ones ripped away when they make a mistake or a misstep. We watch our people thrown from the bridge, or pulled into the woods. We keep quiet, because that is all we can do.” 

“Perhaps there is another way,” Bray said, thinking on it. “What have you told the Halifax men?”

“Nothing.” Flora smiled faintly, revealing some dried blood on her teeth. “I will honor the gods with my silence, as the rest of my people would do.”

“You will honor them with a meaningless death?”

“What else is there to do?”

“Maybe there is a way you can live.”

“How?” Flora seemed resigned. “Our people have warred for generations. I will share the fate of all the others they have captured. It is the way of things.”

“Maybe it doesn’t have to be. I will talk to Enoch, the ruler here,” Bray said. “Perhaps there is a chance you can be saved, if you agree with what I have to say.”


Chapter 45:  William

William walked around blindly, feeling the familiar walls of the same, dark building in the woods into which he’d been thrown a second time. He’d never forget Deacon’s calm expression, the awful cries of pain coming from the Halifax man before he died. Any fate would be better. In some ways, he was glad to be back to his dark prison. It was certainly better than being in that room.

But he wasn’t safe here, either. 

Ever since he’d returned, William’s mind had spun with conflicting thoughts. The scared boy who had been in that room, watching that man die, would’ve said or done anything to avoid death. He’d promised cooperation in that room. 

But would that buy his life?

William knew it wouldn’t. He’d seen enough rulers to know that minds changed. He might be helpful today, but not the next. Soon, he would be the Halifax man with the sharp, pointed knives to his neck, or another man he didn’t see, forced to sit in that bloodied, spiked chair. Or burned, like all those people had burned in Brighton. William’s surroundings might’ve changed, but the motivations of the people around him hadn’t. 

Deacon believed that William’s power was a learned thing. He didn’t know it was a strange gift inexplicably given to a boy infected by the spore. Even if William himself was helpful, at some point, he’d lose his use to Deacon. 

And then William would die.

Whatever it took, William needed to escape these people. He just wasn’t sure how he’d do it.


Chapter 46:  Bray

Bray followed behind several Halifax soldiers as they led him back to Enoch’s house. They knocked, awaited an order, and then opened the door, releasing the smell of smoke from within the small, cluttered room. Enoch was behind the table, looking as if he had been waiting for Bray. His gun sat on the table in front of him.

“You have spoken with the girl,” he surmised.

“Yes,” Bray said, stepping in. “She told me my friends might be alive.”

“It sounds as if she told you more than she told us,” Enoch admitted. 

“I think she has more to say.” Bray paused, motioning behind him, where several soldiers stood farther back, holding a bound, but cooperative-looking Flora. “I have brought her with me.”

Enoch looked confused before Bray said, “I was hoping you might speak with us both.”

Enoch looked from Bray, to Flora and his guards. After a long pause, he said, “Allow her inside.”

The guards brought Flora into the room. She kept a stoic face through her fear as she stood compliantly, hands tied, waiting for whatever was going to happen. Enoch motioned to the single chair across from him, and the soldiers helped her into it. She sat.

“Go,” Enoch told the guards. “I will speak to them alone.”

He waited for the soldiers to leave and quietly close the door, before he spoke again.

“It is not often that I allow an enemy to sit across from me in this room,” Enoch said in a hardened tone to Flora. “And even less often that they are allowed to leave.”

Flora stayed quiet.

Trying to break some of the tension, Bray said, “I appreciate you listening to what we have to say.”

Enoch sat back in his chair. “You act as if you and the island girl are friends.”

“We might not be friends,” Bray said. “But perhaps we can be of use to each other.”

Enoch nodded, waiting for something to impress him, or an offer he hadn’t heard. “Say what you’ve come to say.”

Bray said, “The people of Halifax and the people of The Arches have been at war for generations. Words will not erase years of violent history. I have no false hopes of that.” He pointed at Flora. “Yesterday, this woman had a sword to my throat, and then a knife to my head. If not for the help of your men, I might’ve died the way too many others have. But I believe what she told me this morning, when we spoke. I believe she spoke the truth about my friends, or as much as she knows.”

“You believe a woman who would try to kill you?” Enoch shook his head.

“I wouldn’t, if I hadn’t seen her sincerity. I believe Flora gave me honest information. Things that you might want to hear. I believe the prospect of death has compelled her to speak the truth.”

Enoch looked as if he might laugh. “The nearness of death compels many to speak, but half of those things are lies. Everybody knows that.”

“Maybe so,” Bray said, trying to project sincerity in what he was about to say. “But Flora told me some things about Deacon’s rituals. He uses his soldiers to slay anyone who disobeys. He uses ceremonies to force his will. He tortures those that oppose him.”

“That information is not new,” Enoch said. “The islanders have always been that way.”

“That is not all. Flora tells me that not all of the people on the islands are there by choice. Some are women and children who have been brought there against their will, while their men are slaughtered. They are forced into The Arches.”

Enoch nodded silently as he processed that information. 

Getting to a point, Bray said, “I believe this might give you an advantage. The people in The Arches have all been taught to fight, but some of those, the enslaved ones, harbor a secret hatred toward Deacon. They might falter when they see the power of the guns. If you can kill Deacon and his men, the others might surrender, and you will lose fewer people.”

“What does this have to do with Flora?”

“Flora knows the times the guards are less vigilant. She knows the soldiers’ routines. She can help you win a war.”

“And why should we believe any of this?” Disbelief crossed Enoch’s face as he jabbed a finger at Flora. “Why would you help us, when you wouldn’t speak with us all night? Why would you betray Deacon? Almost everyone that comes here from the islands won’t tell us a thing. Those that speak, often tell lies, as I said before.”

“Because he killed my father,” Flora said, breaking her silence. She looked at Enoch with a stare that projected her hatred for the islands’ leader. “He threw him from the bridge.”

“A shame,” Enoch said. “But that is the way of your people, is it not? I have heard about your ceremonies.”

“It might be my people’s way, but it is not mine,” Flora said, anger burning in her eyes. “My father died too soon. No one deserves a death like that.”

“So why stay?” Enoch looked at Flora as if she were foolish. “My soldiers found you alone. You could have left The Arches and gone off in the woods. You could have found a new life. If it is as bad as you say, any place would be better.”

“My family lives there. They will not come with me, and I will not leave them behind. The rules are too ingrained in them.” Flora was resolute.

Enoch remained quiet.

Hoping they were getting through, Bray said, “I believe we can both help you fight, if that is what you want, Enoch. With my knowledge of the islands, and Flora’s, you might be able to avoid some unnecessary bloodshed. Perhaps you can recover the islands without losing too many of your men.”

“You think you can save your friends from death,” Enoch said, making Bray’s argument before he voiced it.

“If they are still alive, then yes.” Bray took an angry breath. “But that is not all. These men betrayed me. The island’s soldiers surprised me in a coward’s attack, after days of lies. Deacon and his soldiers deserve death, for what they have done. If you are waging a war, I would like to fight alongside you.”

Enoch looked at the gun in front of him, on the table. “We have been given the tools we need to win a war that was a dream, several days ago. The discovery of these objects you call guns is a gift from our Holy One. We are prepared to fight. But I do not think we are ready to do it yet.” Enoch sighed as he looked between the two of them. “Even if I believed Flora’s good intentions, my people are still learning the weapons. Some soldiers are better than others, of course, but they will need time.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth as he thought of a response. Each day his friends were on the islands brought them closer to death. They might be dead already.

“We will need to be certain before we attack the bridge. Once we wage a war, we will need to finish it,” Enoch said. “I do not believe we will get another chance. Too many casualties will wipe most of our people out.”

“There is something else I should mention,” Bray added.

“What?” Enoch asked, leaning forward to hear it.

“It is something I thought of only briefly at the time, but it might help us now.”

“I am listening.”

Before Bray could elaborate, shouts echoed outside. Enoch grabbed his weapon, and Bray and Flora turned their heads, staring at a soldier who had ripped open the door, speaking in a curt, indecipherable voice.

Enoch looked at the gun in his hands, then at Bray and Flora.

“What’s wrong?” Bray asked.

Enoch looked rattled. “Our men found a small group of islanders in the woods last night. One of them, a woman, is keeping my men at bay. These people have horses.” 

Bray’s pulse pounded. “Horses?”

“Yes,” Enoch said. “And the woman is using a weapon my men have never seen.”

“You mean one of the guns?” Bray guessed. 

“Not a gun. Something else. Something that is making holes in the ground. They have been guarding her. This man walked through some of the night to get me.”

The man at the door stared at Enoch, clearly awaiting an order.

Before Enoch could give one, Bray said, “Wait! I know who she is. You can’t kill her.”


Chapter 47:  Bray

Bray hiked through the forest next to Enoch and a large group of his men. It had taken most of the morning, and some of the afternoon to get there, but finally they wove through the trees in a tight, tense group, approaching a group of other Halifax men who were waiting.

One of the soldiers spoke with Enoch. Enoch nodded.

“This way,” Enoch said, pointing through the trees.

They kept hiking, getting closer to a cluster of others waiting by a game trail. The ground was speckled with blood, and two men’s bodies lay on the ground, marked with gun wounds. Bray’s jaw dropped as he looked farther through the trees, catching sight of two large animals standing next to the Halifax men, shaking their heads, stamping the ground nervously. 

“My horses!” he said.

Disbelief took over him as he hurried over to the animals. The one he’d named Blackthorn stood next to the other.

“These are my steeds!” he told Enoch, who was close behind him. “Two of them, at least.”

A cautious hope turned into a fear as he looked past the horses. Deep in the distance, a small, fairly intact structure sat in the woods. Halifax men surrounded the building on all sides, aiming their guns. Every so often, one of them barked something in their language, or adjusted to get a better view.  Enoch, Bray, and the others walked faster, keeping to the trees, approaching within thirty feet of the hovel and stopping.

Enoch called out to his men.

Some of the guarding Halifax men turned to greet Enoch with solemn nods. Bray saw some scattered leaves inside the open entrance of the squalid structure, and what looked like some blood. He tensed. A few men called over to Enoch, pointing at a large hole in the earth, which looked freshly made. The divot was scattered with sticks, leaves, and debris.

“What’s going on?” Bray asked, waiting for an explanation.

“Each time they get close,” Enoch said, “they are forced to step backward, or hide behind the trees. The woman threatens them.”

Bray watched as one of the men crept closer, testing the information. Before he got a few feet, a small hand crept around the side of the open entrance, holding a round, metal object, and a voice screamed a warning.

“Stay back!” shouted a woman, in an accent he couldn’t mistake. 

Kirby.

“That is my friend!” Bray explained to Enoch.

A few of the men looked over at Bray, surprised. Before Enoch could respond, Bray leaned around the tree and yelled, “Kirby!”

The hand retreated around the building’s entrance. Quiet settled over the scene. The Halifax soldiers looked from Bray, to Enoch, to the building. Bray swallowed as he considered that Kirby might be wounded. Perhaps that was her blood at the building’s entrance. Perhaps he’d arrived in time to watch her die. 

A terse answer emanated from the inside of the hovel. “Bray? What are you doing here?”

Bray might’ve smiled, if the situation were different. Instead, he yelled, “I’m with the Halifax men! Give me a moment to explain.” He turned to Enoch. “That is definitely my friend. Tell your men to lower their guns. There is no need to harm one another.”

Enoch called something out, and the men lowered their weapons halfway, though they didn’t seem convinced.

“We need her weapon,” Enoch told Bray. “Tell her she must throw it out.”

Bray shook his head. “I don’t know much about those weapons, but from what I know, you do not want her to throw it.”

“Why?” Enoch was confused.

Bray pointed at the hole in the earth. “Trust me.”

One of the soldiers said something to Enoch, and Enoch explained to Bray. “She has someone else in there. Can you ask her who it is?”

“Who else is with you?” yelled Bray.

“One of the islanders,” Kirby called. “He’s suffered an injury.”

Trying to make sense of the situation, Bray asked, “Was he helping you escape?”

Kirby didn’t respond for a moment. Finally, she answered, “No. I wish the bastard had died.”

This time Bray couldn’t help but smile.

“He’s too weak to be a threat,” Kirby continued. “He won’t be able to do more than glower at you. Can I come out?”

Bray looked at Enoch. 

“Tell her to put her weapons away,” Enoch said.

“I heard him,” Kirby yelled out. “I will.”

Relief swept over Bray as Kirby exited the building, her gun holstered and the object she called a grenade put away, a wounded man draping one arm over her shoulder. She looked tired, and her clothing was covered in dirt and snow, but she didn’t appear to be injured. Seeing her seemed like a miracle. He’d never expected to see her alive again.

“Kirby!” he called, as if she might disappear.

A half-smile crossed her face as she helped the man away from the building and spotted Bray. Several of the Halifax soldiers approached slowly. Seeing the wounded man wasn’t a threat, the Halifax soldiers took him, holding him in the same captive position in which they’d held Flora. Blood leaked from his gut and he groaned. Free of the man’s burden, Kirby reached Bray. A look of emotion he hadn’t expected crossed her face.

“It seems you found more than animals on your hunt.”

Bray looked around, confused, before he realized he was with a pack of Halifax men, and not the island hunters she might’ve expected. 

It had been too long since they’d seen each other. 

He shook his head, unable to distill the experiences of several days into words. “We have much to catch up on.”

Kirby’s eyes glistened. He was surprised when she embraced him. “I am glad to find you alive. I didn’t think I would.”

“The same with you.” Bray swallowed a lump in his throat as he hugged her back.

Noticing Enoch standing next to them, Bray said, “This is Enoch, the leader of Halifax.”

“You are from the settlement by the water,” Enoch put together. “The one called New Hope.”

“Yes. My name is Kirby.” Kirby looked at the gun in Enoch’s hands, but she refrained from saying anything else.

“And who is he?” Enoch asked, pointing at the man who was surrounded by Halifax soldiers. 

“A man from the islands named Jonas,” Kirby said, the last of her lingering smile fading. “I was ordered to keep him alive, along with the other soldiers.” She nodded into the forest, prompting Bray to turn around, where several soldiers were rifling through the pockets of some dead islanders they’d dragged over. “Now that they are dead, we have less to be grateful for. I am afraid William might die, too.”


Chapter 48:  Bray

Walking in a much larger group than the one with which either of them had entered the forest, Kirby and Bray strode next to Enoch, catching up on the events each of them had missed.

Kirby told of William starting to recover, their betrayal at the hands of Jonas and Deacon, and the mission on which she’d been sent. She also told of the four nights she had been given to bring back the guns, along with Deacon’s men, alive. Bray received the news with a grave face.

When she was finished speaking, he shared his story of escaping Bartholomew and the island soldiers, his encounter with Flora, and his meeting with the Halifax people. He also told of the things he’d learned from Flora, who was back at the settlement, waiting.

Enoch stood beside them, listening, and asking questions when he heard something he didn’t know. Every so often, he relayed something to a soldier next to him, who narrated some details to others. The Halifax men wore hard, angry expressions as they received the news.

“The treatment you’ve received reminds my people of the tragedies our people have suffered at the hands of the islanders,” Enoch explained. “It reminds them of lost loved ones.”

“Jonas,” Bray said, recalling the name Flora had told him as he looked over his shoulder at the man being led by Halifax men. “He is a close companion of Deacon’s. He makes devices to imprison men, or so Flora says. He tortures them.”

“He is a strange, cruel man. We should never have entered The Arches,” Kirby said, a torn expression taking over her face as she looked at Bray. “I am afraid for William.”

“As am I,” Bray said. “But we will go back for him.”

“If we are not back in two nights, William will be killed,” Kirby reiterated, prompting Enoch to go silent. 

Bray felt a pang of unease as he considered the possibility that he might’ve reunited with Kirby, only to lose William.

A rasping voice diverted their attention behind them, where two men were holding Jonas up by either arm, pulling him along. Jonas looked at them with a glazed sneer. “William is dead already,” he said through gasping breaths. “I am sure of it.”

“And you will be next,” Kirby said plainly. “You found your courage too late.”

Jonas fell silent as he worked through a gurgling cough. Bray couldn’t see how he’d survive much longer than a night. 

“Without the guns, and those men, we have not complied with Deacon’s request,” Kirby said, turning back to Enoch and Bray. “Even if William is alive now, I am not sure what we can do to save him.”

“We need to attack them,” Bray said, looking over at Enoch, but the man averted his eyes.

Enoch wasn’t offering up his men to fight a war for William. And why would he, to fight a war for a boy he didn’t know? 

“We will talk on it further, when we are back at the settlement,” Enoch said finally. “But one thing is certain. I cannot lead my people to their deaths.”

Bray wanted to push, but he didn’t want to anger the man, from whom he had already received several favors, and to whom he owed his life. They needed to come up with a plan to convince Enoch to fight.

It was the best they could do.

Enoch looked down at Kirby’s waist. Seeing his expression, Kirby said, “You have another question.”

“I was hoping to get another glimpse of the round, metal weapon. The one that made the hole in the ground.”

Kirby shared a glance with Bray, obviously considering whether she should comply. She looked at the gun in Enoch’s hands. “It is called a grenade,” she said, without showing them.

“A grenade,” Enoch said with wonder. 

With some coaxing from Bray, Kirby lifted her jacket, pointing at one of two small, round devices she had stored there. “Deacon took my rifle, and some ammunition, but I kept these hidden. They can kill many men, but once you use them, they are gone,” she said simply. “They are powerful weapons.”

Enoch cranked a thumb over his shoulder. “Perhaps with these grenades, we have more to talk about.”

Bray’s hope rekindled.

Looking ahead of them, he watched the men carrying the other bodies of the dead islanders that had been with Kirby and Jonas. “What are you doing with the bodies?” he asked Enoch. “Would it not be easier to bury them in the woods?”

Enoch said, “We are not as cruel as the people of The Arches. We burn the bodies when we get to Halifax. Besides, we have uses for the bones.”

“What do you mean?” Kirby asked.

“We scatter them outside the settlement,” Enoch said. “Bray probably saw them on the way in to Halifax. It keeps some of the barbarian tribes away.”


Chapter 49:  Kirby

They reached Halifax by late evening.

Kirby stood with Bray in the room used by Enoch, studying the looted objects on the walls—swords, knives, axes, all of various shapes and sizes. Trinkets she didn’t recognize hung from the ceiling. Most were made of baubles of glass, clay, or pieces of metal, attached to strings that swayed with the subtle breeze. Several Halifax people walked past the open doorway, some of them going out of their way to catch a glimpse of her and Bray. She bristled as one of them walked by wearing one of her people’s jackets. 

“They have my guns,” she said, voicing a feeling she’d been holding back. “And my people’s belongings.”

“I know that makes you uncomfortable,” Bray said. “But they are a good people, or at least better than the islanders. They seem well intentioned. They thought everyone in your settlement was dead, or it was abandoned.”

Kirby sighed. “I know better than to argue with a settlement full of people with guns. But I don’t like it. I would like to have a discussion about that.”

“Later,” Bray said sternly, but not harshly. “We need their help, if we are to get back William. Perhaps we can talk about that after we figure this out.”

“I’m not sure how we’re going to get back into the islands without their army,” she said. 

“Neither am I. We will need to convince them of a plan that might work,” Bray said. “It is the only way I can think of. I have some ideas Enoch hasn’t heard yet. Perhaps he will be swayed.”

“Where is Flora?”

“They are still holding her in a room here. Even though she talked with Enoch and me, they still don’t trust her.”

“I don’t trust her, either.” Kirby couldn’t hide her vitriol. “She betrayed us.”

Bray agreed. “She almost killed me. But we need her help, if we are to have a chance at fighting Deacon and his men.”

“Why would you listen to her, after what she has done?”

“She has no loyalty to Deacon, or his soldiers. I believe she is telling the truth, after hearing the story about her father. She is hoping to keep her family alive,” Bray said. 

Kirby stood quietly, watching some of the objects on the wall. The discussion of charging back in and getting William had been easier when she was in the forest. But now she was second-guessing that decision. She couldn’t forget Jonas’s sneering words.

“You look like you’re thinking about something,” Bray said. 

“We have to accept that William might not be alive,” Kirby said quietly. 

“Are you thinking about what Jonas said?” Bray asked. “Empty words. Taunts from a dying man.”

“Probably true, but I’ve seen what Deacon does to his closest men. You’ve seen the sharpness of his soldier’s blades, when they threw you in the river. I have no doubt Deacon would’ve killed me, if he saw no purpose in me. For all I know, William was a ruse to send me into the forest.” Kirby sighed. “I promised I would not fight another man’s war again. We might be heading back to our deaths.”

Bray thought a moment. “When I was in the forest, after they threw me into the river, I could’ve escaped, but I chose to return. I never thought I would see you again. And yet here we are.”

“True,” Kirby said, shaking her head. “But can we expect that same luck for William?”

“Is it better to die a pointless death in the wild, or a noble death?” Bray asked. “I’m not sure. But I do know that I made a promise to William. And I intend to keep it.” Bray raised his head as some anger passed through his face. “Who knows, perhaps I will get lucky enough to kill Deacon and his men while we are there, if we can convince Enoch.” 

Kirby thought back to the screaming soldier she’d been forced to shoot, and the look on Deacon’s face when he’d told her about William. 

She couldn’t deny she wanted him dead, too.

Commotion made her turn. Enoch entered with several of his men, carrying two wooden chairs, setting them up next to the other. Flora walked in quietly behind them, her hands bound, some dried blood on her face. She took a seat near Kirby. She looked at her as if she were a ghost, come to life. Kirby gave her a look of disdain as she and Bray took the other chairs.

“I attempted to speak with Jonas,” Enoch said as he looked across the table at all of them. “He will not speak with me.”

“As expected,” Kirby muttered.

Flora looked over with shock in her eyes. “Jonas?”

The others looked at her.

“From the islands?”

“Yes, the man who assists Deacon,” Kirby said, annoyed.

“He is the one I told you about,” Flora said, with fear in her eyes. “He is a trusted friend to Deacon who does his bidding. He has the strange devices that he uses on men.”

“One and the same,” Kirby said simply. “I have heard him speaking about those exact things with the soldiers.”

Flora appraised Kirby, obviously confused. “I don’t understand why you’re here, either.”

Kirby didn’t respond. 

Bray said, “She was sent back to New Hope with Jonas and some others to get more guns. The others didn’t make it.”

Redirecting the conversation, Enoch said, “Jonas is in and out of consciousness. His injuries are severe. I doubt he will last much longer, though my healers are trying to keep him alive. As of now, he will not do much more than spit at us and whisper insults.”

“The only things of which he is capable,” Kirby muttered.

“He is afraid of not making it to the gods, if he betrays Deacon,” Flora explained.

“Perhaps we can use some of those devices on him,” Bray said with a shrug. “That will get him to talk.”

“He will not tell you anything,” Flora said resolutely. “His allegiance is to Deacon and The Arches.”

“And where are yours?” Kirby said, pinning Flora with a glare.

Flora lowered her eyes, as if she’d prepared for the attack ever since she saw Kirby. “I cannot excuse my actions. I did what I needed to do for my people. All I can do now is offer my help.”

