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Preface

Welcome to Book 3 of THE RUINS.




Perhaps one of the unexpected byproducts of spending nine books with a set of characters is how attached you can become to them. Bray, Kirby, and William have started to feel like old friends, and I feel like a companion walking next to them.




During the creation of these chapters, I was right there next to Bray, sipping from a flask of snowberry as we talked about the dangers of the twisted men. I sat on a moss-covered log next to Kirby, checking my ammunition as she explained the secrets of Tech Magic. I sympathized with William as he coped with his own personal demons, and mourned the people he's lost. Some of these chapters stuck with me, long after I shut off my computer.




I hope you feel a similar affection.




Expect many twists and surprises as the characters in THE RUINS get into some of the most dangerous—and emotional—challenges they have seen.




Because of the immersive nature of the world, this final story arc in the series—originally intended as a trilogy—will be told over two books. As I got into the storyline, I realized another book was needed to do the story justice. Hopefully that is a good surprise to most of you. Don't worry, I won't leave you dangling over the edge of a bridge at the end of Book 3, but I look forward to spending some extra time with Bray, Kirby, and William (if they survive). I hope you do, too.




Enjoy Book 3.




Tyler Piperbrook

September 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 named 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.  

THE RUINS Book 2 Recap




Suspecting Kirby has been thrown from the bridge at The Arches, Bray causes a small scene. The hunters calm him, assuring him that Kirby and William are all right. Bray hunts for his friends on the first island. While searching, he is attacked by a group of guards, led by Bartholomew and Jonathan, and left for dead in the river. Bartholomew sends Flora to bring Bray's scalp back to Deacon.

On the second island, Kirby looks after a sick William. She encounters the strange man named Jonas, who uses a ploy to separate her from William. Deacon kidnaps William while Kirby is distracted. Deacon, Jonas, and some guards confront Kirby, demanding more guns in exchange for William's life. Kirby tells them there may be more weapons in her settlement. Deacon forces her to return to New Hope with a small party consisting of Jonas, Ruben, and Heinrich, with the intention of meeting with a larger group, in order to obtain guns and exchange them for William's life.

At the Halifax settlement, the Halifax people gain experience with firearms.

Bray climbs from the river, beaten and bruised. He fears Kirby and William are dead. Before he can make a decision to rescue them, Flora tracks him down and attacks. A bloody battle ensues as she tries to get his scalp. The altercation ends when Halifax soldiers surround them with guns, forcing them to march back to Halifax. 

While traveling to New Hope, Kirby, Jonas, Ruben, and Heinrich discover the larger party of islanders with whom they were supposed to meet, dead at the hands of Halifax soldiers. A survivor of that massacre reaches The Arches, warning Deacon of the escalating violence. Fearing war, Deacon sends scouts to Halifax to find out what is going on.

William, trapped on the second island, tries to escape his squalid prison.

Bray meets Enoch, the leader of Halifax, who shares a mutual hatred for the people of The Arches. According to Enoch, the people of The Arches stole their land and have practiced cruelty for generations. The Halifax people interrogate Flora without success. Convincing Enoch to let him speak with her, Bray makes some headway, discovering Flora's anger toward Deacon due to the death of her father. He convinces Flora to work with them, and tries convincing Enoch they can work together to defeat the islanders. Enoch is not certain.

In the wild, more Halifax soldiers attack Kirby, Jonas, Heinrich, and Ruben. They kill Heinrich and Ruben, and severely wound Jonas. Kirby and Jonas hole up in a small building, staving off the Halifax men with Kirby's grenades.

Back in Halifax, Enoch and Bray receive word of a strange, trapped woman with incredible weapons. They march out to discover Kirby. Bray and Kirby reunite, returning to Halifax with Enoch. They finally convince Enoch to go to battle, after Enoch hears tales from Jonas about the torture he has committed against the people of Halifax. In a bloody ceremony, the Halifax people take retribution on Jonas.

Deacon's scouts, hiding close to Halifax, hear the ceremony and make the educated guess that war is coming. They inform Deacon so he can prepare.