“You delivered a boy into the hands of a monster,” Kirby said, her anger boiling. “You are no better than any of them.”

“I never meant for him to be hurt,” she said. “I hope you can believe that.”

“Your help is probably a way of leading us into another trap. Why should we listen to you?”

Enoch held up his hand, halting the argument. “Before we left to find you, Kirby, Bray mentioned he had some ideas about getting onto the islands. I’d like to hear them.”

Hoping to turn an argument back into a constructive discussion, Bray said, “When I was thrown into the river, on the verge of drowning, I ended up at a spot that was shallow, by a downed tree. The water only reached my waist, and I was able to stand. That was how I got out. Later, I recalled something. When we first came to the islands, Bartholomew and Jonathan said the rain has been infrequent this year. They were concerned the water was low. Perhaps what happened to me makes sense.”

“It is true,” Flora piped up. “We have seen less rain than in previous years.”

Pursuing a point, Bray said, “I think we might be able to cross the river, or at least that portion of it. If I can find my way back to that spot, we can wade across and attack the soldiers from somewhere in the middle of the first island. That might even the odds.”

A spark of interest crossed Enoch’s face. “We will surprise them.”

“An advantage I wanted to discuss, before we were interrupted, and we left to find Kirby,” Bray said with a nod. 

“An attack from the middle would be a surprise to the soldiers,” Flora agreed. “They are used to defending the bridges. Almost all of the soldiers are stationed there. We have other groups patrolling the islands, but only a few.”

The room fell silent as they noticed a look on Kirby’s face. It seemed as if she’d momentarily set aside her anger for Flora. “Perhaps we can attack the main bridge from the eastern and western entrances, as well as send a group in the middle of the island. We can use three groups to wall the guards in. If the middle group takes out some patrols quietly, before the gunfire starts, we can preserve the element of surprise while the other two groups get in place. The two groups can attack, and the island group can reinforce them.” Looking at Enoch with a serious expression, she asked, “How many soldiers do you have in Halifax?”

“Three hundred,” Enoch said. “Most are men, but we have some women fighters, like you. The remaining women take care of the children, or the elderly.”

“The island soldiers will be used to close combat, not guns,” Kirby said. “Even with arrows, they will have no chance against the weapons. However, there are more of them. If we hit them fast and take out many of them, we will be in a good position. Once they scatter, it will be harder to attack them on their terrain.”

Bray saw respect growing in Enoch’s eyes as he looked at Kirby.

“An ambush is our best method of attack,” Kirby concluded.

“I’m not an expert in war, but that sounds good to me,” Bray said. 

“These grenades will help,” Kirby said, lifting her jacket. “I only have two left, but they can take down more than a few men. And they will disorient others.”

“I know the best times to attack,” Flora added. “The shifts change at dawn. The soldiers are split into night and day. If you can time an attack correctly, you can strike when the soldiers on the bridge are tired, but before the other men are awake and ready.”

“Those are the same shift times I heard from the bridge commanders,” Bray said, reinforcing Flora’s honesty.

Enoch was becoming more convinced, but he still had doubt on his face. “I’m not saying that I agree to this plan. But whether we attack tomorrow, or next week, I have concerns. If I were to split my soldiers into three groups, I am concerned about the group approaching the bridge on the western side. The road leading to the islands is clear. They will see us coming. We have never had luck getting near that area without being attacked.”

“There is a bend in the road just north of The Arches,” Bray suggested. “Perhaps you can sneak the rest of the way through the woods once you reach it. The diversion will give you cover to get closer.”

“I am still afraid they might see us,” Enoch said. “And if they do, I am afraid that my first group of men will perish.”

“Perhaps we need another diversion,” Kirby said, thinking on it. “One that will allow you to sneak closer.”

Seeing the look on her face, Bray said, “You look as if you have something in mind.”

Kirby thought it over a moment before speaking, uncertain about the idea. “Deacon is expecting me to return the morning after next, as I told you. I assume his soldiers might be, too. They will be watching for two horses. I was to bring him some guns, and his men. Obviously, the men are dead. But it won’t be a surprise to see me.”

“So you will approach with two horses by yourself?” Bray shook his head, clearly not sold on the idea. “You will pretend to have his guns?”

“I won’t get close enough for a conversation, but it will be a distraction,” Kirby said. “I can handle myself once the battle starts. I will have grenades, and my gun.” She looked down at her waist, then at Enoch. “And another long gun, if you allow me.”

“I don’t think that is a good idea,” Bray argued. “You cannot go alone.”

“Seeing anyone else on the horses will alarm them,” Kirby said. “You are supposed to be dead, Bray. And Jonas is in no shape to travel. For all we know, he will die by morning. Perhaps I can even take a small group of men to assist me, in the cover of the woods. That will mean less risk of being seen.”

The room went quiet. Kirby was surprised when Flora cleared her throat.

Sitting forward, she said, “They won’t be expecting Bray, but they’ll be expecting me. I can ride the second horse.”

Kirby shook her head, as some of her earlier anger rekindled. “Are you that eager to preserve your own life that you would see your people slaughtered? Why would I trust you riding next to me?”

Flora looked as if she’d been struck. “This war will happen, whether I am in a grave or not. My hope is that if I am there, I can save some of the other islanders.” Flora looked as if she was fighting tears. “My hope is that I can save my family. Deacon deserves death, for what he did to my real father, and what he has done to too many others. If he is going to die, I would like to be there to see it.”

Flora looked away from all of them and studied a spot on the wall.

Kirby fell silent, feeling some pity she hadn’t expected.

Enoch remained quiet, as well.

After a long pause, Bray said, “Deacon is preparing for this war. He was open about it, when we were there. He knows you are coming. Each day, his defenses will get stronger. I know you are concerned about your soldiers being inexperienced with the guns, but time might not be something you have.”

“And you only have a certain amount of ammunition,” Kirby finished. “Each round you waste is one less you will have for the island soldiers.”

Seeing the look of confusion on Enoch’s face, Bray clarified, “The metal that goes in the guns.”

Enoch nodded. “I understand.”

“There is the river, too,” Flora said. “If we get some rain soon, that might ruin your chances of crossing the river at its low point.”

Kirby said, “I can teach your men some basic skills with the guns that might help you fight. But if we are going to fight alongside you, I would ask that we leave soon. William is trapped on that island. He might only have a few nights, if we don’t return. The diversion I am proposing will only work if we enact the plan soon.” 

Enoch looked between them. “I am not certain I can commit to this plan. I will need time to think on it.”


Chapter 50:  Bray

Bray and Kirby sat on the wooden bed, staring at the bare, cracked walls of the room in which Bray had slept. Two fresh cups of herbal tea sat on the table, along with some dinner that the Halifax women had brought—a plate of some dried, unrecognizable meat, and some bread.

“You should try some of the tea,” Bray said, trying to distract from an obviously tense situation. “It’s not bad.”

Kirby reached for some dried meat instead, chewing a hunk as she stared through the crack in the doorway. “It does not sound like Enoch is going to help us,” she said.

Bray shook his head. Despite encouraging Kirby to eat and drink, he was unable to do more than look at the food.

Kirby’s eyes wandered to several children running past the doorway with high-pitched, happy squeals. “If we do not hear from him soon, we might have to make a decision. Do you think he will give us more weapons?”

“He has been generous, and he knows they are your people’s weapons. I believe he will help us,” Bray said. “Beyond that, I think we will be on our own.”

Kirby sighed audibly. “Even if we were to get weapons, we do not have much chance at getting William back. I do not know where he is. Deacon has him hidden.”

“You know the layout of the second island better than I do,” Bray said. “Do you have any ideas on where he might be?”

“I have been in both buildings. They have many rooms. It would take effort to find him, though I am not convinced he is even there. Deacon took him away on a horse. For all I know, he might be on the first island, or somewhere we haven’t seen. Or dead.”

Bray clenched his fists. “Going in there might as well be suicide. We’ll never make it out.” 

Kirby’s face was solemn.

Bray looked at Kirby with an intensity that showed he was preparing for the worst of answers, as he asked another question. “Do you think he’s still alive?”

“I do not know,” Kirby said simply. “I want to believe…”

Bray lowered his head. He stared at the ground, moving some dirt on the floor around with his boots. Kirby set her meat back on the tray. Neither of them reached for any more food or drink.

“This is my fault,” Bray said.

Kirby looked at him, surprised to hear those words coming from his mouth. “It is not.”

“I asked to go to the settlement,” Bray said, shaking his head. “I brought him to his death.”

“You did not know things would turn out this way,” Kirby said. “We made the decision together. William was sick. We did what most people might have done, when faced with that choice.” Kirby looked as if she was trying to convince herself. 

“And now he will die regardless.” Bray cracked open the door, watching a mother walk past, a baby on each hip. A group of soldiers with guns slung around their shoulders looked at Bray and kept walking.

“He is resourceful,” Kirby said, trying to offer some hope. “You have taught him well. If he is alive, perhaps he will make it.”

Bray shook his head. “Not in a place like that. Even I’m not foolish enough to believe that. The numbers are too great.” He shook his head, wanting to release some of the built-up anger. Anything was better than feeling grief. 

He had made a promise, and he had failed. 

If Enoch would not help them, all was lost.


Chapter 51:  Enoch

Enoch rose from his chair. He was tired of sitting, and he was tired of thinking. Bray, Kirby, and Flora had raised some good points. But none of those would guarantee a victory. He walked underneath some of the dangling trinkets on the ceiling—beads and pieces of glass that commemorated the lost people of Halifax—trying to recall the faces of the lost people they represented. But there were too many.

The islanders had killed more than their share of his people.

He had promised his people vengeance. But would he give them death instead? 

Reaching up, he twirled one of the dangling trinkets in his hand, staring at the small, round beads. He envisioned one of the Halifax women constructing the piece, hoping her relative would reach The Holy One. It was a gesture he wanted to believe. He thought back to the rousing speech he had given his people, as they used the weapons on the platform.

We will overcome our enemies.

He believed what he said.

But he wasn’t willing to rush a decision that would lead to death.

It was so easy to imagine victory when he was inspiring his people from the platform, but it was a different thing to watch his men fall in the wild, underneath an enemy’s sword or bow, or later, listen to the cries of widows and children as they grieved their loved ones. He bore a responsibility for each of those deaths that most people would never see, a responsibility that weighed on him each night he lay down to sleep.

Enoch pondered that as he walked to the entrance. Several soldiers were waiting outside to deliver a message to him. He opened the door and listened.

“The man named Jonas is awake again,” one of the men reported in their language.

Enoch nodded. Jonas didn’t have much time left. Perhaps he’d get something out of him before he died. Walking past the soldiers, he made his way across the platform, listening to the songs of the women, the playful cries of children, and the hard voices of his soldiers.

His people.

**

Enoch stood at Jonas’s bedside, watching him suck breaths past his bloodied lips. Jonas’s eyes were glossy as he surveyed Enoch, his hands covering his bandaged stomach. The women had stopped the bleeding. They’d given him herbs, and drink to numb the pain. But Enoch knew the injuries were severe. His people had never tended wounds from the lightning weapons called guns before. Kirby had given them some advice, but it hadn’t helped.

Jonas was dying.

Blinking through a stab of agony, Jonas watched Enoch. “I can see the gods,” he whispered.

They were the first words he’d spoken, since they’d brought him in, other than spitting and cursing. 

“You will meet The Holy One soon,” Enoch said, a solemn expression on his face. 

Jonas gasped, looking as if he was trying to figure something out. “I will learn the gods’ secrets. They will tell me everything, when I join them.”

“Perhaps,” Enoch said, not wanting to crush the man’s hope. He wasn’t cruel enough to deny a man his dying dreams.

Jonas opened and closed his hands on something. Frowning, Enoch looked down, noticing a small, metallic object in his grasp that he hadn’t noticed Jonas holding. He bent down to get a look at it. 

Seeing his curiosity, Jonas smiled through his pain. “A gift from the gods.”

“What is it?” Enoch asked, as Jonas opened his hands, revealing the object.

Enoch stared at the round, metallic device, which had strange symbols carved on its face. It looked different than most of the things his people had pulled from the rubble in the forest. 

Jonas labored through a raspy cough. “A piece from the gods,” he said quietly. “I believe it marks the passing of a day.”

“I don’t believe I’ve seen an object like that.”

“It will lead me to the gods,” Jonas said with a curious smile. “They gave it to me to usher me to the heavens.”

Enoch nodded, but he had other things to discuss. “I came for information. I am hoping you will help me, so that you will meet your gods with a clean heart.”

“I am not the only one with questions.” Jonas’s smile remained on his face as he weakly nodded.

“Several weeks ago, a group of my men were on a hunt. They encountered a group of your soldiers, who attacked them. A few of my men survived, but the rest were dragged away. Our widows would like to know if any of their bodies are in the forest. If they were taken to the island, I am hoping you will be honest so we can stop searching. If they are in the forest, we would like to give them a ceremony and burn them.”

Jonas coughed again, holding his stomach. When he was through with his fit, he refocused. “You want the bodies back.”

“Yes.” Enoch watched and waited.

Jonas looked at the object in his hands, turning it slowly. “That is why you are keeping me alive.”

“My hope is for more information,” Enoch said. “But it is a start. I have promised my women I would ask. If it is possible, they will search for the bodies in the forest, and bring back whom they can.”

“And then I can die?” Jonas’s lips curved into a half-smile. 

“Yes,” Enoch promised. A compromise might be worth it. He would end this man’s pain, if it meant some closure for his people. 

Jonas stared at Enoch as his smile faded. Seeming to find a burst of strength, he spoke in a fast whisper that grew stronger the more he talked. “Those bodies are in so many pieces that you will never find them. The men were taken to our island, where we stripped them of their fingers, their toes, their teeth, and in the end, their tongues.” Jonas laughed as his eyes lit up. “We listened as they screamed for their women, and their children. We laughed as they bled. And we made sure their deaths were as slow as any man.”

Rage built in Enoch as he listened to the man’s vile words. “You will suffer a worse death.”

Ignoring him, Jonas continued, “They died under the metal hands of the gods. They died so that our people can live. Tell your widows if they want the bodies, they can look in the bellies of the fish in the river.” 

Enoch’s eyes flared as he clenched his fists. He wanted to pound this man’s skull until it caved. He wanted to do what Jonas had done to his men. The things Jonas had described were another weight he would carry, whenever he closed his eyes. 

He would do none of that.

Reaching down, Enoch snatched the metal object from Jonas’s grasp, holding it high in the air as Jonas gasped and reached for it with weak, shaking hands. He sat up, crying out at the severity of the pain in his stomach as he tried to retrieve it.

Enoch smashed the object on the floor, stomping it into pieces, grinding it into the floor with his boots. He continued stomping, until the object was an unrecognizable pile of metal beneath him.

“Kill me!” Jonas cried, clenching his teeth through the pain. “You promised!”

“No,” Enoch growled. “You will suffer and die on your own. You will never meet the gods. Your death will be as meaningless as you are.”

Jonas looked at him with a pale, horrified expression as Enoch stormed from the room.


Chapter 52:  Bray

After forcing himself to eat, Bray stood, looking out the door at the people walking the Halifax camp. He looked over at Kirby, who wore a grim expression. Neither of them had spoken in several minutes. They were up against a problem with no good outcome. He might as well have died in the river, for all the good he’d do William now. And Kirby had survived encounters nearly as terrible, only to suffer the same loss.

He was surprised when Samron and a few others strode with a look of importance toward his door.

Turning over his shoulder, he told Kirby, “Someone’s coming.”

Samron approached Bray and stopped, a smile spreading across his face. “Enoch has requested your presence. He said you should come right away. We are going to fight the people of The Arches. We will march out tomorrow afternoon.”

Bray opened and closed his mouth, robbed of a response.

Samron clarified, as if Bray might not have heard. “We are going to war.”


Chapter 53:  Bray

Bray, Kirby, and Flora stood near Enoch’s house while Enoch paced nearby, addressing a group of soldiers. He waved his hands as he expressed something in his language, discussing the plans they’d solidified. Every so often, he glanced at Bray, Kirby, and Flora.

The people in the settlement broke from their chores, staring. More soldiers came to join Enoch in the corner. Even the children held their sticks and rocks in the air, quitting from their evening games as they waited for some announcement that everyone knew was coming.

Bray looked at his waist, staring at the pistol in the holster that Enoch had given him. On the other side, he had a new sword and scabbard, as well as the knife they’d taken from Flora—his knife—that they’d returned to him.

Catching him staring at the gun, Kirby said, “You finally have your Tech Magic.” She smiled, slightly amused. 

“You’ll need to show me how to shoot it,” he said.

“As I said, I will show you in the forest. But you will probably want to keep your sword, as well.”

“I wouldn’t be without it,” Bray said.

He looked over at Flora, who was watching him with a pensive expression. The men had untied her hands, but they’d left her weaponless, for now. Bray wasn’t sure if that would change, but it was surely better than the treatment she’d received before.

Looking over at Enoch’s group of soldiers, Bray saw Samron leaving the group and coming to join him. 

“The Holy One blesses our battle,” Samron said, when he was close to Bray.

“I hope so,” Bray returned.

His attention was distracted as three more marked soldiers walked from the opposite side of the platform, hurrying toward Enoch. They spoke in fast, nervous tones. Enoch’s face became troubled, as he looked from the soldiers to a group of women who had gathered in a cluster across the platform. Tear-streaks stained their faces. They wrung their hands, chatting angrily amongst themselves. For a moment, Bray thought they held a grudge against him, Kirby, or Flora, but their attention was clearly on Enoch.

“What is going on?” Bray asked Samron.

“The women are upset,” he answered simply.

“They are worried about losing their people in battle,” Bray surmised. 

“That is not the only thing that troubles them,” Samron said. “Those women are widows. They lost their men to the people of the islands.”

“A misfortune,” Bray said.

“They have other reasons to be angry,” Samron explained. “Jonas, the injured man here at the settlement, revealed that he had tortured the men. One of the healers overheard him telling Enoch. She told the widows that they have no bodies to burn and mourn.”

“I’m sorry for their loss.”

Samron shook his head. “Jonas is the face of the stories we have heard about the islands, come to visit us. He is the sum of everyone we have lost. The widows want revenge.”

“He will die, anyway, if what the healers say is true,” Bray said. “They will get their revenge, one way or another.”

“I do not think that is good enough.” Samron fell silent as they watched Enoch speaking with the group of angry widows. After some conversation that Bray couldn’t hear, they nodded their heads, seemingly satisfied.

Enoch walked over to Bray, Kirby, and Flora. “I have informed the soldiers of our plans. I am preparing to speak with our people. We will leave tomorrow afternoon.”

Bray nodded. “We are ready.”

Enoch looked as if he had more troubles on his mind.

Bray said, “I heard about the widows. I am sorry they lost their husbands.” 

“I have prepared something for them, during the speech I will give. Hopefully it will ease the pain of seeing more of our people go off to war.” 

Bray nodded. He’d seen too many people stripped of their loved ones.


Chapter 54:  Bray

Bray, Kirby, and Flora stood along one of the platform’s edges looking on to it, next to a line of Halifax soldiers, all gathered around the four sides, breathing the cold, night air as they watched the spectacle at the center. A smaller group of Halifax men, women, and children danced around a bonfire, moving rhythmically, swaying their arms. Paint adorned children’s faces as they raised their voices in song. The women lent their voices, too, creating music that was at the same time haunting, beautiful, and unlike anything Bray had heard. For a moment, he recalled the fire dirge in Brighton, but that was a song of mourning, meant to appease the gods, to assuage the hearts of people losing someone to the pyre’s flames. This was a song meant to inspire.

A song of war.

Enoch sat on the very back of the platform, outside the circle of dance, a leader without a special robe, without a book or a sword, or an army of followers behind him. His clothes were as dirty and stained as the others. Every so often, the dancing people looked at him, and he nodded with a confident look of approval. A group of soldiers sat nearby, guns slung around their shoulders. The ceremony was an interesting sight, but other thoughts preoccupied Bray as he swigged from his water flask. He couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen once the ceremony was over, and they were marching the next day. Would the preparation of these people be enough to fight against The Arches’ army?

And they were an army. He’d seen what a bridge full of people looked like, even through the mist. Every man, woman, and child in The Arches had been taught to fight. They’d lived on the islands for generations—they knew the terrain, the weaknesses, and the ways to defend it. They’d certainly planned for an attack like this. 

The surprise would even those odds, and so would the guns. 

But would that be enough? 

Bray felt a surge of anger as he thought of Bartholomew, Jonathan, and the soldiers, jeering and slicing at him as they fought a battle they’d rigged for him to lose. He was going back for William. But there were other reasons, too. 

Revenge.

Bray hunkered down as he took another sip of water. Another night’s sleep would’ve given him some much-needed strength, but he didn’t have time to heal all his wounds. William might have moments, hours to live.

Staring at the soldiers around the platform, Bray recalled the night before his father had left for the last Great War. 

Bray had been too young to fight, but old enough to understand the implications of his father leaving for such a battle. He knew he might never return. Many men might’ve spent the night boasting about the demons they’d kill and the treasures they’d find, but not Fuller. The day had been memorable in its normalcy. Fuller had spent most of the day doing tasks around the house: cooking, cleaning, and laughing heartily. It wasn’t until dusk turned to night that Fuller became quiet, watching the fire, his mind wandering while he told his stories. He laughed, but in a brooding way that seemed a little like sadness. When it was time to rest, Fuller had remained awake, watching the flames dance as he looked between Bray and his mother. Bray had promised himself he’d stay awake. He wanted to say goodbye to his father. But eventually, he’d become so tired he could barely keep his eyes open. 

Bray didn’t remember when he’d fallen asleep, but he had.

When he’d awoken, Fuller was gone and his mother was preparing breakfast, dabbing the tears on her face. Bray had never seen Fuller again. 

Bray pushed away those thoughts as he focused on the coming march. He needed focus, not memories of an event he’d never change. He watched as a few of the children on the platform smiled, pointing and waving at men around the edges that were obviously their fathers, or uncles, or relatives, going off to war. 

Loud cries from the platform drew his attention. 

Enoch rose. He raised his hands, and a hush fell over the crowd as the dancers made their way off the platform. Bray recalled the other name Enoch had called himself. The Bravest One. Projecting his voice so that it echoed from one corner of the settlement to the other, off the walls of the buildings and the metal doors that guarded each room, Enoch spoke to his men, women, and children, his voice rising and falling as he fell into a speech that was inspiring, even in its strange sounds. Every so often, the men and women clapped their hands. The soldiers raised their weapons in the air, shouting responses, until their voices were hoarse and their cheeks were red from the cold. 

They were ready to fight.

Enoch beckoned over at Bray, Kirby, and Flora, and the crowd swiveled to look at them, shouting a few appreciative responses. They weren’t heroes, but they had fared better than when they had come in. 

Enoch’s speech swept into a finale as he said some last words, and the crowd cheered. 

And then Enoch fell silent. He beckoned to a few soldiers standing along the edges of the platform behind him, who seemed as if they were on the verge of a command. Bray watched as they scurried off. A few moments later they reappeared, bringing a sagging, lifeless man that Bray thought was dead onto the platform. The man lifted his head, taking in the crowd with squinting, hateful eyes. 

Jonas.

Bray followed Enoch’s gaze across the platform, as he beckoned to the other side. A group of five women had crept up and were waiting. The widows. Bray frowned as the soldiers brought Jonas to the center of the platform, dropped him in the middle, and retreated hastily. 

The cheering turned to hisses.

Heads swiveled from Jonas to the cluster of waiting, widowed women.

Frantic, even in his weakened state, Jonas propped himself up on his elbows, with enough strength to make a pained determination of what was going on. Soldiers emerged from the crowd, handing over some rusted, beaten axes to the waiting women, who took them purposefully. They strode across the platform. Jonas’s face turned to fear as he realized what was going on. 

The crowd yelled louder as the widows took the center of the platform, standing over Jonas with the rusted axes. Enoch yelled a final word, and then a woman took the head of the group, screaming some hateful things in her language. Tears streamed from her eyes as she turned to the others, who cried tears of their own. Jonas opened his mouth to utter a plea, but no one listened. 

The woman stepped forward, raising her axe. 

She swung. 

The axe stuck in the meaty flesh of Jonas’s leg.

Jonas screamed.

She ripped it out.

The others shrieked, descending on Jonas.

They hacked and sliced, drowning out Jonas’s screams.

Blood splattered.

Flesh fell from the axe’s blades as they raised them for more swings.

Jonas crumbled under the weight of the blows as blood puddled around him, falling flat on his back. He held up his hands to deflect the blows, but the women kept screaming and swinging, cutting off several fingers, pulping the remainder of his hands with the bloodied weapons. He cried out in agony as the last of his strength gave out, his last scream ceased, and his body went limp.

The women kept hacking, long after he was dead.


Chapter 55:  William

A voice called from outside William’s door. Startled, he scrambled to his feet and looked at the entrance, taking in the morning light underneath the crack.

“It’s just me, William,” Berta said. “I have breakfast.”

A relief he could barely fathom crossed William’s mind as Berta opened the door, carrying in the tray of food. She smiled, as if today were a normal day, and he was just a boy she was taking care of, rather than a dirty prisoner that had been locked up for days.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“I-I’m fine,” he managed. 

“You seem sick,” Berta said with a frown. “Is your fever returning?”

“No, I’m all right,” William answered.  

Did it matter, after what he’d seen, after what he’d been through? 

“I-I’m okay,” he said again, reassuring her.

“I brought some soup,” Berta said, setting the tray down and shutting the door to a crack behind her. 

William couldn’t even think about eating, but hunger got the better of him, and he scarfed down the mostly tasteless broth. The lukewarm liquid filled some of the emptiness in his stomach, even though he wasn’t sure he’d hold it down. His thoughts returned to escape.

“I spoke with Deacon. We took a walk. We discussed some things,” William said.

Berta nodded. “He told me. He will have a test for you soon. If you earn his trust, he will let you back into the building you were in before, with The Important Ones. You will be taken care of.”

“I’ll do whatever he needs.” William nodded fervently.

“That’s a good boy,” Berta said, with a smile that might be relief.

“I thought about what you said,” William continued. “I know Deacon is being cautious by keeping me here. I know that he needs to make sure the islands are protected. That all makes sense to me now.”

Berta nodded with a look that showed she’d come to the same realization a while ago.  

“This place is better than the wild, and better than the place I came from,” William said, feeling the broth churn in his stomach. “It is better than any of the buildings into which I have crept, avoiding dangers and people who wanted to kill me, or Savages who wanted to pick my bones clean.”

“We are safe here,” Berta agreed. “We are protected.”

“I want to help Deacon. I want to help The Arches. I will do whatever he asks.” William couldn’t help some tears from falling from his eyes. He wiped them away as Berta leaned closer, patting his shoulder. She looked as if she were working through horrible memories of her own.

“It will be all right, William,” Berta said, her voice cracking with an emotion he hadn’t heard since she’d told her story.

Finishing his meal, William dabbed at the corners of his mouth as his mother had taught him, nodding in an obedient way that always made adults happy. He remained silent as Berta stood, took the tray, and returned to the door. 

“Berta?” William asked, making her pause. “I have a favor to ask.” William looked away, as if he was embarrassed. “The chamber pot I have been using is barely large enough. It’s…well, it’s full.”

An expression of pity crossed Berta’s face as she watched him. “I will empty it for you.”

“It will still smell.” William lowered his eyes in shame. “I was hoping I might go outside. I just need some air. I will go in the woods, and then return.”

She looked at the door, probably questioning whether the guard outside would agree with the decision. 

“Please,” William whispered, mustering more tears. “It will only be a minute.”

After a moment of internal debate, she said, “Come with me. But make it quick.”

**

William walked outside, grateful to be out of a room he associated with terrified thoughts of death. A guard stood near the entrance, a flat sword hanging from his scabbard, watching William. William nodded subserviently as he crept off into the nearest patch of trees.

“Far enough,” the guard called after him.

William stopped and looked around. All he saw was thick forest, patches of snow, and sticks poking above the ground. He looked over his shoulder. Berta and the guard watched him. He wasn’t getting any farther than they wanted him to go. 

“Be quick about it,” the guard said, with a lack of concern.

William meekly said, “I need some privacy.”

The guard shook his head. “Not happening.”

William slumped his shoulders, ashamed. He looked at Berta with a question on his face, wiping away what might look like tears, from a distance. 

“He’ll be fine,” he heard Berta tell the guard quietly. “There is no way off the island. Let the boy do what he needs.”

“Make it quick,” the guard called. “A few feet into the woods. That’s it.”

William nodded appreciatively as he walked into the woods, slipping into a thick patch of pines that were hanging onto their needles. He looked over his shoulder. Berta and the guard were barely visible through the trees. He waited until they were looking away, talking. Then he scurried further. 

Before he knew it, he was running, weaving between more trees and over snow and getting farther from the house that was his prison. He’d only thought as far as the beginnings of the plan. Now that he’d executed it, he had no idea what to do. 

William wove through the trees, getting farther in the forest, certain that he didn’t have much time to explore before they came looking for him. He left tracks he didn’t have time, or the ability, to cover. The island was flat and snow-covered, with more roots than he’d seen on the first island—probably a reason there weren’t more houses, or inhabitants. 

Fear washed over William as he questioned what he was doing. He was taking a risk that might kill him. He kept going, his feet taking over for fear until he glimpsed water in the distance. Somehow he’d reached the edge of the island. He looked behind him, waiting for shouts of alarm when the guard or Berta realized he was out of sight, but he didn’t hear anything. 

Yet.

He ran through more trees and thick bushes, climbing down the riverbank and onto an area of small rocks that bordered the river. Murky water swept past the island. Tall rocks jutted out of the river. A hundred feet away, the mainland was a place of freedom that he couldn’t reach. William looked at that patch of land as if it he might will himself over to it, even though he’d more likely drown. 

He looked behind him. No Berta, no guard. He couldn’t have much more time.

Defeated, William was about to head away when he spotted movement on the opposite bank. Two figures crept through the underbrush, approaching the river. He tensed as he watched what might be soldiers, spying on him, waiting to report back to Deacon. But they weren’t soldiers. 

Demons.

William watched with curiosity as two of the twisted men skidded down the opposite riverbank and to the water, kneeling on the shore and scooping water thirstily into their mouths.

Without realizing what he was doing, William called out to them. “Hey!”

His voice died over the rush of the water. The demons kept drinking.

He shouted louder, “Hey!”

The demons cocked their bulbous heads, listening. They looked around. 

William looked behind him, seeing or hearing nothing. He looked back at the demons. One of them shifted its head, catching sight of him as he waved his hands. William’s frustration grew as he realized he might not get another chance at freedom. 

“Over here! Please come and help me!” he called to the demons.

The twisted men watched him, probably recalling some buried memory of drowning. Or maybe they knew the water was too deep. They rose to their feet, shoulders heaving as they stared, but they didn’t move. One of them leaned back down to drink some more water. Hopelessness washed over William as the other demon turned to look over its shoulder and into the woods, probably about to leave. 

Maybe my power is gone.

“Please!” William shouted, his last recourse before he turned around.

It was hopeless. The demons weren’t coming. The second demon stood next to its distracted brother, looking into the forest, and William said goodbye to his foolish hope.

The demon turned back around, looking at him.

It took a step.


Chapter 56:  Deacon

“Deacon.” 

Four of Deacon’s soldiers walked into the hallway where he stood. All were apprehensive.

“What is it?” Deacon asked, turning.

“You ordered us to get a Savage, or two,” said one of the four men, whom he had sent out the day before. 

“Do you have what I requested?”

The soldier looked as if he might soil his bowels, such was his fear. He looked at his friend. “We hunted for Savages in the forest, but none were close, so we crossed to the top of the western mountains. We managed to capture one and tie him up, but we had trouble getting him back.”

“What happened?” Deacon asked.

“He fell down the hill and snapped his neck.”

Deacon shook his head in anger.

The other soldier cut in. “That’s when we ran into these scouts. What they have to say might be more important.” He swallowed as he tried to deflect their failure. “We wanted to make sure they got the message back safely.”

Turning to the other two, waiting men, Deacon asked, “What message do you have?”

One of the scouts said, “Last night, we got close enough to the Halifax settlement to see smoke from a large fire coming from inside. The Halifax people were chanting and singing. It sounded as if all of the people were gathered in some sort of ceremony. We also heard screaming.”

“Screaming?”

“We can’t be sure who it was,” said the man, “but we thought we heard words in our language in those screams.”

“As soon as we heard and saw the chanting,” the second scout said, “we marched through the night to get here and report back to you. It sounds as if they are preparing for something important.”

Deacon looked at the gun over his shoulder, and back at the bridge. “Send me Bartholomew.”

The first man was still nervous. “Do you want us to go after another Savage?”

Deacon shook his head. “Not now. We have more pressing concerns.”


Chapter 57:  William

William watched the demon wading into the river, fighting the flowing current. It screeched as it bumped into something under the water that William couldn’t see. The river was plagued with rocks, sticks, and who knew what else. There was no way the demon would make it.

Cupping his hands around his mouth, hissing as loud as he dared, William urged, “Come on!” 

He looked behind him again. Nothing. No Berta. No guard.

“Keep coming!” he called, spinning again to face the twisted men.

Inspired by the first demon, the second demon joined the first in the water, slogging through the current. 

The creatures looked as if they were walking at half-speed as they dragged one leg through the water at a time. They had managed to get ten feet from the opposite shore, slightly closer to William, but not nearly close enough. They kept going, getting deeper. The water seemed to be swallowing the twisted men whole—passing their waists and getting higher. William could no longer see their legs. It seemed as if they’d been cut in half and were floating. 

The demons snarled as they continued, as if they were racing toward a fresh carcass. The river foamed and spat around them, an angry god trying to bowl them over, or suck them down. The demons paused, looking from the water to William, sensing a tragic ending to what was likely a poor decision.

William waved his hands as he coaxed them over. They were his only hope.

“Come on!” he said again.

He needed to get them across. If he didn’t, he’d—

“William!” yelled a man’s voice.

William spun to see movement. Someone was coming, far back in the forest.

He turned back to the river, waving his hands frantically at the demons, which were struggling against the current, barely making headway. He wanted to charge into the water and pull them across. He wanted to make up for a foolish plan. He waded a foot into the water, holding his hands out to keep them coming. The demons watched his outstretched hands, as if he might reach out, grab them, and pull them to safety.

One of the demons fell. 

It screeched as it went under, waving its wart-covered arms as it tried to recapture its lost footing, but the river had a firm hold, and it wasn’t letting go. The river swept it downstream, kicking and splashing. The demon didn’t know how to swim. Of course it didn’t. 

The other demon stopped, watching its brother carried away. The drowning demon resurfaced several times, gurgling and spitting, before going under for the last time. William swallowed back his fear.

“William!” the guard screamed again.

Crashes through the underbrush got closer. The guard and Berta were probably following his boot prints in the snow. Soon William would have to explain his way out of death. He couldn’t get the screaming, gurgling Halifax man from his head, fighting against the sharp blades that were getting closer. 

It would be him in that device, or in that spiked chair, if things didn’t go well.

He needed to make another decision. Should he run? Or should he stay and avoid a worse punishment? Perhaps he could make up a story about the demons. Behind him, a flash of clothing in the forest become a full-fledged figure as the guard charged in his direction, anger on his face. He’d caught sight of William.

The guard’s sword was drawn.

He was forty yards away, up the short slope of the riverbank, in the forest.

William spun to face the river. 

Shock overcame him.

The second demon was almost at his shore. The river, which had almost been up to its chest, was getting lower. The demon screeched in triumph as it pulled its legs through the raging current, finding strength that it hadn’t possessed moments earlier. 

Something else was driving it.

It wanted blood. 

The demon’s eyes locked on the approaching soldier. William scurried out of the water just as the demon splashed ashore and ran past him, up the riverbank, screeching, and into the forest.

The guard crashed through the last layer of trees and wilted brush, probably expecting a scared boy, and instead finding a charging demon. He fell back in surprise as the demon knocked him from his feet and to the ground. Teeth gnashed. The demon buried its hands in the guard’s soft belly, yowling in triumph as it found a warm meal, pulling out the man’s insides and holding them up. William fought for breath as he realized he’d been saved.

More crashes in the forest delayed his relief.

He crouched on his haunches, scanning the trees for more soldiers. The demon—his demon—looked up from the soldier’s stomach, its mouth full of innards. The person in the forest slowed down as they came upon the scene, mouth agape.

Berta.

She looked from the dead, eviscerated soldier, to the demon, to William. Fear passed through her eyes as she contemplated decisions. 

“William, are you all right?”

“Stay where you are!” William screamed at Berta. “Don’t move!”

Berta looked behind her, as if she might run. She was old, winded, and no match for a demon with a warm meal on its mind. They all knew it.

“Stay back, or I’ll tell the demon to get you!” William screamed. 

Berta looked as if she didn’t understand. “I’m not sure what you—”

“Walk toward her!” he cried to the demon.

The twisted man obeyed William’s command, creeping toward Berta, the soldier’s innards dripping from its mouth. 

“Stop!” William shouted. 

The demon listened, shoulders heaving, clearly fighting its instincts as it kept from running toward her.

“What are you doing, William?” Berta asked, clearly in shock. 

“Throw the keys to the building on the ground,” William ordered. “I don’t want to order him to hurt you.”

**

William stood outside the entrance of the small, dark building that had been his home for too long. The demon hung next to him, scratching and fidgeting. He stared at Berta with a look that might have been sympathy, if he hadn’t been left in the cold, hungry, and in the dark—if she hadn’t betrayed him. He motioned toward the back wall of the building with the sword he’d taken from the soldier.

“Get all the way inside,” he said.

“What are you doing, William?” she asked, not for the first time.

William didn’t answer. As soon as Berta was far enough away from the door that he could close it, he shut the entrance and locked it. He’d left her with the scraps of food leftover from his meal. It was enough to keep her going, for a while. 

He left the miserable building behind.


Chapter 58:  Deacon

Deacon’s eyes burned with anger as he surveyed the lone weapon on his desk. He looked back up at Bartholomew. “Jonas. Kirby. Heinrich. Ruben. Probably all dead, the way things sound. Without guns, we are in a position I do not like. But war is coming. We will not fall to the people of Halifax. We will defend our land, as we always have.”

“Such is our duty,” Bartholomew answered instinctively.

“We will enact our plan for war.”

Bartholomew nodded. He knew what that entailed. Everyone on the islands did.

“Double the numbers of soldiers at the bridge. Our soldiers can take shifts resting in their houses. The peasants, hunters, and farmers that live farthest from the bridge should occupy the tradesmen’s houses.”

“I will inform everyone at the marketplace.”

“Tell the people that we must be prepared to fight. All of them should sleep with their weapons at their sides. All should be ready.”

“Yes, sir. I will have my men coordinate with the islanders. We will move some of the islanders to the tradesmen’s. I will have the children gathered, so they can come here to the second island, as we have planned. If I hear anything, I will report it to you.”

“There is no need,” Deacon said, standing from his desk and retrieving the gun, slinging it over his shoulder. “After I instruct the soldiers to look after The Important Ones and the children, I will be joining you. As of tonight, I will be keeping watch near the bridge with the others.”


Chapter 59:  William

William crept away through the trees, looking in all directions as he clutched the sword. The demon snuck next to him, licking some of the soldier’s gore from its fingers. William had left his demons behind, and yet here he was, with another of his brothers. He didn’t have time to second-guess his decision. 

He’d saved himself. He’d done what he had to.

He stopped to listen. He had heard nothing since the tortured cries of the gutted soldier, but eventually, someone would check the building, and find him missing. Or they’d miss Berta.

He needed to figure out what to do. 

The bridge might as well be a route to suicide. One demon would never be enough to get him over the wooden bridge, past the soldiers, and through an entire island. And that wasn’t even counting an escape over the main bridge. He might get lost in the woods and stave off death for a while, but they would hunt him. They would follow his tracks in the snow. He was one of the strangers. He’d never blend in. 

Pushing away panic, William headed through the trees and toward the river. There was no escape from death in the middle of the island. His only thought was to head for the water. Maybe he could find some way off. He made his way through the trees, the demon behind, until he came to a section of the riverbank covered in tree roots. The demon hissed as it looked out over the water.

The twisted man didn’t like the river. Neither did William. 

He thought about crossing it. But he couldn’t get the image of the first, drowning demon from his mind, kicking and fighting as the current took it. William could barely swim. And he wasn’t nearly as tall as the demon next to him. Only fate had prevented the twisted man from suffering the same end as its brother. For a split second, he considered riding on the demon’s shoulders, but that was likely to topple both of them over, and they’d both drown. He didn’t even know if the demon would comply. He’d ordered them to do things, but he couldn’t envision a scenario in which he climbed atop one.  

Escaping in the river didn’t seem feasible. 

But was anything worse than staying here on this island, waiting to get caught?

William might as well have stabbed Deacon with the sword he held. He’d killed a guard, and imprisoned Berta. He might as well have locked himself inside that room with the screaming, impaled soldier and the other one, waiting for death.

There was no going back from what he’d done. Unless he could convince Berta to keep his secret, but he doubted it. A guard was dead. There would be questions. William swallowed.

He’d made his choice. He needed to find a way off the island.

Following the riverbank, he traveled south, stepping over roots and rocks, searching for another way off, holding the soldier’s sword. Perhaps there was something else on the island—another building, a clue to a way off. Thick trees bordered the riverbank as he traveled the island’s perimeter, curving with the land and reaching the southernmost point. He kept going. On top of a fallen log, he found a length of long, thin rope, and a place where a man might’ve sat. In another area, as the island curved and headed north, he found a ripped article of clothing, or a blanket, tied around a branch hanging over the river, but in none of those places did he find a building, or anything else.

The longer he traveled, the more he feared he’d made a fatal decision.

Soon, he had traveled nearly the entire length of the island. William stopped short as he saw the distant buildings—the one housing The Important Ones, and the one where he’d seen the man tortured. He didn’t realize how close he’d gotten. His heart jumped as he surveyed the horizon. His demon stopped next to him, watching handfuls of people walking in the distance. The lone horse was bent over, looking as if it was feeding. He only had a second to look at it before a man walked over to it, bringing something and placing it nearby. Water, perhaps. The soldier looked around. William ducked. 

The soldiers would hunt for him soon.

With no other choice but to turn around, he retreated back into the forest.


Chapter 60:  Deacon

Deacon strode down the main road of the first island, a group of soldiers close behind him under the afternoon sun. All walked with arms at their sides, silent, ready to obey. They were his Trusted soldiers. His men.

All around them, islanders filed from the paths, coming from peasant’s homes, farmers, and hunter’s homes to the center of the island, carrying belongings on their backs and swords at their sides, headed for the soldier’s houses and tradesman’s shops. Some wore bows over their shoulders. Others had knives, as well. They hurried faster as they spotted Deacon and his men, afraid to be caught idling instead of moving. A mother prompted her two young children faster as she led them toward the large group of children gathered in the road.

Soldiers barked orders at the crowding children, who would be taken to the second island.

The youngest of those children, not old enough to understand the reason behind the commotion, cried as they reached out for parents who had already left them behind.

The Important Ones would take care of the children. Only a few soldiers would remain. The second island was only a fleeting concern. By the time a war at the bridge made it to that island, Deacon knew, it would already be over. There was no hope for the old and frail, or the young, if things got that bad.

The crux of any battle would be fought at the main bridge. Deacon’s most Trusted men, and the relocated islanders, would be his line of defense. His people had been trained for readiness. They were prepared to fight. Hopefully, a battle wouldn’t make it farther than the front of the bridge.

Still, he was worried. His people had the numbers, but these men had guns. He couldn’t stop picturing the slaughtered settlement party, their bodies filled with wounds that resembled the hole in the soldier’s leg.

Approaching a group of soldiers, he addressed a tall, dark-haired man.

“How are the preparations coming?”

“The tradesmen are clearing out their shops so they can fit more people. We should be able to house many of the islanders here, but it will be tight.”

“As expected.”

Deacon looked past the soldier at a woodworker’s shop, where several workingmen moved a table from one end of a room to another, making room for a young couple, who unslung their bags onto the open floor and situated themselves. Past that building, one of the blacksmiths held his doors open, airing out the room.

“Have all of our hunters returned?”

“We have several parties out in the wild, but they are expected soon. Bartholomew is keeping them here as they return. No other parties will be sent out, for the moment.”

“As ordered,” Deacon said. “Is Bartholomew back at the bridge?”

“Yes, sir, he is waiting.”

“And Jonathan?”

“Jonathan?” the soldier looked confused before he processed something. “Jonathan is in the care of the healers. I fear he has an infection from his severed limb. I do not think he will live.”

Deacon nodded. “We will have to fight with one less man. A shame.”

The dark-haired soldier nodded his agreement. He looked like he had something else to say.

“What is it?” Deacon asked.

“Do you think the Halifax men will arrive tonight, sir?”

“Whether it is tonight, tomorrow, or later, it is no matter. We will be ready,” Deacon said simply.

Striding away from the soldier, he and his men marched down the road, heading for the bridge.


Chapter 61:  Bray

Bray and Kirby rode their horses next to Enoch and Samron, who walked in front of a line of three hundred soldiers marching in rows through the forest under the afternoon sun, crushing the snow, carrying guns, ammunition, swords, knives, and bows. All kept Enoch and Samron’s brisk pace. All felt the inspiration of Enoch’s words, projected in brave stares and proud conversation. A few brave women marched among the men, determined expressions on their faces, with the same strange markings on their foreheads. Bray glanced behind him, finding Flora several rows back, walking next to a group of men, her hands unbound.

Bray rode his horse at a comfortable trot, unable to believe that he was riding it again, and that Kirby was riding next to him. He thought he caught a thin smile on her face as she directed her steed. Behind them, the Halifax people talked in animated tones.