Bray, Kirby, Flora, and three hundred Halifax soldiers return to The Arches, engaging in a savage battle. By the battle's end, Flora, Deacon, and Enoch are killed, while the remaining Halifax people—under the direction of the Halifax soldier Samron—reclaim the islands. William escapes his prison and reunites with Bray and Kirby. 

Bray, Kirby, and William ride south on their horses, on the slim hope they will find a place where the Ancient's Tech Magic has been preserved, a place where they will be safe.


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.


Chapter 2:  Bray

Bray spun and aimed his rifle backward, suspecting a trap, but he saw nothing except the quiet, ruined city. The horses adjusted nervously as the shout came again, from deep in the building. 

Neither Bray nor Kirby hesitated any longer.

They darted through the building's wide threshold on foot, sending a few rats skittering. The enormous, damp room was filled with trees and weeds. Sunlight speared through parts of the broken roof, creating alternating bands of light and shadow. Bray scanned the edges of the wide room for threats. Along the walls, he saw the frames of a few dilapidated rooms, now decayed and open, but he couldn't see everything, and he couldn't see William. He kicked some dried demon feces as he ran. He inhaled the air for the noxious odor that usually alerted him to nearby demons, ready to chew their flesh.

"William?" he called.

William answered, sounding as if he was in some distant place.

They kept moving through the large room, weaving through some more trees, crossing a distance of a hundred feet before they reached the room's end, which stopped abruptly at a steep ledge. Rotted, broken stairs descended perpendicularly, away from the center of an overlook high enough to break a leg, or worse. The building extended much farther back than Bray realized. He looked over the edge, as if he might find a crumpled, wounded boy somewhere at the bottom. Perhaps the cry had been a plea for help. All he saw were more trees, brush, and scraps of jagged metal on the lower level of the building.

Much more space lay beyond the stairs.

Beneath the room they'd traveled, there seemed to be rooms Bray couldn't see, but past the bottom of the perpendicular staircase, going farther back, Bray saw a walkway leading left and right, constructed of Ancient stone. Beyond the walkway was a recessed area—a place where the strange devices called subway trains must have whipped from one place to the next. In the middle was a raised platform, beyond which was another steep area. On either side of the recessed areas, far off to the left and right, were dark tunnels, home to who knew what kinds of creatures. Portions of the ceiling that had once contained glass were broken, allowing some light to seep through.

But there were still too many shadows. And the tunnels—those were dark. 

The cry came again—louder, and clearly from the lower floor.

Bray and Kirby descended the stairs carefully, avoiding divots large enough to catch a boot and hold onto it, or trip them and pitch them off the edge. Bray got a better look at the lower level. In a few spots in the recessed areas and the platform, the ceiling had caved completely, leaving mounds of rubble. 

Reaching the floor, Bray scanned the walkway left and right. 

"William!" he called again.

Another, indecipherable shout echoed to his left. 

They followed the source of the voice, crunching over debris, animal scat, and wilted weeds. To their right, the first recessed area where the devices ran was a ten-foot drop, filled with debris. To their left, a solid wall with no doorways presumably hid rooms underneath the large one they'd traveled upstairs. They had gone thirty feet when Bray saw a single doorway on the left-hand wall. Something moved inside a small room, speared with a few rays of diagonal sunlight. 

Surprise hit Bray as he got close enough to see William, his hood pulled mostly over his face, aiming his long gun at a person. At the end of the gun's long tube was a skinny, dirty man with torn clothing. 

Bray and Kirby crossed the threshold, holding their guns.

"What's wrong, William?"

"I stumbled on him," William said shakily, recovering from what must have been a surprise encounter. "He's unarmed. Or at least, I think he is. I kept him here while I shouted for you."

The strange man's face was covered with so much grime that Bray could see only the whites of his eyes. Tattered clothes hung from his scrawny frame. The man's eyes darted from Bray, to Kirby, to William. They kept their guns pointed as he held up his hands weakly. 

"Who are you?" the man asked in a thin, ragged voice.

"Travelers, passing through," Bray said vaguely. 