“The soldiers speak of past battles,” Enoch explained. “We have fought many wars in the forests, or wars close to our home.”

“So have my people.” Bray paused after he said the words. It had been a while since he’d left Brighton, and his people seemed less like his people, and the townships from where he’d come seemed less and less like home. Thinking about it more, he added, “The people in Brighton fought wars with demons, mostly. I don’t believe they ever encountered a formidable group of men as those we are marching to fight.”

“We have fought vicious tribes as well as Savages, but none as cruel, or as harsh, as our enemies at The Arches.” Bray thought he saw some trepidation behind Enoch’s bravery. 

They were entering a war much larger than he’d fought before. 

Bray didn’t need to hear the stories to know it. 

“When we get closer to the islands, we will divide into the groups we talked about,” Enoch said. “I will ensure that we have experienced men and women among each group. You will get your fifteen men, Kirby, to sneak into the woods and cover you and Flora.”

“I think it is a good plan,” Kirby agreed.

“The lessons you gave us with the guns will help us,” Enoch said, “though many of my men are still learning.”

“Lessons will not make up for skill,” Kirby said. “But hopefully I have showed them some easier ways to get the magazines in and out of the weapons, at a faster pace. They will only be able to use the guns a number of times. And those bullets will go fast once we start fighting.”

“They have seen the results of that, in some of the skirmishes we’ve had in the forest,” Enoch said. “But not to the degree we will see at The Arches.”

Bray knew that was true. He looked over his shoulder, catching sight of flashing metal and men and women carrying them. The guns from Kirby’s settlement had armed about two thirds of Enoch’s soldiers. Most carried the larger, long guns she called rifles, while some carried the smaller weapons she called pistols. The soldiers with guns carried spare ammunition in their bags or at their sides. A good number of men had fired the weapons, but some knew them better than others, and none were as proficient as Kirby, Bray figured. 

Enoch had equipped her with a rifle, as well as her pistol. Bray had his gun, his new sword, and his knife. Both had extra ammunition, and Kirby had two grenades. The soldiers would switch to their other weapons when they could no longer use the guns. 

Bray looked at the pistol holstered at his side. Kirby had given him explicit instructions on its use, and he’d even fired it several times outside the Halifax settlement. Still, he didn’t feel as confident as he’d like.

“I wish I had some more practice with the gun,” he told Kirby, who noticed his gaze.

“To waste more ammunition would be foolish, as I said,” she instructed, not for the first time. “You will get plenty of practice once the battle begins. Remember what I told you. Fire after you have exhaled, if you have to aim carefully, and prepare for the weapon to kick back at you.” Kirby watched him. 

“I will do what I have to.” Bray gave a firm nod.

They marched through the forest, taking a more direct route than the one Bray remembered, when they’d made that first trip to Halifax and they were trying to keep a buffer from the islands.

The forest around them was mostly quiet, though occasionally they encountered a few demons. Enoch’s soldiers waited until they got close, then disposed of them with quick slices from their blades, or the occasional arrow, which they retrieved. Some of the conversation died down as they marched farther, traveling over several hills and across a stream, splashing through the ankle-deep water. Watching his horse trod through that shallow stream, Bray was hit with a memory of spinning and twisting in the river—a river he would have to cross again soon.

He couldn’t help having some trepidation for the plan they’d solidified at Halifax. He’d be splitting off from Kirby with a large group of Enoch’s men, leading them to cross the river on the eastern side of the island, hopefully not to their deaths. 

Leaning over to Kirby, he asked, not for the first time, “Are you sure you are comfortable riding with Flora?”

Kirby paused. “After what she’s done, I didn’t think I could trust her again. But I heard the sincerity in her words when she spoke about her father, and when she talked about Deacon. I believe her.”

Bray nodded. “So do I.” 

Kirby looked down at the horse.

“Are you still worried about how they will react to so many gunshots?” Bray asked.

“It was good we took them in the forest this morning while we practiced. They are fighting horses, used to battle and noise, as you’ve told me, but the gunshots still make them jittery.”

“At least the gunfire isn’t new to them, having survived the battle of Brighton,” Bray said.

“True. Even so, I suspect it will be a challenge, as most of this battle will be.”

They kept marching as dusk set in, making the trees above them look like tall skeletons, shaking their arm-like branches in the cold wind. A full moon took its place in the sky. The rustle of small, scared animals turned into the hoots of night owls and the flutter of bat wings. Prepared for the coming of night, the soldiers took out torches, lit them, and continued marching. When they got close to the islands, they would douse them.

There would be no rest tonight. 

Before the sun rose, they would fight.


Chapter 62:  Kirby

Kirby scanned the trees as she rode on her horse next to Bray. Enoch and Samron walked beside them. It felt as if they’d been riding and marching for much longer than most of a night. The full moon hung high in the sky, illuminating the shallow snow in which they had been walking, providing enough light to see by, unless they were underneath the cover of thick trees. The full moon would serve them well as they battled on the bridge. 

The soldiers marching behind them had fallen into a quiet, determined resolve. Several times, they’d been so quiet that Kirby had turned around, verifying that she hadn’t somehow lost a tail of three hundred men and women. But they were there, steaming the air with their breath and scanning the trees in the moonlight, underneath their torches. They’d encountered a few more mutants, but they hadn’t lost anyone. The cold stung their cheeks, and froze their fingers.

A few times, Kirby saw the soldiers looking at the bright moon, moving their lips soundlessly as they prayed to whatever deity they believed in. Kirby had ceased such prayers a long while ago. She wanted to believe in the golden palaces in the sky, but she was jaded. Too many times, she’d asked for help for her people, only to see them fall to violence.

Still, the Halifax people were humble. She respected them more than she thought she would, when she’d first encountered those two men in New Hope, stealing her people’s things. She’d never expected she would fight alongside them.

The Halifax soldiers reminded her of some of the people she’d fought alongside back home, men and women who were above complaint, with no reason to boast as they went to battle. Empty words of courage would do nothing against swords, knives, and the men who swung them. 

Enoch turned and said to her, “We have waited many years for this night.”

Kirby said, “Bray has told me the stories of your people. You have suffered an injustice. I understand your anger.”

“And we have done an injustice against you,” Enoch said, lowering his eyes as he prepared some words that seemed as if they’d been weighing on him. Tapping the holstered gun at his side, he told her, “We carry your people’s weapons into a war that is not yours. And yet you have not asked for them.”

“Would you give them back, if I did?” Kirby said, a smile appearing on her face. 

“We are headed into a war. I think it is the wrong time.” Enoch smiled, but it still seemed as if he was feeling guilty.

“It is not a thing we need to discuss, at the moment.”

Enoch looked as if he had something else to say. Instead, he said simply, “I am grateful for what you’ve done, and what you will do.” 

“You are welcome. You do not have to say more.”

She guided her horse alongside Enoch as they continued on. Bray had been for the most part silent, a rarity she wasn’t used to. She looked over at him, grateful to be alongside him again, if only for a last march before battle.

A while later, Enoch raised his hands, bringing the marching army to a halt as they watched him underneath their burning torches, their faces tired, but with the same determination they’d had at Halifax. 

Enoch gave some orders. His voice echoed through the field as he spoke in a manner that most would hear, or pass along to the others. A few of the soldiers wiped their eyes. Some gave each other last, meaningful looks. When Enoch was finished speaking, some of the Halifax men and women hugged. Long, marching rows of soldiers became two groups as they divided into separate masses, and fifteen others headed for Kirby.

Samron took the lead of one of the large groups. 

Enoch took the other. 

An aura of finality washed over the group as a few of the fifteen men brought Flora toward the horses. 

“Time to split up,” Kirby said, glancing over at Bray on his steed.

“Take care of my horses,” said Bray, dismounting.

Kirby smiled. “They are my horses now, remember?”

“Only two of them,” Bray corrected her. “And we haven’t decided which.”

Kirby looked as if she might be quelling some nervousness. “Perhaps you will find the last horse when you find William.”

“That is my hope, as well.”

Several men escorted Flora to Bray’s horse, interrupting what Kirby hoped weren’t the last words she’d speak with Bray. Flora’s face was filled with nervousness as she mounted the horse and took the reins. 

“When the battle is over, I will help you find William, if you haven’t already,” Flora told him.

“Thank you,” he said simply. 

Enoch and Samron walked over to join them, solemn expressions on their faces as they went over final plans. 

To Bray, Samron said, “We will douse our torches at the top of the mountain, on the other side of the islands. The full moon will provide enough lighting to approach without them. But we will have to be careful traveling down the slippery slope. If the patrols spot us approaching the islands, our surprise will be gone. We will take out as many patrols as we are able, before getting as close as we can to the bridge from on the islands.”

“For my part, I will march hard through the night with my one hundred and fifty men to reach the bridge,” Enoch said. “We will arrive well before dawn and get into position. Once Kirby and Flora provide the distraction at the western entrance, my men will attack. Bray, Samron, your men will be the reinforcements from the center of the island.” Motioning to Kirby and Flora, he added, “You will have fifteen men to help you. That should be enough to sneak through the trees and down the road with you as you ride on the horses. We will be waiting for your signal.”

“I understand,” Kirby said.

“May The Holy One bless you in battle, friend,” Enoch said to Samron, wrapping him in a tight hug.

“He will,” Samron said firmly. “Today is the day we reclaim our lands. Today is the day the people of The Arches fall.” 

Letting go of Samron, Enoch turned to one of his soldiers, who held several torches. He handed them to Kirby and Flora. “Make sure you hold these as you approach. These will be a signal to us that you are coming, and to the island soldiers, who will be expecting you at the bridge. Hopefully they will lower their guard.”

“I understand,” Kirby said.

“I will give the signal to the guards, as well,” Flora said. “As we discussed, I will make them think we are safe.”

Enoch looked at Flora, looking as if he were deciding something. Finally, he said, “I have something more to give to you.”

He motioned to another man with two scabbarded swords, who walked up, giving a curt nod as he pulled one of the blades from his side and held it up. Surprise lit Flora’s face as he handed it to her.

“I will not send you into a battle with empty hands,” Enoch said. “I am not a cruel leader, like Deacon. My hope is that your word will mean more than your people’s.”

Flora took the blade gratefully, sliding it into her empty scabbard. “Thank you,” she said. “I swear by the gods, I will keep true to it.”

“I believe you.” Turning to Kirby, Enoch said, “May The Holy One bless you.”

Kirby paused for a moment before she spoke some words that had failed her too many times. Seeing the hopeful look on Enoch’s face, she said, “May He bless you, too. We will see you on the bridge.”

She gave a final glance to Bray as he walked off with Samron, and then she was alone with Flora and fifteen men.


Chapter 63:  Bray

Moonlight shone through the tops of the overhanging boughs as Bray, Samron, and a hundred and fifty Halifax men descended the mountain overlooking the islands, fighting the pull of the slippery slope and stuffing their boots into the snow with each step. Bray’s breath steamed the cold, night air as snow found its way into his boots. He could barely feel his hands; a bitter wind stung his face.

He recalled his altercation with Flora, and the fall he’d taken. Another slide like that might not prove as lucky. His wounds still stung from that incident. 

Samron breathed heavily right behind him. The other soldiers traveled with only the occasional grunt or gasp. Bray stared down the slope, hoping for a glimpse of the river, but they were too high up. He could see only the shadows of the trees in the immediate area, and the snow beneath them.

A muffled cry drew Bray’s attention behind him. 

He spun.

Someone slid down the snow and past him. 

Another man shouted as he darted to save his friend, sending more snow sliding in a small, white avalanche. Bray lunged, taking a step, planting his feet and grabbing the falling man’s jacket, holding him in place as snow cascaded down the banks. The man dug his nails into the incline, avoiding what might’ve been a worse fall. 

Bray gasped in relief.

Grumbling what might’ve been a thank you, the man found his footing and fell back in line next to his friend.

Bray got back in the lead.

The men continued their descent, going a little slower than before. They followed the slope of the mountain for what felt like miles, but was surely less, until the muscles in Bray’s legs were sore and his cheeks were raw from the cold. Several times, they reached a precipice that felt like the end, but the slope kept descending. Eventually, the ground leveled out and Bray heard the river flowing ahead of them. Finding a burst of strength, he walked faster. Samron took up next to him as they approached the rocky, root-covered riverbank where he’d almost died. The sweeping, murky water looked black under the full moon.

Bray stared across the river. He saw nothing further than the water in front of him; no lights in the distance. He couldn’t tell for certain where they were, but he needed to guess.

“This way,” he said, heading downstream.

The others followed him along the riverbank, catching their breath from the treacherous descent off the mountain. Doubt grew in Bray’s mind as they walked further without finding what he was looking for. Half-frozen mud stuck to the snow on his boots. He saw nothing familiar. No landmarks. No fallen tree. They might as well have descended the mountain into some other land, far from The Arches. Looking right, across the dark, flowing river, he saw no clues. 

Where was the fallen tree?

What if they were going the wrong way? He couldn’t help picturing the worst scenario: Kirby and Flora arriving at the bridge alone, Enoch’s men starting the battle without them. Victory was uncertain already, but they would definitely lose with half the men, against so many in The Arches. They walked faster, and Bray stepped over some tree roots that threatened to trip him, inadvertently allowing Samron to take the lead.

Relief washed over Bray as Samron hissed, “Is that the tree?”

Catching up, Bray spotted the enormous, fallen oak. The tree looked even larger in the moonlight than it had during the day. He walked farther down the riverbank, looking for the spot where he’d fought the demon, until he found the silhouette of the dead, twisted man. The reek of decay hit his nose.

“This is where I washed up,” Bray said.

Leading them to the other side of the tree, Bray hesitated as he put a foot in the dark, treacherous water. He recalled spinning and turning, reaching out for something to hold as he ingested the foul, dirty water, struggling to breathe. 

And here he was, about to enter the river again.

“Stay close to one another,” Bray whispered behind him. 

Samron relayed the message to the closest soldiers, who spread it to the others. 

And then he was walking deeper into the water.

Cold wrapped around his boots as Bray waded deeper into the current and it spat and foamed around him. He looked down at the dark water, as if something might emerge from below and grab him. The water felt like a living being, climbing up his boots and getting higher; ready to claim his life by either sweeping him away, or taking him with its chill. Bray kept going, forcing one boot in front of the other, until the water was up to his knees and he was still slogging. Samron waded next to him, quietly splashing as he fought the rising river. Bray looked over his shoulder, watching a line of silent figures moving in rows behind him. Not one of them complained about the cold. One hundred and fifty lives rode on his guess about the river.

The raging water could harm them in ways that men with swords couldn’t. The river was an enemy that pulled you under and robbed you of air. Even the toughest of men would drown if they lost their footing and couldn’t get up.

They waded through the river as it quietly rose.

Bray looked far ahead of them, waiting for cries from the opposite bank. At any moment, patrolling soldiers might creep through the forest and notice them, or worse, run in the opposite direction, warning others that a large group of men approached in the moonlight. Their plan might fail before it started. 

The water reached his waist. The river was even more frigid than he remembered, soaking through his clothes and clamping on to him. He heard a few soldiers holding their breath as they waded deeper. Bray pulled his legs through a current that seemed as if it was getting stronger. They weren’t yet halfway across the river. A fear became a truth—the water was getting deeper. 

They might have split off from the others for nothing. 

They’d never reach the bridge, or the others.

Bray stumbled over something underwater, nearly losing his footing, and bumping Samron hard. Samron splashed the water loudly—too loudly. Bray reached over, certain he’d knocked his companion under, but Samron was there.

Bray looked behind him, fearing others might trip, but the men made progress. A few soldiers contended with rocks underfoot, or sticks protruding from the river. But none had tripped. Some held their long guns at shoulder-level, keeping them above water, or protecting their bows.  

Samron kept going until the water was halfway up his stomach, getting close to his chest. He held his gun high above his head, whispering something that might’ve been a curse, or a plea.

A miracle happened. 

The cold, murky river, which had been at his waistline a moment before, got shallower. He churned through the water faster, energized at the prospect of getting out and onto the bank as some of the cold left him. 

Bray’s guess had been right. They’d almost made it to the island.

Samron waded several steps ahead of him, making his way toward a riverbank that was mostly an outline under the moonlight, in front of the trees. And then Samron was on the banks, dripping water. He didn’t need to speak the words for Bray to know what he was thinking. 

The river felt like a foe they had defeated. 

But there was no time for celebration.

The worst enemy was yet to come.


Chapter 64:  Kirby

Kirby and Flora rode down the empty road under the light of the full moon, holding their burning torches and steering their horses as they headed toward the bend in the road. Kirby couldn’t help but feel some ice in her veins as she heard the roaring water in the distance, the noise she now equated with The Arches, and the vicious, cruel man who led there. 

The battle was an ominous, looming thing, hanging above them. 

She looked over at Flora, who was surely feeling some angst as she approached the place where she lived, the place she had betrayed. Flora gripped the reins with fear-soaked eyes. 

“We are getting close,” Flora said.

Kirby risked a last glance behind her. The silhouettes of Enoch’s fifteen men—their reinforcements—had disappeared long ago, but she could sense them in the forest, following. Hopefully they would keep to the shadows and avoid notice until it was time.

“When I was in the Halifax settlement, I never thought I’d return,” Flora admitted, as they got closer to the bend. “I had accepted my death. Now I am not sure what to think. It feels like I am living a dream, or a life other than my own.” 

“Your parents are back at the settlement,” Kirby said, trying to keep her grounded. “You’ve come back for them. If that is what drives you forward, do not forget it.”

“I never have.” Flora looked down at her sword under the torchlight. “Just as I’ve never forgotten my father.”

They kept riding, rounding the bend. Kirby got a glimpse of the dam in the moonlit night, pouring water over the drop-off and into the river that led to The Arches. Deep in the distance, Kirby caught a first glimpse of some silhouettes standing on the bridge beyond the boulders. A few torches burned from the middle of the bridge, near the single, sloping road leading to the islands. Her heart pounded.

“They must see us by now,” Kirby said, fighting the unsettling feeling of dread that accompanied that statement, as she held her torch higher. “Did you give the signal?”

“Not yet, but I will,” Flora said.

Kirby watched as Flora waved the torch left, right, and down—a signal that could just as easily have been a warning, if Kirby didn’t believe the girl was sincere. 

“I told them we are safe, and alone,” Flora explained.

Kirby nodded. “I hope they do not see the men in the trees.”

Flora agreed nervously.

A few torches moved as soldiers from the middle of the bridge headed toward the western entrance they were approaching. Kirby saw more silhouettes appearing behind the boulders, but it was difficult to tell numbers. 

“How many guards are normally stationed at the bridge at night?”

“A few dozen,” Flora said.

They continued down the road, until the rushing water drowned out conversation. The few lights on the bridge had gathered in a cluster around the bridge’s entrance, waiting. As they got closer, Kirby saw more shadows walking from the middle of the bridge to the closest boulders, joining the others. 

“Something’s wrong,” Kirby said. “There are too many of them.”

“They have been guarded about the Halifax soldiers,” Flora said. “Perhaps that is it.”

“I don’t like the feeling I’m getting.” Kirby looked over her shoulder as her nerves bristled.  “I can’t explain it, but it seems like they are expecting us.”

“Should we ride back?” Flora asked.

Kirby looked back at the soldiers, her mind racing through decisions. Bray and his group might already be on the island, waiting. They might already be taking out patrols. And Enoch’s men were in a position of battle, waiting on the farther end of the bridge, probably watching them approach with the torches. Retreating was a coward’s move. They couldn’t abandon the others. 

And they couldn’t leave William. 

“We need to push forward,” she said. “We have come too far to stop now.”

Flora seemed nervous as she looked at the figures in the distance. “As much as I doubt this moment, I agree.”

They rode until the bridge was fifty yards away, keeping an even pace, ensuring they wouldn’t alarm anyone. A few soldiers stepped from around the boulders, waiting in the distance to greet them. Slowly, carefully, Kirby reached to her waistline.

She pulled out a grenade.


Chapter 65:  Deacon

Deacon glanced behind him at the dark, square silhouettes of the soldier’s houses, where his reinforcing soldiers slept. Bartholomew stood next to him at the bottom of the sloping road, speaking with a group of others. The night had been quiet. Other than a small hunting party returning, they had seen nothing else. He knew better than to think they were safe. 

War was coming. Only a fool would think otherwise.

“The shifts will be changing soon?” Deacon asked Bartholomew.

“Yes,” Bartholomew answered. “I told them to switch out a little earlier, as you instructed. They wake soon. They will be ready.” 

Movement on the top of the sloping road drew Deacon’s attention. One of his bridge guards rounded the bend at the middle of the bridge, heading toward them at a jog. His torch bounced with his footfalls as he made his way down and past a few other, surprised soldiers. Several other torches from the top of the bridge broke from their posts, heading to the bridge’s western entrance. 

Deacon broke from his men and strode up the sloping road, meeting the jogging soldier halfway. “What’s going on?” he asked.

“Two horses approach the bridge, sir,” the man said, catching his breath. 

“Jonas, Kirby, and my other men, back with my weapons,” Deacon assumed, thinking he had been too quick to call them dead.

“The stranger woman, Kirby, is on one of them,” the soldier concurred. “The other person is one of ours—a girl. There are no men.”

“Who is the girl?”

“I believe it is the girl Bartholomew tasked to get Bray’s scalp. Flora.”

Deacon looked past the reporting soldier and up the bridge, watching the silhouettes of his guards clustering at the western entrance of the bridge. He looked to the right of the bridge, where several others headed to join them. A dark suspicion descended over him as he saw too many of his men heading to one side.

“Something is wrong,” Deacon said. He turned to Bartholomew, who walked up behind him. “Take a small group of men and wake the soldiers in the houses early. Send them to the bridge, right away.”

“Yes, sir.”

“When that is finished, get all the people from the tradesmen’s houses. We may need them.”


Chapter 66:  William

William crept by the riverbank of the second island under a moonlit sky, the dead soldier’s big jacket hanging over his shoulders. He was still cold, but he couldn’t start a fire. As soon as someone discovered him missing, they’d come looking, and a fire or a torch would be an easy thing to spot. He was already worried enough about the moonlight, which was bright enough that someone might find him easily, or at least see his silhouette under the trees. Hoping to avoid notice, he crept down the edge of the island, his demon at his side, watching the rushing, spitting river.

He’d already ruled out most options of escape.

But one thought kept coming back to him. William couldn’t forget the sight of the lone horse, standing by the back of the building. He’d never get past the men on foot. 

But what if he could steal the horse?

If his demon distracted them, that might be enough to allow him passage.

William knew that was a childish hope. He doubted he’d get through an island full of people willing to do Deacon’s bidding, and handfuls of guards on the main bridge, even if he managed to steal the steed. They’d shoot him off his horse with an arrow, or stick him with a sword.

But he couldn’t erase the thought from returning.

“What should we do?” he asked the twisted man.

The creature hissed as it walked alongside him, but it didn’t respond. Of course it didn’t. The demons could receive William’s orders and act on them, but they were incapable of offering any advice. If only Bray and Kirby were here, William thought. But he had a horrible feeling he’d never see them again. 