"Please don't use the weapons on me." The man's eyes were full of fear as he studied the guns. He clearly spoke their language, and he understood the danger of Tech Magic. But Bray didn't trust him.  

"Are you with others?" Bray asked.

"The rest are dead." 

Bray glanced around the small room, and over his shoulder, expecting to find more raggedy corpses. "The rest?"

"I didn't see anyone else," William confirmed.

Hearing William speak again, the man returned his attention to him. He dragged a hand over his dirt-stained eyes, as if he might clear an unsettling delusion. "I've never seen a talking Plagued One."

"Plagued One?" Bray asked.

"He has the lumps." The man pointed at William's face. "He's infected."

"He's infected, yes. But he's no demon," Kirby assured him. "His name is William. He won't harm you, any more than Bray or I, unless you force us to. I am Kirby."

The man quaked in fear.

"What is your name?" Bray asked.

"Cullen."

"What are you doing here, Cullen?" 

"Hiding." Cullen's lips trembled as he spoke the words. He looked around. "From them."

Bray and Kirby scanned the small, battered room again, as if they hadn't noticed someone the first time. The room was empty.

"The Plagued Ones, you mean," Bray said. 

"Not them. The ones who dragged my brothers away. The ones who killed them."

A fear stabbed Bray's gut. "Men?"

"If that's what you call them," Cullen said, looking as if he might scurry past them and into the tunnels, if he didn't have guns pointed at his face. 

"Are they still around?" 

Cullen swallowed, more fright in his voice. "I'm not sure. But you won't get far, if they see you. You won't leave the city."

"We saw no one outside," William said.

Bray frowned. No rational man would lurk in tunnels in such filth. The man was clearly on the brink of starvation; perhaps he was delusional, too. Whatever the case, Bray didn't like the feeling he was getting.

"We should get back outside," he told Kirby and William quietly. "I don't like leaving the horses alone."

"Horses?" Cullen picked up on the word. 

"You know what they are?" Kirby asked.

"I've heard rumors of people riding them, but I've never gotten close enough to try." A hope burned in Cullen's eyes. "If you have horses, perhaps you can outrun them and escape. And you have those metal weapons to protect you. You have to take me with you."

Bray traded an apprehensive glance with Kirby. 

"I can help you," Cullen promised.

"It looks as if you need more help than us," Kirby said. "When did you eat last?" She appraised Cullen's scrawny, filthy figure.

Cullen's eyes looked far away. "I'm not sure. I find whatever I can. I mostly keep to the shadows, looking for puddles, or wounded rodents. The rainwater in the tunnels keeps me alive. Sometimes it makes me sick." His eyes darted around the corners of the room. "Please consider my offer. I do not want to die here." Cullen looked as if he was a man chucked in a foaming, spitting river, looking for a hand to pull him out. "I only wish to leave this city. I can show you a way out. After that, we can part ways. I will not follow you."

Bray traded a deciding look with Kirby.

Delusional or not, the man was clearly on the road closing in on death. "We will take you as far as outside to talk, but that is all we can promise," Bray said. "If you try anything, we will kill you."

Cullen nodded. "I understand." He sucked in a pained breath as he stood on brittle bones that looked as if they might snap. 

"Walk ahead of us," Bray reinforced, already second-guessing his decision to take this man anywhere. The man must be delusional.

They fell in line behind Cullen, keeping their guns aimed as they stepped out from the room onto the walkway next to the tracks. Bray saw nothing suspicious, and he certainly didn't smell anything as they returned through the alternating bands of light. Soon they returned to the area filled with debris, with the steep staircase in the center, leading perpendicularly up to the looming upper floor that recessed farther back to the entrance where they'd come in. 

Cullen paused, trembling. 

Bray inspected the upper floor. The height looked even more considerable from down below. Jagged pieces of stone stuck out from overhead at all angles. Beams of light illuminated the silhouettes of many trees, and even more shadows on the upper floor. Any one of them could be an attacker, lying in wait. 

Hearing nothing, Bray told Cullen, "Walk."

Cullen gave them a nervous look, but he ascended first. Bray went up the steps after him, followed by William and Kirby. Cullen's breath came in ragged gasps. More sunlight hit Bray's face as he peered through some of the trees on the higher level, catching the first glimpse of daylight at the building's front entrance, but he couldn't see the horses yet. A small animal he couldn't observe clicked as it wound through the brush on the floor above them.

Cullen seized with fear.

"What is it?" Bray whispered.

"That noise," Cullen said, pointing a bony finger.

"A squirrel, running away," Bray guessed.

Cullen hissed, "It's not a squirrel. It's them."

"Who?"

"The Clickers."

Cold fear prickled Bray's nerves as another click echoed through the building from somewhere above them. A second later, another, louder click answered. A shadow darted from one tree to the next on the upper floor. A horse whinnied. An arrow whistled by Bray's face, hitting the stairs nearby.

William cried out.

Bray thrust his gun up as several man-sized shadows emerged from around the trees, pointing bows. In a spear of daylight, Bray saw a man's face, a mouth open to reveal sharpened, jagged teeth. He recalled those strange, monstrous men he'd seen with his father, on the fringes of the campfire all those years ago, up north. He'd thought his eyes tricked him. 

They must not have.

Something much worse than death was waiting for all of them. 

"They're coming!" cried Cullen. "Run!"

Bray fired a few rounds, hitting the ancient stone and scattering the men. But more were coming. He might have a Tech Magic gun, but they had the advantage of high ground, and they clearly knew the area. A well-placed arrow would pitch him off the steep stairs. 

Cullen struggled to get past Bray and rushed downward.

Outside, the horses squealed. 

The men ambushed us, Bray thought angrily.

Bray turned and fled down the stairs, following Cullen, William, and Kirby. Arrows flew past, striking the ground below. Bray kept a fast pace, avoiding holes in the stairs that would send him sprawling. He'd just reached level ground when an arrow struck the back of his leg. 

He cried out, falling into a limp. "Filthy dirt scratchers!"

"Come on!" Kirby shouted, turning behind her as she fired several shots at the upper level to protect him.

They barreled down the walkway, heading in the direction of the room where they'd found Cullen. 

From somewhere outside, the horses squealed.


Chapter 3:  Cullen

Cullen ran next to the strangers. He couldn't push away the images of The Clickers' jagged, sharpened teeth, or their cold, merciless eyes. What little, broken sleep he'd gotten was plagued with memories of those men.

And now they were back, come to drag him away.

"Let's hide in the room!" the talking Plagued One named William cried, as they fled. 

"Not a good idea," Kirby answered. "Our ammunition won't last forever. They'll trap us."

Ahead of them, the walkway ended at a solid wall. To the right, the recessed area went into one of the pitch-black tunnels. 

"Down here! Into the tunnel!" Kirby yelled, veering toward the ledge over the first recessed area. She got close, bent, and turned to lower herself.

The drop from the walkway was about ten feet—enough to roll an ankle, or snap a bone. Cullen knew how easily an unseen piece of metal could cut or impale. He'd been in the tunnels long enough. Kirby dropped successfully.

"I'll help you!" Kirby cried, turning and reaching up to Cullen.

He stared at her hand for a moment before he acted. Cullen wondered if this was his end. Perhaps the woman was a ghost, come to collect him and bring him to his final resting place. Or maybe the Plagued boy was some twisted god, sent to judge or punish him. And who knew what the man named Bray was here for? The clicks of the men snapped him to reality.

Cullen allowed Kirby to help him down. 

On the walkway, Bray and the Plagued boy made loud noises with their metal weapons. Cullen heard a pained cry in the distance as one of The Clickers fell. When Cullen was safely down, Kirby assisted the others in getting to the ground. Bray grunted as he landed, contending with the arrow in his leg and clearly in pain.

They ran in the recessed area through patches of sunlight, but up ahead was darkness.

Instinct warned Cullen against dangers in the tunnel. Most of the tunnels were filled with large, rusty pieces of debris. Sometimes the metal was shaped like a large tube, blocking the entire passage. Occasionally, the long pieces of metal that extended one behind the other were crumpled and twisted, creating a hazard that could cut, or impale.