William had spent days in the wild with only the demons in the Ancient City, hunting, keeping warm, and avoiding men who tried to kill him. He’d survived alone. He knew he could do it. But this was different. Usually, buildings and forests surrounded him—not an island with no clear way out.

Except the horse…

William didn’t even realize where he was headed until he was near the back of the buildings.

He crouched in the tree line, hissed for the demon to copy him, and watched. A guard carrying a bobbing torch walked a hundred feet away, next to the building. He couldn’t make out the person’s features, but he saw the silhouette of the horse standing farther past him, tied to the back of the building.

The guard checked on the horse. He stopped and looked toward the woods. William’s nerves prickled. Had he made a noise he hadn’t realized? Had the demon? 

He waited for a shout of alarm, or a slew of guards to flow from the buildings with bright torches. They would hunt him down and bring him to Deacon. 

The guard looked away.

He walked between the buildings.

Next to him, William smelled the breath of the demon, awaiting his orders. Most of the other guards were probably in the front of the building, stationed near the wooden bridge. He’d never sneak across it. 

But if he could go fast enough with the horse, he might have a chance.

William ran from the cover of the forest. The demon followed. His heart knocked against his chest as he crossed the dirt field, the demon a step behind. At any moment, he expected the guard to return, see him in the moonlight, and shout. 

William kept running until he’d almost reached the building. The horse shifted nervously as it saw a boy and a demon approaching, fast. It took every restraint for William to slow down, but if he spooked the horse, his plan would be foiled before it started.

“Stay here!” he hissed to the twisted man behind him. 

The demon stopped and waited. William kept going.

He approached the horse slowly, calling softly under his breath, hoping it recognized him.   

He located the rope, followed it to the end, and untied the steed. He made his way around and found the saddle, whispering reassuring words, praying to the gods the beast didn’t rear, or whine. And then he mounted it. A feeling of freedom passed over William as he celebrated the completion of a goal. But it wasn’t the last. 

He still needed to—

A shout echoed across the yard. “Who’s there?”

The demon snarled from the middle of the yard. 

“Bradley?”

William didn’t wait. “Get him!” he shouted over his shoulder.

The twisted man ran across the last of the field, its bare feet thudding the dirt. William heard the scrape of a drawn sword, but he didn’t stay to look. He grabbed the horse’s reins and rode. Suddenly he was traveling faster than he’d traveled in a long time, galloping in the other direction. He led the horse around the far wall of the left-hand building and away from the commotion. Behind him, the guard grunted in pain as the demon found flesh. More shouts arose from the front of the buildings as men ran from the bridge to join the commotion. But they were going between the buildings. 

William was going around the left-hand side.

The horse galloped faster in the glow of the moonlight. William found the bridge, steered the horse toward it, and kept riding. He saw a few bobbing torches as men stopped running halfway between the bridge and the buildings, looking toward the sound of the hooves and the other source of commotion. 

A demon screeched in pain.

William winced as he heard the dying sounds of the twisted man. His demon had saved him. It had died, so that he could live. Guilt stabbed his gut. He’d killed another demon, just like he’d killed the one in the river. But he couldn’t think about it now.

One guard was still on the bridge, waiting with a torch. 

William didn’t stop the horse.

He might die as he was fleeing. But he needed to take the risk. He spurred the horse through the yard and onto the bridge, nearly trampling the surprised man who made a lunge for him, but it was too late. The man cried out as he fell aside. The horse’s hooves clomped on the bridge’s wooden planks. 

And then William was back on the first island, riding away from the shouts of alarm, free of the second island, but not free enough to think he was safe. 


Chapter 67:  Bray

Bray crept through the forest, his clothes dripping water, leading the way for Samron and the rest of the Halifax men as they walked through the moonlit forest. He gripped his sword. Thick, shadowy trees surrounded them on all sides. He saw no houses, no lights. They were heading west, toward the center of the island and the road that led to the bridge. He hoped. None of the other men had set foot on the island; most of Bray’s exploration had been on the far western shore. 

He was following Flora’s instructions, but for the most part, guessing.

The swish of men’s and women’s wet clothing was loud enough that he feared every islander might hear it. Was someone watching them? Anyone close enough would see their silhouettes and suspect something. One hundred and fifty men walking without torches would prickle even the dimmest man’s skin. 

He heard no cries of alarm in the distance, no shouts of war.

The island was unusually quiet.

Finding a worn, beaten path cutting through the snow, Bray pointed it out to Samron. The trail likely led to houses, which increased the chances of being seen. Hoping to keep their cover, he altered their course, keeping in the same direction but sticking to the forest. The line of moving men and women followed his lead. 

They maneuvered over fallen branches, rocks, and exposed tree roots. A small, squat structure surprised Bray. He couldn’t see more than an outline, but permeating smoke filled his nostrils. He wove around it, holding his breath as more Halifax soldiers passed by. He waited for the door to burst open and a frightened, sword-wielding islander to confront them. Even a subtle noise from one hundred and fifty men might alert someone. No one came out.

They moved through an area of thick, clustered pines when a crash in the underbrush ground Bray to a halt. A jolt of adrenaline shot through him. He stared through the dark pines, certain an islander had seen them. He listened to a few more crashes grow further away before he determined it was a frightened, retreating animal. The noises faded.  

The men breathed.

They emerged from the forest to the edge of a farmer’s field, vacant and basked in moonlight. Bray surveyed the wide, open area. Far in the distance, he saw several, unmoving lights—the glow from some houses, perhaps, on the other side of what might be the road.   

Voices. 

Bray froze as distant, echoing conversation reached his ears. A moment later, he saw a dozen torches moving slowly past the field, on the road. The lights were moving at an even pace. The voices were conversational. A patrol. 

Samron put up a halting arm to stop the soldiers as they waited in the trees. Bray’s pulse pounded as he realized the moment of battle was at hand. He nodded at Samron in the moonlight, a gesture they both knew would be the last moment of peace until this was over. 

He looked behind him at the line of silhouettes that had followed him down the slope, across the river, and onto the island, hoping they would live longer than the battle. 

They ran into the field.


Chapter 68:  Kirby

Kirby’s palm sweated around the grenade as she and Flora rode close enough to see faces in the rows of men and women behind the boulders. A line of soldiers much deeper than she’d realized stood behind each other, waiting. A few had their hands by the hilts of their swords.  

Two men walked out toward them, raising their hands as they prepared a greeting. 

“What—”

Kirby pulled the pin and threw the grenade.

Cries of surprise filled the air as men and women looked from Kirby to the round, arcing object, watching it spiral through the air and hit the ground. A few took steps forward, or backward, uncertain how to react. An ear-splitting crack pierced the air. The approaching guards screamed in agony as they were thrown from the blast, disappearing in a nasty cloud of dust and debris. Smoke billowed in a giant cloud, filling the front entrance of the bridge. Cries of commotion filled the air as more people scattered. Farther back, people tried to determine what was going on, crashing into each other.

Kirby’s horse reared. She clutched onto the pommel, fighting to settle the confused beast.

“Kirby!” Flora screamed, somewhere through the smoke.

“Hang on!” Kirby yelled.

She pulled another grenade—her last—as the horse landed.

Several of the soldiers, initially surprised, recovered, stepping through the smoke. Kirby took her last grenade, ripped out the pin, and flung it as far as she could, creating a second blast, prompting even more cries of pain and confusion. Many of the silhouettes disappeared. Flora coughed next to her as she controlled her steed. Kirby blinked and covered her mouth. Through the haze of smoke, she saw bodies and burning torches on the ground. One of the soldiers, not yet dead, shrieked as he clutched a missing leg. Another groaned loudly as he lay flat on his stomach, writhing.

The war cries of fifteen Halifax men pierced the air behind her. 

Reinforcements were here. 

Kirby grabbed her rifle as men and women ripped past her, aiming their guns and running through the gap next to the boulders, storming the bridge.

“Ride, Flora!”

They spurred their horses through the gap next to the boulders, keeping behind the Halifax men. Kirby aimed through the haze, shooting her rifle at several islanders who had already regrouped, or were brave enough to stand and fight. The Halifax men took positions just past the boulders, dodging the bodies of several fallen islanders.

Bullets pierced the air. 

Men and women shrieked cries of death.

Kirby’s horse whined. She scanned the front half of the bridge, still hazy from the drifting smoke, looking for Deacon, Bartholomew, or Enoch’s reinforcements, but she saw only a chaotic mess of moving shapes and burning, dropped torches. An islander ran screaming at Kirby through the smoke, swinging his blade. She fired several times as her horse jostled, finally landing a shot. The islander fell. Another man dashed toward her side, hoping to surprise her, but she managed to shoot him in the chest, sending him reeling back into the smoke. Several arrows skidded off the pavement near her, missing their marks, as Kirby realized shooting from a horse was harder than she’d anticipated. She kept low in the saddle, knowing a well-placed arrow could topple her.

She halted her horse as Halifax men shot their guns. Not all of their shots connected, but they managed to drive back the attacking islanders enough to hold them off. But that wouldn’t last. 

Looking in the distance, Kirby saw more islanders running up the moonlit, sloping road to join the battle. 

More than she’d expected. 

She saw no sign of Bray, Samron, or their men.

Where were they?

If something had happened, Kirby, Flora, and their fifteen might have ridden in to their deaths.

“Keep close!” she shouted at Flora.

The noise around her got louder as more Halifax men kept near, finding targets, firing rounds that echoed off the sides of the bridge. Kirby shot whatever enemies she could from the top of her horse, while Flora kept nearby. Dying men screamed last breaths in the moonlight. A particularly loud scream drew Kirby’s attention to the ground, where a man lay on his back, shrieking as he held a wounded arm. Kirby was reminded of the worst wars, where men died in agony. 

Screaming, an islander ran at Kirby from somewhere she didn’t see, ripping her from a bad memory and jabbing his sword, probably hoping he’d get a lucky stab. Kirby fired, striking him in the head as he tumbled to the ground. She was getting better at firing from her saddle, and she was managing to keep the horse under control, but the ammunition wouldn’t last long.

Where were Enoch and Bray?


Chapter 69:  Bray

A boom in the distance echoed through the islands.

Then another.

War was here.

Bray’s breath came in short bursts as he crossed over the hardened dirt, wind whipping against his wet clothes, eyes locked on the torches and the patrolmen they had been hoping to surprise, until the blasts gave them away. 

The torches stopped moving as the soldiers prepared to react to something they hadn’t fully processed. Before Bray knew it, he was upon a group of stunned soldiers, who had just enough time to get their swords out. 

It was more warning than Bray had gotten, when they’d stabbed him into the river and left him for dead.

Anger overtook him as he swung at the first man he reached. The soldier stuck up his blade in time to block the first blow, but not in time to block the second. Bray sliced the man’s stomach, and he groaned and fell. Nearby, Samron sparred with another soldier. Clusters of Halifax men entered the fray, clashing swords and outnumbering their enemies. Torches fell from soldier’s hands and swords and bodies quickly hit the ground. A few gunshots pierced the air.

“Save the guns!” Bray said. 

The surprise might be gone, but they still needed to preserve ammunition.

Samron relayed the message to the Halifax men.

A few lights appeared in opened doorways as more men with torches and swords appeared, looking in both directions. New shouts of alarm echoed through the streets as they saw Bray, Samron, and their group of one hundred and fifty men. 

“Halifax savages!”

“Dirty pigs!”

More men ran to face the intruders, dropping their torches as they fought the closest Halifax men, failing against so many numbers. Samron and Bray’s men cut them down with ease, swinging and attacking. Some of the islanders ran in the opposite direction, confused and fleeing. The Halifax men chased a few of them down, finishing them in quick, violent scuffles, but the commotion was spreading. More torches appeared up the road, near a thick cluster of houses past the farmer’s field, the tradesmen’s houses. Many more men and women than Bray expected entered the road, hearing the noises in the street and the booms from the bridge. Most were fighting peasants, but he saw soldiers among them. 

“What’s going on?” Bray yelled to Samron. “Why are so many here? Most of these houses should be empty, according to Flora.”

“I’m not sure. I did not expect more than patrols on this road,” Samron shouted back.

Bray gritted his teeth as he ran to meet a flock of twenty determined soldiers, who had run to the head of the peasant fighters. Some were already readying their swords; others were nocking arrows and aiming at the coming line. A Halifax man to Bray’s left cried out, clutching an arrow in his neck. He collapsed. A few more Halifax men fell, screaming, before they charged and overwhelmed the soldiers. Some of the fighting peasants, who had fallen back, seeing that the soldiers were dead, ran in the opposite direction. But more soldiers and peasants flocked the road ahead, grouping in larger numbers. 

Bray hadn’t expected so much opposition in the middle of the island, and certainly not before the bridge.

In the distance, he heard the cracks of gunfire and faraway cries. 

They’d never make it to Kirby, Enoch, and Flora before a main battle happened. 

They might be fighting two separate battles, each on their own. 


Chapter 70:  Bartholomew

Bartholomew ran from one house to the next, barking orders as he sent the men to the bridge, watching them hurry up the road and toward the distant booms that had already woken most of them. The doors of the soldier’s houses spilled open as men ran from inside, brandishing swords and bows. 

Deacon’s fear was right.

War had come.

“To the bridge!” he cried at two slower soldiers, spurring them faster.

He directed several others as he kept striding up the road, heading past the last of the soldier’s houses and towards some of the tradesmen’s. Several cracks split the air. Unlike the others, these came from the center of the island. Something else was happening. Bartholomew ran faster as he reached the first tradesman’s house, where some peasants emerged, confusion on their faces. 

“To the bridge?” one of them asked.

Bartholomew thought for a split second. “No, the other way!”

“But—”

“Do as I say!” he barked.

He ran next to them as he reached the next house, instructing more people to do the same as he continued toward the center of the island to see what was going on.


Chapter 71:  William

Lightning and thunder, William thought frantically.

He looked up at the sky, which was clear and empty except for the full moon. 

It wasn’t lightning and thunder. 

It was something else.

William looked around, confused, as he rode the galloping horse down the road. He saw no sign of the shouting, chasing men he had escaped on the second island. What was happening? He clutched the reins of his stolen horse as he rode down the center of the road. Screams and blasts that sounded like gunfire echoed from somewhere he couldn’t see. The commotion was coming from in front of him, not behind.  

Something much larger than William’s escape was happening.

He looked left and right in the moonlight, taking in patches of forest, trying to catch his bearings. The island looked foreign and strange in the night. Even if he remembered the landmarks in the day, he wasn’t sure he’d recognize them now.

His heart pounded in his chest as he fought for wind. He was still recovering, and yet he had no choice to slow down. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he certainly couldn’t return to the second island. The soldiers would alert others. They were probably chasing him already. And once everyone in The Arches was looking for him, he’d never hide with a horse. 

He spurred his steed faster as commotion in the distance got louder.

He looked left and right again. The farmer’s fields. A flash of memory hit him as he recalled riding past them with Bray and Kirby, when they’d gone to meet Deacon. Before he could make a decision on where to go, the horse rounded a curve, and suddenly the screams were everywhere. 

Chaos.

Figures clashed swords. Men shouted. 

Torches burned, dropped in the center of the road.

William stopped.

Frantic, he looked behind him, certain he’d find men running his way, but he saw nothing but empty road. 

War. 

That’s what this was. 

He watched for another second, long enough to catch sight of shouting, angry men that looked like the people from Halifax that he’d seen at Kirby’s settlement, fighting islanders. Guns hung over their shoulders, visible in the torchlight. William had seen enough war in Brighton to know that he wanted no more. He knew what the guns could do. Continuing on this road was an easy way to get killed, if not by a gun, then by an arrow in the head, or a sword in the belly.

With no place left to go, William veered into the farmer’s fields, heading southwest and towards the woods.


Chapter 72:  Bray

The road turned to bedlam as more and more island soldiers appeared. The Halifax men were quickly becoming outnumbered.

“Use your guns!” Bray screamed, forgetting that no one would understand him, until Samron interpreted.

Unable to take his own advice, yet, Bray clashed blades with a portly islander, grunting and pushing the islander backward, before spearing him in the stomach. Several times, men skirted around Bray, uncertain with whom he was fighting. He didn’t look like a Halifax man, and he was using the advantage to get the jump on them.

Another man ran at Bray, shouting as he got close enough to see his features.

“It’s the stranger!” he shouted to others, perhaps thinking he might win some special privilege by besting him. Bray slashed the man’s throat before he had a chance to swing.

Cracks of closer gunfire burst nearby as Halifax men fired their rifles, sending islanders pitching to the ground, shrieking, or dead before they had a chance to react. More torches bobbed as islanders joined the fray. Bray saw more people under the moonlight than he could count as he reached for the small gun called a pistol at his side. Balancing his sword and his gun, he aimed at the first man to approach him, a bearded islander with his blade high in the air, ready to take a vicious slice. 

Aim, and watch for the…

What was the word?

It didn’t matter.

Bray squeezed the metal.

A loud crack pierced the air, louder than anything else around him. A high-pitched whine rang in Bray’s ears as a red splotch appeared in the center of the bearded islander’s stomach, and the man collapsed to his knees. Bray opened and closed his mouth. If it had been another situation, he might’ve reveled at the weapon’s power, but he had no time. More islanders ran toward him. He squeezed the metal several more times, missing a few shots, but striking enough to stop the men before they reached him. Kirby hadn’t lied. The metal inside the gun—the bullets—were running out quickly. Soon he would be back to his sword. He fended off another islander with a shot to the stomach, requiring only one bullet to stop him. Firing a few more times, he took down some men that appeared to be soldiers.

A Halifax man shouted. 

Several of the Halifax men turned.

More islanders ran from the woods around them, to the sides and behind. What had started as an advantageous fight was quickly turning sour. There were too many islanders, and more coming. Bray noticed several women in the torchlight, hurling insults at the Halifax men, swinging their swords as savagely as the island men. 

“Filthy wild men!”

“Sons of pigs!”

A few of the Halifax women without guns returned angry words that Bray couldn’t understand. They clashed swords. He had no time to watch. Three men ran up on Bray, almost quicker than he could raise his gun. He shot one of them in the stomach, stopping the man with a curt scream, and then his gun was making useless sounds. He stuffed it into his holster and dodged a slice from the second man’s blade. But the third man was too close, swinging and cutting Bray’s arm. Bray roared in anger as the sword reopened an old wound. Leaping back, Bray countered with a backward slice of his blade to the third man’s face, tearing open his cheek. The man shrieked and held his face as the second man took his place. Bray recovered from his swing in time to clang blades with the second man, engaging him in a struggle as they pushed against each other’s swords. The third man, seeing Bray occupied, ran at Bray from the side, intent on spearing him. 

Bray roared in vain as he prepared for a stab he couldn’t block. 

“Dirt scratchers!”

Someone jabbed the third man in the back. The man gasped. Samron pulled his sword from the man’s back, roaring with anger. “Cowards!” he shouted. 

Inspired, Bray found a burst of strength, pushing away the second man with whom he had clashed blades. He swung several times, slicing the man’s shirt, spilling his insides. The man tumbled to the ground.

“Are you all right?” Samron asked, noticing blood on Bray’s arm.

“It is shallow,” Bray said. “I’m fine.”

Samron broke off, battling another incoming soldier. Bray looked around, noticing bodies sprawled everywhere under the light of fallen torches. Men and women fought fiercely all around him, but much of the gunfire had stopped. A few men still used guns, but most had resorted to swords. 

With no one nearby, Bray stopped to reload next to a tree, keeping to the shadows.

Setting down his sword, he pulled out the extra metal Kirby had called a magazine, struggling to get the first one out. In the distance, he heard shouts he could understand.

“Forget the bridge! Go the other way!”

Bray bent down as he managed to get the first magazine out. 

A few people ran past Bray, not seeing the small gun he held in his hands, or perhaps more focused on the commotion in the distance, not recognizing him in the shadows. He straightened as they kept going. Gunshots boomed from the direction of the bridge. Several more men that were clearly soldiers ran past him, and he bent down to avoid being noticed, so he could finish with his gun. The bridge was around another few curves, invisible from here, but he didn’t need to see what was happening to know he needed to help Kirby. 

They needed to win the battle here and get to the bridge. 

He was just trying to put the new magazine in the gun when someone strode in his direction at a fast walk. 

Bray stuffed his gun back in his holster, picked up his bloodied sword, and waited for the person to pass him by, like the others. The person stepped over a body in the street, bending down to pick up a knife and stuff it in his pants. The flames of a nearby torch revealed a familiar face. 

Bartholomew.

Mistaking Bray for a soldier in the dim lighting, Bartholomew said, “You’re going the wrong way, soldier! The enemy is close behind you!”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Bray said.


Chapter 73:  Kirby

The surprise of the initial attack was long gone. Distant soldiers took control and barked orders, preparing a charge that would easily wipe out Kirby and her men, guns or not. Her grenades were gone.

The smoke had dissipated. 

A few Halifax men had already stopped shooting, out of ammunition and struggling to reload. They’d expended most of the rifles’ thirty shots. Those shots had gone even faster than Kirby expected. Arrows flew past her horse as some of the island bowmen started a long-range attack that would quickly become short range, once they decided no one else was coming and realized she was out of grenades. One of the arrows struck a Halifax man next to her in the shoulder, and he cried out, dropping his gun. With a cry through gritted teeth, he bent down and recovered his weapon.

We’re doomed, thought Kirby.

New cries split the air.

From the other side of the bridge, men fell, and loud bursts of gunfire echoed off the walls. The whoop of many new men and women punctuated the bridge as a new group of attackers entered the fray, and the silhouettes of the islanders turned around to face many more attackers than Kirby’s men. 

A realization became a hope.

Enoch.

“Enoch!” she yelled aloud.

Finding new strength, the Halifax men next to Kirby whooped into the air, bellowing similar cries of war. They quickly used the distraction to reload new magazines. Across from them, the islanders were in a new panic as many were gunned down. New confusion sent some fleeing back to where Kirby, Flora, and her men picked them off. Reinforcements or not, soon the islanders would realize that Kirby’s side of the bridge were the easy targets. They needed to get into the battle.

“Let’s go!” Kirby shouted, spurring her horse.

Flora rode next to her, while the Halifax men charged toward the other end of the bridge to enter the fray. Kirby’s heart raced as her horse’s hooves clomped the pavement. They stepped, or galloped around the dead bodies of the islanders as they made their way from the front half of the bridge to the middle. Several new clusters of islanders ran up the sloping road to charge into battle. Kirby knocked back some islanders with her horse, trampling them under its hooves. With her horse at a gallop, it took little time to outpace the Halifax men. Inadvertently, she got ahead. Flora kept to the northern wall of the bridge, riding a little behind Kirby and on the opposite side. Kirby lost track of Flora.

A Halifax man screamed behind her.

She turned her head in time to watch a man fall, writhing in pain, no one around him. He clutched what might be bullet wounds in his chest.

Someone else was shooting. She glanced down the descending road, enough time to get a brief glimpse of what was coming.

A voice she recognized shouted an order. 

Deacon.