A few times, The Clickers had spotted him, but he'd evaded them by slipping into the slimmest, grimiest hole he could find, staying still until they left. A few times, he wondered if they had seen him, and were savoring a kill. But now they had three more people to chase. 

Far behind them, footsteps slapped the floor as their attackers leapt from the walkway to the tracks.

Just before the blackness of the tunnel engulfed them, Kirby found his sleeve.

They entered.

Cullen ground his teeth together to distract from the pain of too many blisters on his feet, caused by the holes in his boots. His clothes barely hung on his body. His stomach was a hollow, empty thing he couldn't remember filling. The men behind them had given up on arrows. Perhaps they were saving them for the end of a trap. Or maybe they're tiring us out, like wounded, cornered animals. 

They moved as fast as they dared, their boots crunching over objects they couldn't see. Every so often, Cullen heard the scrape of Kirby's, Bray's, or William's rifles along the wall as they got too close to the sides of the tunnel, or a burst of noise as one of them used their weapons. Every few feet, one of his comrades slowed, avoiding some fresh, new obstacle, stretching the human chain. Cullen looked over his shoulder, finding nothing but dark. They'd never lose the men. Each time he thought he'd avoided them, they returned. Each time he slept, he awoke to the voices of men on the hunt. The Clickers wouldn't rest until they found and slayed them all.

A piece of metal scraped Cullen's calf. He cried out in pain.

"Are you okay?" Kirby whispered.

"Fine," he breathed, with no time to assess further.

Distant light drew their attention. Getting closer, Cullen saw a large, gaping hole in the ceiling that he recognized, about thirty feet over their heads, where the road above had collapsed. "I know this part of the tunnel," he said, instinct taking over for fear.

"Is there a place to get out?"

"There is a long device up ahead," he remembered, thinking. "Or at least, the remains of one."

"A train?"

"Is that what you call it?"

Kirby asked, "Where is the next exit?"

"Much farther." Cullen shook his head as a memory returned through his haze of fear. "I might know another way out, through the object you call a train."

An arrow skidded past them on the floor. Cullen waited for the cry of one of his companions, or a new, stabbing pain in his back, but neither came. 

They reached the large area of sunlight. On the edge was the hulking wreckage of which he'd spoken. The rotted, tube-like device occupied most of the tunnel—a giant, looming behemoth. Time had eaten away most of its bones, sparing only the strongest metals. Through a gaping, rusted hole in the front, more debris than Cullen could see clearly lay inside. The object went further than the eye could see, curling into the darkness. Last time, he had almost gotten bitten by some vicious, small animal he couldn't see. Who knew how many creatures were inside? But too many predators chased behind.

"There is a way out through the device," he told his companions. "We'll need to go inside."

They lost hold on each other, moving quickly and crossing the last fringes of sunlight. 

When they reached the large object, Cullen rounded the right-hand side, found a familiar step on a piece of metal eaten by rust, and boosted himself inside. The others followed. Through the rusted empty frame of the front window, Cullen watched The Clickers emerge into the far edges of the sunlight, a hundred feet from the train. A few arrows thudded into the metal, sending rippling echoes through the tunnel. Bray, Kirby, and the Plagued boy used their metal weapons through the front of the object, knocking down a few of their attackers. Cullen looked around. He'd forgotten how many holes in the object's floor might catch a foot. Too many Clickers chased them. They'd never escape. They'd never—

"Cullen! How do we get out?" Kirby snapped him to reality.

"Follow me!" he hissed, leading them farther back into the strange object. 

They watched their feet as they ran with what little ambient light they had. Occasionally, a hole in the tunnel's ceiling allowed light to filter through the time-battered device. One metal tube led to another, and then another, with some gaps between them that forced them to leap. Each time they jumped, the person in front caught the next one behind as they landed. Cullen's feet ached with each jump, but he pushed on.

Eventually, Cullen climbed on a piece of metal in the middle of one of the tubes that he remembered, a square box that was high enough to reach a part of the device's roof. The others followed him with effort, climbing onto the box, and then up onto a new, rotted floor high up in the air. 

"Be careful where you step," Cullen warned. "We are on the object's roof."

Daylight glimmered overhead.

"The tunnel collapsed here, worse than in other parts," Cullen explained, pointing. "Above this spot, you can catch hold of a ledge. If we grab it, we can crawl up and sideways to the street."

The others paused, uncertain.

Footsteps beat the tunnel outside the train. 

More arrows slammed into the sides of the device next to them, or from inside.

"They will catch us with an arrow, if we do not move," Cullen insisted, his voice wavering. "With or without your weapons."

"I'll boost you," Bray said, grunting from the arrow that was already in his leg. "Lead the way."

Bray cupped his hands, making a foothold for Cullen. Using it to gain leverage, Cullen jumped, catching a ledge he could barely see. He hung for a moment, struggling to heave himself over on weak limbs. And then he was crawling on a bed of dirt and stone. 

"Come on!" he hissed behind him.

The others followed, boosting each other up, joining him in the near dark.

Their ragged breathing filled the air behind him as they crawled.

The smell of rusted metal and damp earth filled his nostrils, but Cullen kept going, padding over the debris on hands, boots, and knees, his new companions behind him. He kept his eyes on the patch of light at the end of the tunnel. The terrifying thought hit him that the ascending piece of stone might collapse and throw all of them back in the hole, burying them, or sending them into the arms of The Clickers.

And then they were in the sunlight.

They emerged, shaking the dirt from their clothes and faces. Only tall, crumbled towers greeted them. No monstrous men with jagged teeth. No bows with arrows pointed at their chests. 

"They aren't here," said Cullen in shock. 

"Let's move, while they haven't seen us," Kirby said.

Noises echoed behind them.

She spoke too late.


Chapter 4:  Bray

Several filthy, jagged-toothed men emerged from the hole, getting up their bows. Bray spun and fired a few rounds from his long gun, knocking one man backward and into another. His leg burned from the protruding arrow, but he had no time to deal with it. Beside him, Kirby and William used their weapons, sending a few more Clickers sprawling onto the street, or ducking back into the hole. A man's cry echoed from somewhere beneath the earth as he fell. But more were coming. Past the collapsed street above the subway tunnels, clicks emanated from some buildings. The men were everywhere.

"Follow me!" Cullen said to Bray and the others. "I will try to lose them!"

They continued down the street. Pieces of stone lay everywhere, tangled with green vines. On both sides of them, tall towers rose high above the earth, with multitudes of glassless windows. More of the footsteps came from behind.

An arrow skidded across the ground near Bray's foot. 

He turned right, catching sight of a man waiting in an alley, crouched beside a block of Ancient stone, raising his bow. Bray fired his gun. Bullets ricocheted off the concrete boulder, chipping off pieces of stone and striking the man with debris, a bullet, or both. He fell writhing.

On the other side of him, Kirby used her gun on another man lurking in the opposite alley. Bray looked behind, noticing most of the pursuing men were farther back. He fired a few rounds at their attackers, sending more men scattering.

"There are too many," Kirby said. "We are better off running." 

They moved more quickly through street after decrepit street, looking over their shoulders, scanning the buildings, the windows, and the alleys. Bray pushed through the pain of the protruding arrow, keeping pace with the others. Cullen led the way, taking a few rapid turns, bringing them through a street with smaller, squat buildings that were far less impressive than the towers in the city's middle, but offered too many places to hide. Every so often, they broke their rule and picked off a few men who seemed to appear from nowhere, nocking arrows. Bray fired at a few men who got close enough to aim their bows from behind. After a while, the clicks faded in the background.

The city fell silent.

"Maybe they are reconsidering battling people with guns," Bray said quietly.

"Or they are biding their time," Cullen warned.

At the end of a street on what seemed like the city's southern side, they saw forest. More tall towers breached the sky around them.

"The woods are thickest on this side of the city," Cullen said, his eyes darting about nervously. "I think it might be safer than other ways. Perhaps we can get out undetected. I will take a few more turns to ensure we lost them."

"Have you tried leaving this way before?" Bray asked.