A cluster of soldiers came up the sloping road, flanking a lone man with a gun—the only one on the islands. Her gun. Bullets split the air as Deacon opened fire and the Halifax men behind her screamed and fell. She heard the whine of Flora’s horse.

And then Kirby was back in the thick of battle, surrounded by islanders trying to get her from her steed.  


Chapter 74:  Bray

With a feral cry of rage, Bray charged at Bartholomew. Bartholomew’s face registered surprise for a brief moment before he brought up his sword. They crashed blades, grunting and heaving as each tried to get the upper hand.

“You’re a fool to come back here!” Bartholomew shouted.

“And you’re a fool to stay,” Bray spat, as he pushed. “Cowardly pig. Where are your soldiers now?”

They pushed until they were away from each other. Bray swung again. Metal scraped metal. The swords slid off one another. Rage drove Bray as they struck several more times, each vying for the superior position. Bray’s arm bent as he pushed against Bartholomew’s blade, cracking open one of his old wounds. The sting drove more anger as he shoved Bartholomew away, gaining enough distance to circle and stare in the light of the moon and several fallen torches.

Noticing the gun at Bray’s side, Bartholomew said, “You should have used your god weapon!”

Bray gritted his teeth. He hadn’t had time to finish reloading.

“I don’t need it!”

He charged.

They struck swords again, grunting as they fought. Bray swung for Bartholomew’s stomach, then his face, but each time Bartholomew moved aside, countering with swings of his own. Bartholomew swiped sideways, catching Bray’s left sleeve, tearing fabric but missing skin. 

“Son of a bitch!” Bray cried.

Behind them, cries of war continued as Halifax men fought the islanders. Bray had no time to guess what might be occurring behind him. To look away was to die. 

Bray stabbed hard, but Bartholomew leapt backward, avoiding it and countering. Sweat ran down Bray’s forehead as he jumped back. His clothes reeked of the river he crossed, reminding him of the raging current, dragging him away. Rage found its way into Bray’s sword again as he ran and swung hard, catching Bartholomew’s upper leg with a deep slice before he could block. Bartholomew cried out in anger, but he got up a sword before Bray could finish the job. He pushed Bray backward.

Knocked off kilter, Bray fought for balance.

Bartholomew charged.

This time Bartholomew knocked into Bray, sending him to the ground and landing on top of him. Bray’s sword fell from his hands, clattering on the ground. Bray shot up an arm and grabbed the wrist of Bartholomew’s sword hand, managing to keep him at bay, but he had no control over Bartholomew’s other hand, which found Bray’s neck. Bray struggled to breathe as Bartholomew squeezed. Robbed of air, Bray clasped at the hand around his windpipe, staring at the man atop him, whose angry face was illuminated in the light of a fallen torch. 

“I will make sure William dies screaming,” Bartholomew spat, his eyes filled with a hateful satisfaction.

Bray tried retorting, but couldn’t.

Renewed rage filled Bray, but it was rage with no outlet. His pulse thudded in his neck as he tried to breathe. He was losing his grip on Bartholomew’s sword hand. His right hand was free, but Bartholomew was pinning him in a position where he couldn’t reach his knife, and he was still trying to breathe through Bartholomew’s vice-like grip on his neck. Giving up on prying loose Bartholomew’s fingers, he swung at Bartholomew’s face, but his blows were weak and ineffective. 

He’d survived the attack of Bartholomew’s soldiers. 

The river. 

Flora. 

Perhaps this was the moment he failed. 

Bray stopped weakly hitting Bartholomew as the last of his air left him and his eyes glazed. His hand hit the ground, and something hot singed his fingers. The pain snapped him alert.

An idea became a hope as he found a last burst of strength, located a torch’s handle, and closed his hand around it. He shoved it sideways into Bartholomew’s face and held it there. He didn’t need much strength. Flesh met fire. Hair singed. Bartholomew screamed as the hot torch sizzled his skin and scalp. He let go, staggering to his feet and shrieking. His sword fell.

And then Bray was free again. 

He sucked in precious gulps of air. 

Rolling to the side, some of Bray’s strength returned, and he forced himself to his feet, staggering over and retrieving Bartholomew’s dropped sword. Bartholomew screamed and held his face. Seeing Bray coming, Bartholomew stopped his screams long enough to look up. In the light of several other torches, Bray saw the flames had found Bartholomew’s eye. Blackened, burnt skin marred half of his face. He blinked with his good eye as he looked for a weapon, amidst more screams.

It was time to end it.

With a vengeful cry, Bray ran at Bartholomew with Bartholomew’s sword, spearing him deep in the stomach and leaving the sword there. Bartholomew gasped and doubled over as the sword cleaved his flesh. He spat blood and fell to his knees, gasping for air. Bray stepped back as Bartholomew found the strength to look up at Bray, as if this was somehow a mistake, and he was still on top of Bray, choking him, instead of dying. He pried at the sword still stuck in his belly.

Bartholomew had made a mistake by letting Bray go.

Bray wouldn’t repeat it.

Pulling out the knife at his side, the only thing left after he’d been thrown in the river, Bray sliced Bartholomew’s throat.


Chapter 75:  William

William rode his horse slowly through a dense cluster of trees. Thick, looming shadows from the moonlight surrounded him. Despite the intermittent gunfire in the distance, and the faraway shouts and screams, he felt completely alone. In fact, he was lonely. Bray and Kirby were dead. They must be. He wondered if this was what death felt like—not the arrow or gun that would ultimately end his life, but the hollow feeling of being lost, with nowhere to go. 

Soon, war would reach him. War touched everything around it. William had seen the bloodied bodies on a battlefield. He’d seen the tears on the women’s cheeks, before and after war, and heard the wails of children who had lost relatives. He’d killed enough people of his own, since leaving Brighton.

He’d hoped to escape war, but here it was, coming to grab him. 

William steered the horse through more trees, looking for somewhere to find respite, until he could figure out what to do. The horse swayed nervously as it weaved through the forest, picking a path between the trees.

William was on the western portion of the island. That was all he knew. He looked for houses, or people, but saw neither. A memory hit him. He recalled Bray sharing a story of his travels that first day on the island, when William had lain in bed, and Bray had gone exploring. Bray had talked about some of the remote farms on the banks of the river, far away from the road and heading toward the second island. If William continued southwest, perhaps he could find a place to hide. Perhaps he could wait out whatever was happening. 

Riding in the opposite direction of the noise, he rode until he reached a clearing. The moon cast a white glow over rows of choppy, uneven dirt that looked like they held crops. The horse contended with the bumpy terrain, making its way across the field as William looked out for torches. The field was vacant. Soon he’d reached the other side. He saw no buildings, but something glistened, past a small cluster of trees and down a slope. 

The river. 

Thinking he might get a glimpse of something that would help him, William rode through a copse of trees, stopping on the root-covered riverbank, looking across the river. He saw nothing but a dark patch of forest on the opposite shore. The current foamed and spat, seemingly much quicker and stronger than it was in most places he’d looked on the second island. Crossing it wasn’t an option. 

He knew better than to try.

Looking right, he saw the outline of the bridge deep in the distance. A few pinpricks of light burned in various spots as men and woman shrieked. More guns cracked. William backed his horse away.

Something moved across the river.

A handful of silhouettes emerged onto the opposite bank, yowling as they looked across the river, probably drawn by the noise. William’s horse stamped the ground and stepped backward. 

William’s brothers.

He stared at the twisted men. They would never make it across, but they would try, if he told them. 

They would die for him.

More guilt hit him.

He couldn’t get the gurgling, dying scream of the first, drowning demon out of his head, or the shrieks of the second demon that had fought the second island’s soldiers. Two of his brothers had fallen, because of his judgment. Those deaths are my fault.

William looked down at the black, raging current. 

He looked back at his brothers. He couldn’t kill more of them. They might be all he had left.

Without a word, he backed up and rode in the opposite direction.


Chapter 76:  Kirby

Kirby rode through a tangle of battling, screaming men and women. She felt as if she were in a dark maze of wails and bloodshed. Her life was one giant battlefield, killing and defending, one she’d been trying to escape. But this was a new battle, and she’d die if she didn’t keep fighting. 

She’d lost track of the rest of the Halifax men with whom she’d initially charged.

She’d lost track of Flora and Deacon.

An islander ran at her, his face streaked with blood as he finished an altercation and found her. She shot him in the shoulder, pitching him back and into another skirmish. The horse plowed through several more islanders, knocking them to the side. One man latched onto her boot as she rode past, but she kicked him off and kept riding. More people jumped out of the way as she rode faster. To stop was to die. 

Her rifle was almost out of rounds.

She fired at several more islanders, killing them with shots to the head, or the chest, before her gun was empty. Reloading was a nearly impossible feat, on the back of a running horse, in the midst of a raging battle. She kept the horse moving as fast as she could, trampling those that she could steer into. She drew her pistol as the horse clopped over scattered bodies.

Some people battled by the sides of the bridge, swinging their swords as they overlooked the water; others spilled out in all directions, blocking her way. She knocked a few more men aside as the horse squealed and spit.

Three islanders ran toward Kirby, screaming as they tried to take her from the horse. She fired, sending two of them reeling backward, wounded. One man tripped over a dead body. Some Halifax men nearby quickly finished him off. 

More and more gunfire subsided as Enoch’s men ran out of bullets, reloaded, or abandoned the idea of the guns, taking to their swords. She looked for Enoch, but couldn’t find him. She rode the horse wherever she had an opening, or to wherever she could help, sometimes riding diagonally, but always forward. She shot an islander in the leg who was charging a Halifax man, sending him sprawling. She shot another two men before they could attack a lone Halifax woman, who ran in the other direction once she was free, finding another target. Kirby watched as a Halifax man lifted a short, skinny islander, tossing him off the bridge. His cries quickly vanished.

An islander ran at Kirby from the right flank, swinging his sword at her leg, but she got her gun up in time to shoot him, sending him tumbling. Her pistol had even fewer shots left than her rifle. She needed to reload soon. Kirby fought her way through more men, trampling some, and shooting others, making her way toward the other end of the bridge, and what looked like a clearing.

Enoch’s men had killed most of the islanders near the boulders at the eastern entrance, creating an opening. Perhaps she could battle her way around them and take a moment to reload. Bodies lay everywhere, mostly dead islanders who had fallen under the initial gunfire. A few wounded men crawled away from her horse and toward the sides of the bridge.

An arrow hit her leg.

Kirby cried out and reached for the protruding arrow, but stopped herself before pulling it out. She turned her attention to a crevice between two boulders, where an injured man had propped himself, readying his bow. Kirby fired at him. He ducked, but not before releasing another aimless arrow, which landed a few feet away. Anger stung her as she veered toward the gap next to the boulders, hoping to ferret him out. She charged up on the other side and found the man kneeling, reaching for his quiver and another arrow. He looked up, surprised, as Kirby shot him in the head.

Kirby looked around. 

A patch of worn-down dirt on the other side of the boulders was empty, as was the long, moonlit road, and the woods behind it curving up into the mountains, the place from which Enoch and his men had attacked. She looked behind her. The battle was still going strong, but it had moved toward the middle of the bridge. No one was nearby.

Perhaps this was her chance to reload.


Chapter 77:  Flora

Flora rode her horse as fighting men and women fell around her. At the sound of gunshots coming from the descending road, she’d veered in the other direction, having just enough time to catch a glimpse of a man coming up the road with a gun. 

Deacon.

She couldn’t be certain it was he, but she had no time to analyze it further. The raging battle enveloped her. She’d lost track of Kirby.

Everywhere she looked, there was a vicious attack. The Halifax men fought the islanders, either slicing them open with swords or shooting them with their god weapons. Burning torches littered the ground. She couldn’t see much of anything through the constant commotion. The battle against Halifax—an idea sewn in the minds of the islanders as soon as they were old enough to understand words—was happening faster than she’d expected.

She gripped the sword that Enoch had given her as she rode through the battle, swinging at a few island soldiers that came in her direction, but the prospect of slaughtering her men stopped her. It had been easier to agree to the plan when she was in Halifax, bargaining for her life, but she couldn’t imagine cutting down people she might know. Neither could she slay the Halifax men, who had kept her alive, and with whom she had marched to kill Deacon. 

She was a confusing piece in a bitter war.

Several times, men ran toward her, only to take the opposite direction. The islanders were looking for the marked men and women. The Halifax men were looking for the islanders. Some people might be looking for Kirby, but no one knew what to make of Flora.

She looked around her, catching sight of some men fighting near the edge of the bridge, screaming. That sight made her recall her father’s final moments, as he was hoisted over the edge and pitched to his death. 

Deacon. 

Renewed anger stirred Flora as she turned her horse, knocking aside an islander and heading back in the direction she thought she’d seen him. She passed clusters of men, deep in battle, striking each other with blades. Much of the gunfire had stopped. Halifax men slashed and screamed at the islanders in their language. The islanders defended themselves with slicing blades and foul words. Several men and women ran by her without stopping.

A group of Halifax men nearby jogged in the direction she was headed, toward Deacon. In the light of the moon and several burning torches, she recognized the man in the center. Enoch. She opened her mouth to call out to him, slowing her horse.

A hand grabbed at her boot.

Someone tried ripping her from the horse. Flora looked over to find one of the islanders, a man she thought was familiar.

“Get off the horse!” he shouted. 

“No!” she yelled, kicking him away.

The horse whined nervously as it turned, and Flora raised her sword, threatening him.

“I need it! Get off and let me ride!” he argued.

Another man had joined him, aiming an arrow at her head. “Do it. Or we’ll shoot you!”

“I’m an islander, like you!” she said.

“I know who you are,” the second man said. “I saw you riding up to the bridge with the stranger. You have something to do with this.”

“That is not true.”

Anger raged inside Flora as she held her sword. She wanted to ride and swing at these men, but she’d more likely take an arrow than win. She looked around, as if someone might assist her, but everyone in the vicinity was battling. No one else came in her direction. Enoch was gone. Gunshots sounded toward the center of the bridge; loud cries filled the air.

“The horse will do us more good than you,” the first man said. “Get off, or Clark shoots.”

Anger filled her response as she said, “I will get down.”

She had just put her leg over the stirrup when the man with the bow cried out in pain. A sword appeared through the front of his stomach, and blood leaked down his shirt. The sword retracted. A Halifax man stood behind it. Another Halifax man slashed at the first islander, who had turned in time to get up his sword. The blades clashed.

Jumping back into the saddle, Flora rode toward the place where she’d last seen Enoch.


Chapter 78:  Enoch

“That way!” one of Enoch’s soldiers cried to him in his language.

Enoch’s eyes blazed as he looked across the bridge, spotting the man who had spread too many lies, and caused the deaths of too many of his people. He strode across the bridge, making his way toward Deacon as the death cries of his men echoed around him, sounds he’d hear in his sleep.

Too many of his men had died over a land they should never have lost. 

It was time he finished the battle started long ago. 

Enoch clutched the sword in his hand, a weapon that had served him faithfully for most of his life, and felt almost as comfortable as his arm. He threw the lightning weapon over his shoulder. The gun had spit fire long enough to cause the deaths of many islanders, but he was out of the metal pieces they called bullets. No matter. He would do what he had to, in order to fell the man who stood in the way of the islands.

Reaching the intersection of the sloping road and the bridge, he saw Deacon rounding the corner and moving farther onto the bridge, aiming his loud lightning weapon, sending cracks of fire through the air. Enoch grimaced as several of his best men fell, dying bravely. No more. Four Halifax soldiers walked beside Enoch, following him as he went after Deacon. None faltered, or turned around. 

“Deacon!” Enoch shouted, projecting his voice as he’d done on the Halifax platform.

The word was lost in the commotion.

A few of Deacon’s men, standing guard near him, spotted Enoch coming before he got close, shouting warnings to their leader. Deacon spun and aimed his lightning weapon. Enoch’s men, hoping to protect him, ran out in front. 

“No!” Enoch shouted, as Deacon used his weapon, killing two of his men with loud cracks.

The other two men fell back next to Enoch as he approached Deacon, stopping within twenty yards.

“You are a coward!” Enoch shouted.

Deacon’s face was hard in the light of several fallen, burning torches as he turned his gun on Enoch, and his men moved in a position to defend him. Enoch clutched his sword. He wasn’t stupid enough to run to his death. But he wouldn’t give in to this man, lighting weapon or not. 

“Coward!” Enoch yelled again. “We want what your people stole!”

Surprise crossed Deacon’s face as he heard Enoch speak his language.

“Have your people come for another mark of failure?” Deacon let one hand off his gun to point at his forehead, smiling. “I will make sure your women, your children wear the same mark. We will burn it into their skulls, as our people did in the beginning.”

“You will step over our bodies before that happens.”

Rage built in Enoch as he gripped his sword. Footsteps pounded the bridge behind him, and he spun to find a group of several more Halifax men breaking from other battles, ready to join him. More of his men warded off any who tried to get near the impending altercation. Deep in the distance, Enoch heard more of his men fighting the islanders down the sloping road. 

They were brave. 

Many years ago, his people had named him The Bravest One. 

It was time to show the reason for that name again.

Enoch nodded at a group of five of his brothers, who had joined him, clutching their swords. He stared at the man with the lighting weapon. They were out of the metal pieces in the objects called bullets. But it was no matter. If they would fail, they would fail together. 

Enoch screamed some words in their language. “For The Holy One!”

Deacon looked confused at the words he didn’t understand.

Enoch and his men charged.

The Halifax men ran alongside him, bellowing chants of war as more cracks from Deacon’s lightning weapon filled the air, felling some, but not all. Some of his men reached Deacon’s. They screamed and fought as they crashed into Deacon’s men, and Deacon. One of the Halifax men cried his death throes as Deacon shot him and broke free of the commotion. Enoch kept course for Deacon, raising his sword with a war cry he’d been saving most of his life.

Deacon raised the lightning weapon. 

A crack split the air.

Pain sparked through Enoch’s eyes as metal from the lightning weapon struck him in the side, hard, but he kept running until he was on top of Deacon, knocking the weapon from his hands with a slash of his sword. Deacon fell back against the bridge wall. Enoch ignored the burning pain in his side as he elbowed Deacon in the face once, twice. Deacon grunted as blood sprayed the air, splashing Enoch. 

He struck Deacon with the hilt of his sword.

And again.

Deacon kneed Enoch in the groin.

Losing his wind, Enoch doubled over, new pain hitting him as Deacon shoved him away, scrambling for his dropped gun. Before Enoch could get ahold of him, he retrieved it and raised it at Enoch’s face from just a few feet away.

Enoch cried out in anger as the pain from his wounded side caught up to him. He stared at Deacon with hatred, fighting for breath.

His last moments wouldn’t be spent doubled over, begging. He would fight. He raised his sword. Out of his peripheral vision, Enoch saw a few of his men running to his aid. 

“Enoch!” they yelled.

But none of those mattered to this moment.

Deacon would use his lightning weapon. 

Or Enoch would win.

A horse squealed. 

Deacon looked away from Enoch, distracted by hooves clomping across the stone bridge. Fright crossed Deacon’s face as he moved away from Enoch, picking a new target. The lightning weapon cracked several times as a horse got close enough that Enoch could hear its frantic breath and its whine. Enoch got out of the way just in time to turn his head and see a galloping steed, Flora in the saddle, raising her sword, come to help him.

Or perhaps come for revenge.

She cried out in anger as she rode straight for Deacon, prepared to slice, to kill.

She held her sword high in the air.

But the horse wasn’t faster than the lightning weapon. Deacon used the gun several more times, aiming for Flora, but hitting the beast instead. The beast swayed as pieces of metal tore into its neck, it lost its gallop, and stumbled. The momentum kept it coming.

The horse crashed into Deacon.

Deacon screamed.

Deacon fell backward, and the horse and Flora fell forward, over the edge of the bridge, in a tangled mass of screams and whinnies, toppling from sight.

Enoch’s men cried out in surprise.

Several crashes hit the water, hard.

And then they were gone. 

Some of the commotion resumed.

Pain blazed behind Enoch’s eyes as he looked around, not believing what he’d seen, that Deacon was gone. And so was the girl he had trusted, Flora. 

“Flora,” he whispered.

Enoch lowered his sword and clutched his side as men rushed to his aid, helping him stand amidst the crack of lightning weapons and the clang of swords all around them.


Chapter 79:  Kirby

The cry of a horse and screams drew Kirby’s attention.

Slamming the magazine into her pistol, she spurred her steed, riding back around the boulders and reentering the bridge.

Some of the frenzy seemed to have died down as Kirby rode, passing mostly bodies, but a few small skirmishes that were still taking place as Halifax men took care of some of the remaining islanders. On the sloping road, visible off the bridge’s edge, she saw islanders and Halifax people dueling, mostly with swords, about halfway down. The war had moved. But what had that noise been? She looked in front of her.

No horse. No Flora. 

Near the middle of the bridge, several Halifax men gathered. She rode toward them, ready to battle, if that was what was happening. 

She galloped faster, weaving around the war’s casualties, able to ride unhindered without as many obstacles.

She reached the middle of the bridge.

A group of men gathered in a circle, mostly Halifax men. Pulling up alongside them, she recognized a few of the men as those with whom she’d marched. Enoch was in the center, bent over and bleeding. 

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Enoch gasped for breath as one of the Halifax men held up a torch, revealing a hole in the side of his stomach, leaking blood. 

“Deacon hit me with the lightning weapon,” he said.

“You need a healer,” Kirby said. “You’re shot.”

“I am not likely to get one,” Enoch said. “And besides, the war still rages, with Deacon dead.”

“Dead?” Kirby felt as if she had missed something. She looked around for Deacon, the horse she’d heard whining, and Flora.

“Dead,” Enoch repeated, raising a shaky arm to point off the edge of the bridge. “Flora charged him before he could kill me. She knocked him off the bridge with her horse. But she and the horse fell.”

“The horse…Flora…” Kirby repeated, as if she might make sense of it.

Her mouth opened and closed as she followed Enoch’s finger to the side of the bridge, seeing nothing but a wall and a few dead, scattered bodies. An emotion she couldn’t process hit her in the stomach as she rode to where he was pointing, looked over, and saw nothing but a steep drop and the dark river, cutting through the land.

“She’s gone,” Enoch called, “and so is the island leader. But our men still fight. If we don’t get to the road, they will die, and we will have come here for nothing.”

Kirby felt an irrepressible anger in her stomach. She wanted to shoot Deacon. She wanted to punish him for the loss of someone with whom she’d rode just moments before, another loss compounded in her memory for which she felt responsible. If she had stayed with Flora…

“You have been injured, too,” Enoch said, interrupting her thought, pointing at the piece of arrow still stuck in her leg, some of which she had broken off, but which she knew she would need to remove later, if she survived that long.

“You have come here for the boy, William,” Enoch said. “Let us fight our way to him.”

Kirby nodded, choking back an emotion she hadn’t expected to feel. 

“Flora was true to her word,” Enoch said. “Our people will mourn her. Let us go, while we still have a fight left to finish.”

**

Kirby rode the horse next to Enoch and a group of fifty Halifax men as they turned down the sloping road to join the others. Most of the skirmishes on the bridge had ended. Dawn approached, casting a backlight over the long, descending road, and the swaths of people that fought at the bottom. The majority of Enoch’s Halifax men had left the bridge, battling a defensive line of soldiers, peasants, and some women. Most of the gunfire had ceased. Every now and again Kirby heard a crack, but for the most part, the battle was a struggle with swords. Kirby rode with her horse over several broken bows, along with some swords lying next to bodies that no longer needed them. One of the Halifax men handed a blade to Kirby, who took it gratefully. Kirby was down to the last of her ammunition.

“Our men need our help,” Enoch proclaimed as he limped down the road, projecting bravery, even though he was clearly injured.

As it looked, the disproportionate number of islanders might end them all. Kirby stared past the colliding groups, hoping to see a sign of Bray and Samron, but still nothing. A building fear got worse—what if they had perished somewhere in the island’s middle? Reaching the fighting, she raised her gun and steeled herself for battle as Enoch and the Halifax men ran to join their brothers and sisters, swinging their swords with renewed vigor. 

She couldn’t stop thinking of Flora.

Kirby rode into the fray, shooting the islanders and casting aside people with her horse, fighting through a tangled crowd that felt too thick to defeat.


Chapter 80:  Bray

Having reloaded once, and spent the rest of his ammunition, Bray relied on his sword as they fended off the islanders running out at them from the woods. The street was a chaotic mess of bodies, swinging blades, grunts, and heaves. The Halifax men were tired. Their swords didn’t swing as fast, and their war cries had died, but they fought with a quiet vigor that impressed Bray as morning light crept over the fight.

The islanders the Halifax men battled now were clumsier, less used to fighting. They had been trained, but they weren’t used to warfare. The guns had given the Halifax men an advantage in the beginning—as shortly as it lasted, they had taken out most of the soldiers and patrols.

Bray figured the rest of the soldiers were at the bridge.

But there were still plenty of men left to fight. 

Every so often, a Halifax man would break his silence with a dying scream, or some new group of islanders ran from the woods, brandishing crude weapons, yelling loudly enough to put a new surge of adrenaline into the fight. Bray could no longer tell how many people they’d lost, or how many people they’d killed.

A dropped house torch caught a house on fire, illuminating the chaos as light licked the walls and smoke billowed over the street. Bray coughed as smoke entered his lungs. He swung his sword at a short, stubby soldier, straining to see through some drifting smoke, besting the man with a slash to the stomach. The man crumpled and didn’t get up. Bray looked around him at the Halifax men, who were holding their ground, but getting more tired.

Finished with his opponent, Bray leapt into battle to assist Samron, who was fighting off two men at once. An apron of blood stained Samron’s shirt as he grunted and swung, fending off a tall, dark-haired attacker, while Bray took his friend, a fat man who seemed more confident with a sword. Bray parried with the man for several moments before ending him with a jab to the chest. 

Finished with the immediate skirmish, Bray and Samron looked around. 

“We need to get to the bridge,” Bray said, catching his breath through the smoke.

“It has been too long,” Samron agreed. “But how can we move? There are too many islanders.”

They watched as a new group of six islanders ran from the forest, slow to battle, or perhaps scared. Men and women that looked like peasants, or farmers, stopped at the edge of the road, staring at Bray and Samron. They assessed the scene, the Halifax men, and the guns. Bray recalled what Flora had said about the people who had been taken in against their will. 

Maybe they didn’t need to fight them at all.

Clearing his throat, Bray pulled his empty pistol. He pointed it at them, hoping words could turn into a weapon.

“Most of your soldiers are dead!” he shouted, nodding at the bodies around him. “Will you come out to die with them? Will you fall to the god weapons?”

Fright crossed a few of the people’s faces as they reconsidered their decision, swords shaking in their hands. Bray took another step, waving his empty gun. This time the people didn’t hesitate. They ran back into the forest. 

He looked at Samron, who smiled.

“Perhaps you have a good idea,” Samron said. 

“That will even the odds,” Bray said. “Tell your men! We can drive them away while we take the bridge.”

Bray looked around. Most of the Halifax men had finished their altercations, clearing a path in the street. A few more men ran at them from the front, but not enough to stop them from advancing. Samron yelled some instructions.

“Gather your men!” Bray yelled. “Let’s go!”

**

The Halifax men took to the task with apparent skill, shouting in their strange language, using what must be a frightening appearance to some of the lesser-skilled islanders as they waved their empty guns and swords. A few islanders came to fight, but for the most part, no one was eager to run to their deaths. And who could blame them?

Deacon wasn’t standing in the road, enforcing his orders.

Bray knew the realities of war. He knew how easy it was to agree to fight when someone was in a field, sparring with a friend, but when it came to battle, some men and women couldn’t face their ends. 

Bray no longer heard gunfire from the front of the island. That worried him, though he still heard noise in the distance. Was Enoch successful in the attack?

They passed several tradesmen’s houses, the doors left open, the islanders gone—killed, hiding, or fighting at the main bridge. They curved with the road, taking several more bends, fighting a few islanders who were brave enough to come out and face their numbers. Eventually, they reached the first of the soldiers’ houses, which were as empty as the tradesmen’s. A few open doors swung back and forth with the breeze, the occupants clearly having left in a hurry. 

The noise in the distance increased in volume as war cries filled the air. 

They neared the last curve. 

Stopping, Samron turned to face the men and women behind them. 

He raised his arms as Bray had seen Enoch do. Trepidation crossed his face as he faced sudden doubt, reaching for some words to inspire. The men and women sucked breaths of air. Blood and dirt covered most of them; their clothes were tattered and ripped. About a half of them had been killed, maybe more. They were exhausted. They had descended a mountain slope, crossed a river, and fought for longer than any skirmish in recent history, a fight worthy of their ancestors. 

Samron looked to the sky, where morning crept in, then back at the people.

He shouted some words. 

He shouted them louder.

Men and women raised their swords, yelling something back.

Renewed courage touched some faces as they found a burst of strength.

With loud, determined war cries, they charged around the curve.


Chapter 81:  William

William followed the farmer’s fields, riding over mounds of uneven dirt and following the path Bray had described, getting farther from the back of the island. The sun broke over the tops of the trees, filling his surroundings with new light.

Eventually, he came across a large wooden building, the size of several of the island’s houses. He looked around. Other than a wooden, square fence nearby, he saw no other buildings. He approached cautiously, prepared to spur the horse and leave, if that became the best option. 

He rode around the building until he found a wide, wooden door. He peered through the cracks, looking to see what was within, but he made out nothing. Someone might be hiding, like he was trying to do. Or maybe he’d found his luck, and it was empty.

Taking a chance, William stopped his horse. He dismounted. 

Sword in hand, he led the horse by the reins to the door.

A strange noise emanated from inside. William froze. He started for the horse’s saddle, ready to ride away and someplace else, when the noise came again and he caught a familiar smell. He smiled. Leading the horse, he cracked open the door, slowly, wide enough to reveal the outline of three animals, staring and shifting nervously.

Goats.

The animals bleated. All were tied to one of the walls with rope. Looking around the room, he saw nothing other than them. The building smelled of hay, manure, and wood. He looked behind him at the empty farmer’s fields.

Anything was better than standing in the open, or riding around outside, waiting to be killed. 

Leading his horse inside, he shut the door. 

After ensuring his steed was settled, William backed up against the far wall, settling on his haunches near several of the nervous goats, petting them. Someone would win the battle. 

They always did. 

If he were lucky, he would find a way out when it was over. 

One of the animals nuzzled against him. William touched its head, unable to stop thinking of those twisted men on the other side of the river, and the dying screams of the ones he’d killed. Guilt simmered in his stomach.

At least he was safe, for now.


Chapter 82:  Kirby

Kirby stuffed her pistol back in its holster as a few Halifax men screamed and fell to the ground around her. Her ammunition was gone. She took to her sword, jabbing several islanders as she steered into the thick fray, mostly relying on trampling the island soldiers under the horse’s hooves. More than one fled at the sight of the frothing beast, but others tried attacking the beast from the side. A few times, when she was overwhelmed, the Halifax men assisted, striking them back so she could take another diagonal pass, trying to push the battle farther down the sloping road and toward the island.

Pain shot through her leg with each jostle of the horse. She winced and gritted her teeth at the arrow stuck there. The Halifax men had evened out some of the numbers on the sloping road, but there were more islanders than Halifax men. Each of the Halifax men fought two or more islanders. Some, the bravest or the most skilled, managed to slay their opponents, but too many were screaming and dying.

Bodies littered the road, making movement difficult.

Those mortally wounded, or wounded enough to remove themselves from fighting, limped or crawled to the sides of the road, slumping against the walls, waiting for a natural death, or a particularly cruel enemy to take them out. Kirby knew she had to stay close to the Halifax men. Straying too far was likely to get her killed, horse or not. 

Diagonal to her, she saw Enoch swinging his sword, but he was obviously weak. His sword swung at far less speed than the others. In between opponents, he held his stomach, wetting his hand with his blood. Halifax men surrounded him as the islanders tried to kill an easy target. 

They were making some progress on the road, but not enough to break through the islanders, who fought to preserve the last stretch of road. Kirby grunted as she jabbed an islander that had broken through some Halifax men and charged her. He pitched to the ground. Her horse swayed as it almost missed a step over a dead body. The steed was as tired as she was, as tired as all of them. 

Kirby was starting to accept that the best result of the battle was Deacon’s death. She couldn’t see a favorable end to the battle in which the struggling, overwhelmed Halifax people won.

War cries filled the air.

Kirby looked up from the man she’d speared to see many of the islander’s heads turning. Some of the pushing, fighting crowd looked behind them as a group of bellowing men ran from around a distant curve on the islands, visible from her height in the sloping road. They were headed for the fight.

Halifax men.

Staring into the crowd of advancing men, she recognized a familiar figure in the lead.

Bray. 

The islanders in the middle grew frantic as they realized they were walled in. Some of the people in the back of the group fled from the road to somewhere else on the island that might provide safety. Seizing the confusion, Kirby fought harder, slaying those who lowered their guard. 

More clangs and cries echoed from the front of the fighting mass as Halifax men followed suit. Islanders screamed. Halifax men roared with cries that reminded her of those she’d heard in that last, inspiring bonfire. More men and women fell, but this time the battle was going in another direction. 

They were winning.

“They’re here!” Kirby yelled over to Enoch, hoping to spur on what had seemed like a lost hope earlier.

Enoch was immersed in a battle with three islanders. Two Halifax men fought next to him, driving back their attackers. He swung his sword with what was clearly waning strength. 

Hang on, Enoch. We are almost there.


Chapter 83:  Enoch

Enoch slashed an enemy as he struggled to keep his footing. In the background, down the sloping road and beyond him, he heard the war cries of his men and the groans of fallen enemies. They were shouting a word he had waited his whole life to hear. Victory. Enoch opened his mouth to call the same word, but his voice failed. He looked over to find one of his bravest men propping him up.

“Keep fighting!” the man screamed in his ear. “We’re almost there, Enoch!”

Enoch raised his sword at a running enemy, but he only managed to lift it halfway. The darkness and pain were taking over. The people in front of him blended together, a mass of noise and confusion on which he could hardly focus. The burn in his stomach had become a dull, constant ache that he couldn’t imagine living without. One of the Halifax men stepped in front of him, taking down an attacker. Another scream pierced the air. A war cry.

Enoch looked for the source.

An islander darted through several other skirmishes, recognizing Enoch. 

Someone screamed Enoch’s name—a warning, perhaps—and then the islander was in front of him, pulling back an arm and thrusting. Enoch raised his sword to block, waiting for the clang of metal. 

The noise never came.

A sharp sword pierced Enoch’s stomach, near his other wound.

A gasp escaped his throat. 

The islander pulled out the blade, a smile crossing his face as he realized whom he had stabbed.

Too late, Enoch swung his sword to defend himself, but it hit the man weakly, not enough to cut.

Enoch cried out as pain stabbed his chest and he fell. Somewhere in the background, he heard the desperate shouts of his men trying to save him, the clatter of his sword. He blinked, surprised he could see. 

He was on the ground. 

A face appeared above him. For a moment, he thought it was The Holy One, but it was one of his men. He blinked again as his body went numb and more of his men hovered above him.

“Enoch!” one of his men cried. 

“You will pay!” shouted another Halifax soldier, trading blows with someone out of view.

He heard the enraged cries of some of his men, shouting for vengeance, but also others, shouting the word he’d heard before. 

Victory.

Enoch had a second to wonder if they’d won. 

And then the world went black.   


Chapter 84:  Kirby

Distraught, angry men gathered around the fallen Enoch, shouting to the heavens, while others raised their bloodied swords, ready to put an end to what had been a vicious war.

Enoch was dead.

Too many had fallen.

But they’d won.

The other side of the crowd was little more than a group of scared, clustered men, raising their swords. The remaining islanders—mostly peasants—stood in the middle of two approaching groups. Kirby’s group stood on one end, facing the now-outnumbered islanders, while Bray and Samron’s men stood on the other. 

“Bray!” Kirby shouted, unable to believe he was alive, that they’d succeeded.

He shouted her name. A relieved expression crossed his face as he raised his sword. But they weren’t quite done.

The islanders in the middle looked from one group to the next, looking as if they might flee rather than fight. Kirby surveyed the sloping road, a graveyard for the unburied: bodies everywhere, riddled with bullet wounds, cuts, or arrows. Most of the wounded had perished, but a few were alive, watching with glazed eyes as they waited for help, or a merciful end. 

The Halifax men prepared to charge, but Kirby stopped them.

“Deacon is dead!” she yelled, halting them with a raised hand. “The war is done.”

The islanders looked from Kirby to the Halifax men, certain they were in a trap of which there was no way out. One woman, wearing farmer’s clothing, found a break in the crowd and ran. She gasped for breath as she made headway down the road, her sword swinging at her side. Bray and Samron’s group quickly swarmed her.

“Let her go!” Kirby cried to Samron, to the confused looks of the others. “There is no need for more bloodshed.” 

The Halifax men watched Samron. His face was grave as he looked past the crowd and at the fallen body of Enoch. He stepped toward the men holding the scared, fleeing farmer woman. 

“Enoch will be dead, whether you kill these people or not,” Kirby called. “So will Deacon. Let them go.”

After a moment’s pause, Samron said something to the men.

The restraining men released her.

Everyone watched the woman run down the road and onto the island, looking over her shoulder with every step. Clearly, the peasants wanted to join her. They watched Samron with expectant, hopeful faces. 

“You are right,” Samron said, directing his comment to everyone. “The war is over. We have won.” He said something to the Halifax men in their language, who lowered their swords halfway.

Slowly, the men rose from Enoch, their faces painted with grief. They looked at each other with uncontained emotion. Seeing their expressions, Samron said a single word in their language. Hearing it, the men looked up. Samron repeated the word. They looked at each other, raised their swords back in the air, and put their grief into a shout, repeating the word louder, and louder, until the bridge was a single mass of chants. Kirby didn’t need to know the word to understand its meaning.

Victory! Victory! Victory!

She felt a swell of something she hadn’t felt in a long while, the emotion of a battle won, but more importantly, the end of spilled blood. The cries tapered off as the men lowered their swords and the attention turned to the group of peasants, still in the middle of the descending road, fearful. 

Samron watched them as he made a determination.

“I would keep them here,” Kirby suggested. “Perhaps they can help you tend to the wounded. At the very least, you can keep track of them, while you determine what is next.”

Samron nodded. He relayed some instructions to his men, who surrounded the group. “Drop your weapons. We will not harm you.”

The peasants hesitated, clearly not believing him. He repeated the instruction. Swords clattered to the ground. The islanders looked around the road, clearly grief-stricken by their own losses, and still scared. 

Kirby rode her horse around the scattered bodies, the dropped weapons, and the people in the middle of the sloping road, to meet Bray. He strode toward her with a look of tired determination. His clothes were ripped and dirty. Blood spattered his shirt and his face. She scanned a few bleeding wounds on his arm, and on his legs. 

“Are you okay?”

“A few days’ rest will heal me,” he said with a half-smile. Pointing at her leg, still stuck with half an arrow, he said, “But you look in worse shape. You were shot.”

Kirby looked down at the protruding shaft. “I’ll get a healer to dig this out. Or I’ll do it myself.”

“A moment ago, you said Deacon was killed. Was that a lie you told to stop the war?”

Kirby looked behind her at the sprawling, magnificent bridge that rose above the descending road, where the first rays of sunlight speared through the bottom of The Arches. She looked to the water, churning underneath and spilling from the dam a way behind it, seeing nothing but the river. “He fell from the bridge. Flora knocked him into the water with her horse.”

Bray processed the information. 

“All of them are gone,” Kirby said sadly. “The horse, and Flora. They went over with him.”

“Gone,” he said simply.

A faraway look crossed Bray’s eyes as he looked from the bridge, to the river, to the fallen men and women lying in all directions. 

“I hope she can find a peace the islands could not give her,” Kirby said.

Bray held an expression of sadness she hadn’t seen him wear. “As do I.” Looking at the horse on top of which she was riding, he said, “I will miss the other steed. He accompanied us through a lot. He was a good horse.”

“I will miss him, as well.” Kirby shook her head. “But we need to find William.”

Hearing their conversation, Samron walked over to join them. “If you are going to find William, I will come with you, with a group of my remaining men. I will leave the rest here.”

Bray looked around. About two hundred of the Halifax men remained, as blood spattered as him.

“Thank you,” Bray said. To Kirby, he said, “We should check the second island, if that is where you last saw him. We can search the houses closest to the road on the way.”

“I thought the same. Why don’t you ride with me?” Kirby said, beckoning to a spot on the horse behind her. 

Bray hopped on the stirrup. Forcing a smile through his trepidation, he said, “Let’s go.”

**

Kirby, Bray, Samron, and a group of fifty Halifax men walked or rode the long road through the islands, surveying the aftermath of a hard-fought war. Bodies lay in all directions. Islanders and Halifax men were sprawled on top of one another, their blood mixed in puddles. Bray guessed about five or six hundred islanders had fallen in total. Several times, the Halifax men stopped next to the body of a fallen friend, saying some quiet words before moving on.

“We will burn the bodies later,” Samron said. “First, we will find your friend.”

They continued walking. The Halifax men split off from the road as they encountered each house, looking through the doorways, determining they were empty before moving on. Once, Bray got off his horse and went to the woods as he spotted someone through the trees, but it ended up being a young, scared woman. She ran when she saw them.

“My guess is many of the islanders are still in hiding,” Samron said. “We will need to speak with them. I am not sure what we will say.”

“Some of the islanders might be grateful to be rid of a leader such as Deacon,” Bray said, with an air of hope he wanted to believe, even though he didn’t fully.

“Even still, they will harbor thoughts of revenge,” Samron said. He looked as if he was working through something. “I never thought I would live to see this day, walking a road that our ancestors must have walked when they were at peace.” He stared down at a body of one of the Halifax men, whose mouth was agape in death. “And now it holds the blood of our generation, as well as our ancestors’.”

“Perhaps the blood of this new war will be for a reason,” Bray suggested. “Perhaps it will lead to peace.”

“We will see,” Samron said.

Riding past the open door of a butcher’s shop, Bray looked inside, surprised to see a body he recognized. A man hung half in and out of a doorway, looking as if he had gotten as far as he could before collapsing. He had fallen on his side, clutching a string of beads around his neck. 

“You look as if you recognize that person,” Kirby said to Bray.

“Levi, one of the hunters I accompanied,” Bray said with a nod. 

“He gave information about you to Bartholomew,” Kirby remembered, “right before the soldiers attacked you.”

“Yes.”

“What are those beads around his neck?”

“They contain the dirt of The Arches,” Bray said. “They carry them with them on the hunt. Or, they did.” Bray fell silent, walking away without a word as he got back on the horse. 

They moved on until they passed a body lying in the street among the others, a sword stuck in his gut. Half of his face was blackened by fire. It took Kirby a moment to recognize Bartholomew’s body. She noticed Bray staring at him from the back of her horse. 

“That revenge will be worthless without William,” Kirby said over her shoulder. 

“You are right,” Bray agreed.

“Let’s get moving.”


Chapter 85:  Bray

The sun shined over the wooden bridge as they crossed the small patch of water that ran in between the islands. Bray inhaled an odor that he hadn’t smelled since they’d been off the islands. Demons. The Halifax men, and Samron, looked around.  

“I smell the twisted men,” Bray said, scanning the ground as they passed a few dead island soldiers.

The soldiers appeared to have been half-eaten, but he saw a few demon carcasses among them, as well. 

“They must have heard the noise,” Kirby guessed. “Perhaps they crossed the river, as you did.”

“Perhaps. We should keep vigilant, just in case there are more.”

They kept a keen alert as they traveled onto the second island, passing a few more soldiers who had been killed by the twisted men, ripped open and partially consumed. Farther up on the island, in the land before the buildings, they saw more demon bodies, struck down by swords. Several had smaller stab wounds. Some looked as if they had been bludgeoned.

“Strange,” Bray said aloud, as they looked between the bodies. 

Pointing to the buildings they approached, Kirby said to Samron, “Perhaps we can check the building where we stayed, while you check the other.”

Before Samron could agree, the door of the right-hand building opened and people streamed from the inside, carrying knives, swords, and long, sharp sticks. They took positions in the yard, lining up in defensive rows. Some hobbled, while others used contraptions meant to hold them up as they walked. A younger man missing a leg limped out to join the others. Bray recognized some of The Important Ones he’d seen in the yard. About fifty or so people exited the building before the door closed. An old woman with white hair and a knife in her hand, stepping in front of the others, put up a shaky hand, and yelled, “Do not come closer!”

Samron and the Halifax men paused, confused, or perhaps gauging the threat of the elderly and disabled.

“We mean no harm,” Bray said. “The battle is over. We are here for our friend, the boy, William.”

The woman with white hair surveyed them for a quiet moment. “You are the strangers. You have brought death to our door. You have come to finish us off.”

“That is not our intention,” Bray returned. “We are in search of our friend, that is all.”

“He is no longer here,” the woman said.

“Where is he?” Kirby asked, bristling as some anger entered her voice. 

“Deacon took him, according to the whispers,” the woman said. “We do not know to where he was taken.”

“Deacon is dead. And so are his soldiers,” Bray said, motioning to the bodies behind him, as if to prove his point. “Though we didn’t kill these men.”

“We know that,” the woman said. “The Savages did. The wild men came over the water. The soldiers killed most of them, before they died, but we took care of the rest. It has been a long time since we have seen Savages here. It took the strongest of us to best them, and several died, but we had to protect ourselves, and the children inside. We will do what we have to, so you do not get to them.”

The yard went quiet as the two parties looked at each other across the distance separating them. Finally, Samron stepped forward. “We have no interest in killing any of you, or the children, as Bray said,” Samron said. “Our people are not like yours. We do not kill for scalps, or for pleasure.”

“Neither do we.” The woman looked down at her feeble hands. 

“Perhaps not now,” Samron said, taking back some of his words.

“We have heard the rumors about your land,” the woman said. “We know why you are here.”

“The islanders—your people—stole our land.”

“The stories of The Arches have changed so many times that we do not know what is a truth.” The woman sighed. “The leaders tell us what to believe—Deacon, his uncle, or the man before that. The stories change, but our lives do not. We live, we eat, we kill. We do what the rest of the people in this world do, in order to survive.”

Samron seemed confused, or dismayed. As if to convince them, he repeated, “These islands were our ancestors’.”

“Perhaps.” The woman looked as if she had more to say, but she didn’t dispute his claim. An elderly man next to her, with a pointed stick in his hand, asked, “Are you sure Deacon is dead? And his soldiers?”

“Most of them, yes,” Bray said with certainty. 

An emotion passed through some of the crowd that Bray didn’t understand, until he thought about why. These people were as much a victim as he, or Kirby, or William. They seemed as if they were in shock. They were hesitant to believe they were safe. They had been thrown from bridges, killed when they lost their use. They had been treated as badly as anyone, he figured.

Sensing their hesitation, Samron assured them, “We will not harm you or the children. That was never our intention in coming here. We have much to talk about, in the coming days. But if you will agree to put down your weapons, we will not raise ours. Allow us to pass, and to search for the boy for whom we are looking. We will figure out what the future holds.”

Demonstrating his sincerity, Samron lowered the sword in his hand. Slowly, some of The Important Ones relaxed as the Halifax men followed suit.

“The boy is not in here,” the woman repeated in a gentler tone. “Though you are welcome to check. I only ask that you send a few men. We do not want to scare the children any more than they are.”

“I agree,” Samron said.

“Kirby and I will go,” Bray said, dismounting the horse.

“You might want to check the other building, as well,” said the old man with the stick, a grave expression on his face.

“Do you think he is there?” Bray asked.

“For his sake, I hope not,” the old man said.

**

Bray and Kirby walked through the halls of The Important Ones, peeking from one room to the next. Some of the feebler elderly lay in beds, or sat up, watching them. In other rooms, children peered out from behind the elder men or women protecting them, as if Bray and Kirby might attack. He and Kirby worked from hallway to hallway, looking in rooms they hadn’t seen, none of which harbored William.

Finally, they exited to the back of the buildings.

Samron and some other Halifax men emerged from the left-hand building, a stumbling, wounded man under their arms, looking as if he was at the edge of death. His body was starved so badly he resembled a skeleton. He was half-naked, battered in bruises and wounds. Samron broke from the man to meet Bray and Kirby.

“Some of the worst things we suspected are true,” he said, rekindled anger in his eyes. “The devices, Jonas…”

“Are there others?” Kirby asked, shaking her head.

“He is the only one,” Samron said. “Another man is in there, dead. I can only guess how many others have suffered at the hands of Deacon and Jonas, and their soldiers. Our only comfort is that this will not happen again.”

“William?” Bray asked, suspecting the answer.

“He was not there. We found some relics, but those will not help us now.”

Bray looked out into the forest, scanning the trees that he couldn’t see past. He saw no buildings, or places in which William would hide. Before he could make a decision, a door opened behind them.

Bray and Kirby turned.

The old woman with white hair emerged, as if she’d remembered something. She pointed to a spot behind the building, with hay, water, and an empty rope.

“A horse was here before,” she said, pointing. “We heard some commotion, before everything began and the Savages came. I’m not sure if there is a connection to the boy you seek.”

“Perhaps they took him elsewhere,” Kirby said, worry entering her voice.

“I wish I could say for sure.” The woman threw up her hands.

Bray looked toward the forest. On the ground, he saw what might be the impressions of horse hooves. He was thinking about following them when Kirby interrupted with, “Who’s that? Over there?”

Bray spun.

Between the buildings, far down to the wooden bridge and past it, where the rest of the Halifax men waited with he and Kirby’s horse, a figure appeared on a horse. A boy about the size and shape of William sat in the saddle, watching them. He looked as if he might turn and ride in the other direction.

“William!” Bray called.

Bray ran.

The Halifax men spoke excitedly as Bray tore past them, between the buildings and past more Halifax men. Reaching the wooden bridge, he called out to the figure on horseback. The figure watched him for a moment, confused, or judging, and then the horse trotted slowly toward Bray.

William’s hair was mussed, his face dirty. Pieces of hay clung to a bulky jacket draped over his shoulders that was obviously not his. Kirby limped to catch up. Disbelief crossed William’s face as he appraised Bray and Kirby, as if they might be a delusion, or he might be dreaming. 

“Where did you come from?” Bray asked, unable to believe what he was seeing, that William was all right.

“I hid in the woods through the fighting,” he explained, as if he was making sense of it himself. “When I came out this morning, I thought I saw a horse passing this way, but I wasn’t sure. I followed it here. Is the war over? Has it ended?”

“It’s over,” Bray said. “Or at least, for us it is.”

A noise from Bray’s left made him look over at Kirby. Silent tears fell from Kirby’s eyes. She wiped her face and smiled.

“You’re alive.”

William pointed behind them, at the group of Halifax men watching intently. “Why are they here with you? Are we prisoners?”

“No,” Bray said. “We are free.”

“And so is everyone else on the island,” Kirby said with a smile. “Come on, William. You must be cold and hungry. Follow us.”

**

Bray, Kirby, and William led the other steed up toward the buildings. The sun had risen higher in the sky, taking away some of the night’s chill. The Halifax men in front of the buildings watched them approach. Passing by some of the dead demons, Bray noticed William staring. 

“What’s wrong, William?”

“It’s…nothing,” William said. 

“Are you feeling okay?” Kirby asked. “Perhaps you are still feverish.”

“I think I am still recovering,” William said evasively. 

“We will set the horse up in back of the buildings,” Kirby said. “Perhaps the elderly people who live here will allow us to stay for a bit.”

“A healer should look at your leg,” Bray warned. “You will need to remove the rest of the arrow.”

Kirby didn’t look as if she needed the help, but she didn’t refuse it, either. Samron met them in the middle of the yard, with a half-smile Bray had only seen him wear a few times.

“You have found the boy you were looking for,” he said.

“We did,” Bray said, feeling a relief he hadn’t yet processed.

The war felt as if it had been going for days, or weeks. He was exhausted, drained. 

“Perhaps The Holy One blessed our battle, after all,” Samron said, looking at William.

William looked as if he had something else to say. Turning to Kirby and Bray, a worried expression overtook him. “I have forgotten something,” he said.

“What is it?” Bray asked.

“Follow me.”

**

Bray and Kirby rode behind William on the horses as they trekked deeper into the woods on the second island, heading down a snow-speckled path filled with horse, boot, and demon prints that Bray might’ve noticed, if they hadn’t found William by the bridge. Bray studied the trail, alert for demons or other dangers.

“Where are we going?”

“I will show you,” said William.

He led them further, until a small, squat building appeared in the distance, sheltered by trees and isolated from everything else. Bray frowned as he noticed the tracks leading up to it. 

“This is where they kept me,” William said, dismounting his horse and tying it to a tree. A strange, reflective expression crossed his face. 

Bray tied their horse, and he and Kirby accompanied William to the building. Reaching into the oversized jacket on his shoulders, William pulled out a key and inserted it in the door. Bray looked around the forest, his sword out and ready. Before Bray or Kirby could question him, William pulled open the door.

The daylight revealed a tired, scared old woman. An empty tray that might’ve contained food lay on the floor next to her. The room stank of a used chamber pot, and sweaty, unwashed clothes.

“Berta,” Kirby whispered, recognizing her.

The woman looked as if she might crawl backward against the wall. 

“We are not here to hurt you,” William said. “I’ve come to let you out.”


Chapter 86:  Bray

Bray, Kirby, and William sat in a room in the building with The Important Ones, a room they were no longer confined to. The room was much nicer than the cold in which they’d all slept for several nights, or the battlefield in which they’d spent too many hours. 

The woman with the white hair, who told them that her name was Marygrace, sent some of the healers to tend their wounds. A woman with obvious skill removed the arrow from Kirby’s leg, patching her up and stopping the bleeding.

“It seems we have matching wounds,” Bray said with a grim smile, pointing to Kirby’s leg, and a slice he’d received in roughly the same spot.

“We all wear too many scars,” Kirby said. “But I will take a scar over my death.”

“As will I,” Bray agreed.

William sat silently on the bed, closing his eyes as he took some well-deserved rest.

“Are you all right, William?” Bray asked.

“I’m fine,” William said. “I don’t remember when, or how much, I slept last. Too many days seem to have run together.”

“You will need more time to recuperate,” Bray guessed.

“When will Samron come back?” Kirby asked.

“He told me he will spend time with the other Halifax men, finding others on the island, while some of his men guard us here,” Bray said. “They have much to figure out. He is going to explain his good intentions, but I am not sure what will happen.”

“Nor am I.”

“Most of the islanders are in hiding, though a few have come back for their children,” Bray said. “I saw Jaydra earlier. Samron allowed her in, escorted by his guards. She said a few islanders have talked about venturing into the forest, though I am not certain. With so many dead, there will be many things to clean up. It will take time to determine what will happen here. Samron will need to decide if, and when, he brings the rest of his people here.”

“Everything will settle. And then perhaps things will change again,” Kirby said, a cryptic look on her face. 

“You look as if you don’t have hope for the islands.”

“I do not know what to think.” Kirby stared at the wall. “I felt the same way at my settlement. Even when we were safe, it felt as though I was waiting for something to take that safety away.”

“You want to leave,” Bray surmised.

“Perhaps not today, but soon,” she admitted. “I cannot live on another land where I have killed so many.”

Bray looked at William, who had opened his eyes as he listened. “I feel the same way,” William agreed, with a certainty in his voice that reminded Bray of how much he’d been through.

Bray watched them with a decision on his mind.

But it wasn’t really a decision.

They’d go together.

“Once we have rested, we will leave,” he said, closing his eyes for a long moment. “For now, we should take advantage of a warm place to rest.”


Chapter 87:  Bray

The air was cold and crisp as Bray rode a horse, with Kirby and William behind on theirs, trotting up the sloping road, across the bridge, and over The Arches. Several guards nodded at them from the sides of the bridge, watching them with a fondness, perhaps even a pride. Halifax men. Bray nodded at the men as they rode past, looking out over the deep, raging water. A few days after the war, a hard winter rain had spilled from behind the clouds, filling the river, washing away much of the blood from the roads and melting most of the snow.

Now, the sun shone.

They trotted in silence over the bridge, past several more guards and through the gap next to the boulders, onto the road that was now mostly melted. Bray looked up and down the road, one direction going past the dam and north, the other south; both to places he’d never seen. His bag on his back was heavier than what he’d come in with—filled with supplies, knives, and ammunition taken off the bodies of dead Halifax men, those who had died before using it in the battle. They’d also found some better saddlebags, which they’d attached to the horses. After taking what they could carry, Kirby had graciously let the Halifax men keep the rest.

She adjusted the rifle slung over her shoulder as she followed Bray’s gaze.

“Any ideas on where to go?” Bray asked.

Kirby looked reflective. “When I was in the forest with Jonas, he told a story,” she said. 

Bray didn’t hold back his disgust. “I wouldn’t believe a word he said.”

“I never did, but I believed this story, because it was told by someone else,” she said. “It was a story he heard from one of The Important Ones, a dying old man.”

“What was the story?” William asked curiously, from the back of Kirby’s horse.

“Who knows, it was probably a fool’s hope.” Kirby lowered her eyes. “The old man spoke of a place way farther south, where the devices of the people you call the Ancients still functioned. A place of peace.”

“The Ancients,” William said, with a strange smile at Bray that he didn’t understand.

“Jonas thought it was a delirious tale of a dying man,” Kirby said. “And who knows, he’s probably right.”

“It is a nice story,” Bray agreed. 

“Perhaps I want to believe it, more than I think it is true.” Kirby shrugged.

Looking down at the pistol in his holster, Bray said, “If you had asked me a while ago, I never would have thought I’d carry a gun.”

“And I never thought I’d be riding a horse,” Kirby said with a thin smile. 

“In any case, it sounds as good a direction as any.” Bray shrugged. “Why don’t we head south?”

“It is too bad you lost your father’s map,” William lamented as he looked at Bray.

Bray smiled as he looked over at William and Kirby. “Perhaps we can make a new one.”

William smiled back at Bray as they spurred the horses, riding down the road.
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Chapter 1:  Bray

“Another ruined city,” Bray said cautiously, as he looked from his perch on the horse down the long, grassy, tree-covered slope, toward the tall, crumbled spires in the distance. “I don’t know whether to be relieved or worried.”

“If this city is as dead as it looks, we probably won’t find much more than rats,” Kirby said from the back of his steed, which they shared.

“And demons, of course,” William added.

Bray looked over at William, who sat alone on the horse next to them, which they’d decided to call Spirit, after the courageous battle at The Arches all those months ago. They’d kept the name Blackthorn for the other steed. It seemed as if those events had happened in another lifetime. Many miles of traveling south had worn down their hopes that they might find anything like the city of which Kirby had heard in the stories, a city where the Ancient’s Tech Magic was preserved, a place where they could be safe. A handful of times since leaving The Arches, they’d seen small bands of barbarian tribes in the forest, whom they’d avoided, but they hadn’t seen any significant number of people.

They saw plenty of twisted men, though. 

The demons were everywhere, hunting and lurking. For the most part, they avoided them. Occasionally, the twisted men surprised them, and William yelled some words to drive them away. Bray appreciated the boy’s power. He just wished it hadn’t come at the price of pain. 

Ever since leaving The Arches, William’s condition had worsened. Each night, when they bedded down in a crumbled building in some destroyed city, or in the forest, William scratched at his knees and elbows, as if he might claw the infection away. Every time they stopped at a body of water, William gazed at his reflection, as if he might see something different than the warts that had appeared on either side of his forehead. William’s appearance was growing closer and closer to a demon’s. He insisted on wearing his hooded jacket, even though they hadn’t felt the sting of the cold in many months. Sometimes, Bray wondered if finding the miraculous city from the stories was the only thing driving William on. 

Several days ago, William had asked to ride Spirit by himself. The request didn’t sit well with Bray or Kirby, but they’d allowed it. Bray pitied the boy.

Reaching up, instinctively pulling his hood tighter around the row of calcified, bumpy warts on the side of his head, William said, “You’re probably right about the rats being the only things we find. I don’t hear any demon cries.”

“Maybe we’ll find some animals we can hunt,” Kirby said hopefully.

“Or a stash of snowberry,” Bray said with a wry smile. “I’m beginning to forget what it tastes like.”

He glanced over at Kirby. In the months they traveled, other things had changed, as well. As he and Kirby spent more time together, sharing blankets, protecting each other, and dividing up game, they had developed a deep affection for one another. Neither of them spoke about the times their hands and bodies met in the night, amidst the distant shriek of demons, in between their watches. Neither spoke about the looks they shared while consuming their meals. For a while after leaving The Arches, Bray’s advances had become a routine, and Kirby had deftly avoided his passes, but each routine contained a truth that neither could deny.  

Eventually, they stopped denying it.

They didn’t profess their feelings the way someone might in a fairy-tale story, but Bray’s emotions for Kirby surprised him. She was hardened, jaded by war, but she had a resilience he had never encountered in another woman. 

He felt for her the way he had felt for William’s mother. He still missed Ella, but his bond with Kirby felt stronger, because of the length of time they’d spent together. 

William, for his part, accepted their closeness. Or perhaps he was too preoccupied with his condition to notice.

In any case, Bray couldn’t picture Kirby leaving in another direction. 

Spurring his steed, Bray rode his horse next to William’s down the hill. Lush, overgrown grass swayed with the wind, caressing the horses’ flanks. The sun shone brightly through the tops of the foliage. William adjusted on Spirit’s saddle, pointing out a group of tall, stalky trees with long, straight stems. “More of those strange trees with leaves only at the top,” he said.

“They seem to be unique to this southern region,” Kirby said.

“And some of those strange fruits we’ve been eating,” William said, gesturing toward another tree on the hill. “It looks like the demons took most of the fruits from the lowest branches.”

“If we don’t see any danger, we’ll come back and pick some,” Bray promised, wiping sweat from his brow.

From her perch behind Bray, Kirby said, “The temperature will get even hotter, the farther south we ride.”

“You’ve said that before, and I certainly don’t miss the cold temperatures,” Bray said. “But how can you know?”

“It is the same way in the land I came from,” she answered. “The sun shines brighter on this portion of the earth. I am not sure why.”

Bray had long ago accepted that Kirby had knowledge outside of what he’d learned in Brighton. Although some of her stories seemed extraordinary, he saw evidence of her knowledge all around. He trusted her. 

“Perhaps if we ride farther south, I’ll win my wager.” Bray grinned.

“You still think you’ll find the edge of the earth.” Kirby was amused.

“If I do, you owe me my horses back.”

As they got farther down the hill, which was situated on the city’s western edge, they got a better view of the city. Bray chose an indirect path, hoping to avoid the obvious roads, and to locate any threats before they were upon them. Overgrown grass sprouted around the towers. The buildings were tall, looming, and spaced at even distances. Weeds snaked and climbed around them, poking from the dark recesses where windows had been. The city seemed as dead as it had when they’d first seen it from the top of the hill.

They aimed their horses through an overgrown path between two edifices on the edge of the city’s middle, keeping their Tech Magic guns drawn, even though there was nothing at which to aim them. Through the buildings, Bray saw a pockmarked road that might have belonged in any other city. Small trees and bushes jutted out wherever the stone had cracked, devouring a place that had probably once been grand, but had now fallen to ruins, like so many others.

“It is strangely quiet,” Bray said.

“Perhaps there are fewer demons this far south,” Kirby suggested. “Though I am not sure why.”

A few scared birds took flight as they approached. A nervous squirrel skittered away through some weeds. Riding out from between two tall, looming monoliths, they entered the street. Bray looked up and down the empty road. A few flattened bushes next to a building spoke of a deer’s resting place. Demon footprints imprinted the mud in various places, but none seemed fresh. Bray smelled no foul odors, and he saw no boot prints.

Turning left, they rode through several debris-strewn streets, filled with metal that would’ve been worth more than a few meals in Brighton. Rats scuttled through the overgrowth; chipmunks ducked back into holes. For a while as they rode through the city, the towers looked the same—tall, with an equal number of windows on each floor, constructed of the same type of Ancient stone, like houses stacked on top of one another. As they kept going, they found roads with shorter, plain buildings. A crumbled bridge ran overhead of one road, slanted sideways, as if it might pitch to the ground, with plants growing from gaping crevices. 

“You’ve never explained how they made bridges like that,” William said to Kirby as he pointed at it, and they trotted underneath.

“Perhaps I can explain it to you tonight, around the fire,” Kirby offered.

“I’d like that,” William said.

They passed cautiously below, looking at the mounds of dirt hanging from the bridge’s underside. 

After clearing it, William pointed to a building a hundred feet past it. “That building looks different.”

Bray followed his gaze. A large structure about the height of several Brighton homes sat at the road’s edge. A half-circle of Ancient stone curved over the entrance, with ornate, weathered carvings etched into the beams. Bray studied the designs at the front of the building, but time had worn away most of their features. The building’s ceiling, which sloped back from the entrance, was mostly solid, but had a few obvious holes, and probably more that he couldn’t see. Through the building’s gaping entrance, he saw some more of the same, strange trees.

He saw no signs of life.

“I’m going to check it out,” William said, riding ahead. 

“Wait,” Bray called.

William looked back at Bray to argue. “We haven’t seen evidence of anyone traveling here in a while. No fresh demon tracks, or scat. I know how to take care of myself. I’ll be fine.” 

Bray hesitated. It was hard for Bray to accept that William wasn’t the same, scared boy he had encountered in the woods outside Brighton all that time ago. He yearned for independence, like most kids his age. 

“Be careful,” Bray said.

“I always am,” William assured him as he trotted off.

Bray and Kirby watched him go.

“I’m worried about him,” Bray said, as they followed slowly behind.

“He’s certainly proven himself,” Kirby said. “But I’m worried, too, about his condition. I’ve been watching him closely. Most of my people in New Hope showed signs of deterioration: warts on their back, their knees, or their spine, like the ones I have. But none of us had warts on our faces.”

“He’s progressing more quickly than others,” agreed Bray, with a solemn nod.

“He reminds me of Jingo, the man we met outside of Brighton all those months ago.”

“You mean the smart demon?”

“Yes,” Kirby said. “We met him on separate occasions. I met him with the group I was with, and you met him in the Ancient City.”

“I remember. I almost killed him, before I killed William’s mother,” Bray said, looking away before the memory could sting him again. “I’ll never forget that day.”

Kirby nodded gravely. Returning to her original point, she said, “Jingo kept his faculties, even though the spore afflicted him. In fact, he was smarter than anyone I’ve met, before or since.” She stared off into the towers as if she’d given the matter a lot of thought. And why wouldn’t she have? Kirby was infected, too. She had as much to lose as William. 

“Do you believe Jingo was really three hundred years old?” Bray asked.

“I believe he was telling the truth. He was extremely intelligent. But William is, too.” Kirby lowered her head, clearly thinking about her own fate. “I have long ago accepted that the spore will turn my mind to madness—whether it is a year from now, or several. I do not share William’s intelligence, or his gift at speaking with demons. Perhaps his special gifts—and his appearance—mean there is hope for him.” 

Breaking from what often became a morbid mood, with no good answers, Bray asked, “Is that another of those tunnels you told us about?” 

He pointed past the building where William had entered, toward a wide, weed-filled depression that ran in a straight line underneath another bridge and continued as far as the eye could see. A few trees grew diagonally from that pocked, hole-ridden crevice.

“Yes,” she answered. “Part of the place they called a subway, collapsed, like most of the ones we’ve seen. It extends throughout the city, most likely.”

Bray nodded as they rode their horse over to the building where William had tied his. He still had trouble picturing the objects Kirby had described, which she called subway cars, carrying people from one place to another at speeds far faster than horses. He couldn’t fathom why people would build some of those structures underground, where nasty things might live.

“I don’t know if I would travel in one of those tunnels, if I lived in the days of the Ancients,” he said, not for the first time. “I’ll take a horse—and the warm sun on my face—over a device like that, any day.” Bray smiled. 

“If the cities were as crowded as the stories tell us, you wouldn’t travel as quickly.”

Bray looked at the place where William had entered. “I wonder what significance this building had?”

“It was probably the train station, where people went inside,” Kirby explained. “Sometimes they entered above ground before descending to the devices below that ran in the tunnels. They say these underground devices carried more people than you can imagine. So many people lived in cities that they needed them to get from one place to another. At least, that is what our stories say.”

“Did the devices carry them to different cities?”

“I don’t think so.” Kirby frowned as she thought on it. “The underground tunnels always seemed to loop back to one another. That part was always confusing to us.”

“Perhaps it was too much effort to build them that far.” Bray shrugged. 

“It is possible.”

Bray halted their steed and he and Kirby dismounted. He tied it next to William’s and adjusted the bag on his back.  “In any case, I don’t think we’ll have the answer anytime soon.”

A shout interrupted them. 

Bray’s heart hammered as he recognized the voice.

William.
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