"I've never gotten this far," he admitted. "I didn't think I'd live this long, after they trapped me."

They kept to the road's edge, moving quietly and quickly, but they saw no more men behind them.

Reaching the end of the road, they passed a set of beams, one on either side. The beams were about twice as tall as a man. Numerous marks notched the sides, as if they'd been hacked away at, or perhaps they were a warning to whoever dared venture in the city. A few were spattered with old, dried blood.

Cullen's eyes darted nervously around. "Hopefully we won't get an arrow in the back on the way out."

**

Bray glanced over his shoulder at the tall, fissured monoliths, certain that vile men with sharp teeth were lurking in doorways, or poking through the weed-covered windows, watching. The air was quiet and still. Even the birds seemed to have ceased their squawking. A demon shriek would have been preferable to the uncomfortable silence. William, Kirby, and the strange man named Cullen hurried next to him under the beating sun as they followed a road away from the city. Bray watched the strange man that had led them away. Cullen might not have his full faculties, but he had saved them from what had been a certain death in the tunnels. He rubbed at the dirt caked to his face.    

In front of them, the road curved more sharply, turning from ancient stone back into forest. Plenty of the tall, long-necked trees sprung up on either side of the road, surrounded by swaths of tangled brush. Bray was grateful for their concealment.

"We might have lost them," Kirby said, still looking over her shoulder at the tops of the buildings, visible down the curved road.

"For now," Bray said, favoring his wounded leg. 

"We need to get that arrow out of you," Kirby told him.

Bray looked at the long, thin shaft protruding from the back of his calf. A circle of blood stained the fabric of his pants around it. "We'll do it when we've covered more ground."

Breaking a silence he'd kept since the tunnels, William said, "The horses."

Bray turned and looked behind them, as if the steeds might be galloping after them.

"We have to go back for Spirit and Blackthorn." William's fear turned to anger as he pointed his rifle, as if he might fire his Tech Magic weapon down the empty path behind them. 

Bray felt a similar sting of anger. He wanted to find the men and kill each of them. He wanted to make them feel the pain of the arrow in his leg that burned with each step. But he knew better. "The horses might be in another city by now. They will take our lives, if we stop." 

"They took our horses, and the supplies in our saddlebags," William said. "Almost all our spare ammunition, except for what we have in the bags on our backs."

"We do not have enough resources for another war like the one at The Arches," Kirby warned. 

William clenched his teeth and averted his eyes. Bray felt sorry for him. But there was no time to discuss it now.

"We should veer into the forest," Bray suggested."There isn't much of a road here, besides pebbles, but it is a worn trail that can easily be followed." 

They transitioned from the overgrown road into the dense woods, avoiding leaving obvious tracks, while William fell silent again. Thankfully, the ground in the forest was hard. The trees were a mixture of those Bray had seen up north, and some leafier ones, with different foliage or stems. He looked up at the boughs, afraid that the strange men might be perched and watching, ready to leap, grinning around red, crooked teeth. The chirp of a bird startled him. He turned and aimed his gun.

"I hear the clicking noises even when they aren't there," Cullen whispered. "I hear them in my sleep."

"They mean death," Bray said solemnly. "The blood of the men's kills is written on their faces, and in their vicious, flying arrows."

"Those clicks can mean many things," Cullen said. "At least, that's what I think."

"Do you believe they will follow us?"

"I wish I knew."

For the majority of the day, they hiked through dense forest, putting as many thick trees between them and the dangerous men as they could. Occasionally, a squawking bird made them jump, or a squirrel wove through the underbrush, earning the attention of their rifles. Each noise reminded Bray of the monstrous men. He'd seen plenty of attackers, but none so stealthy.

After making enough headway that he thought they were safe, he asked Cullen, "Who are those men?"

"I don't know their true name, other than what I call them," Cullen said.

"The Clickers," Bray repeated. "I didn't see their tracks, in the city. We looked."

"They are very careful. You will not normally see them until they are there." Cullen shook his head. "That's what I've noticed."

"You said the people you were with got dragged away."

"My brothers," Cullen said. His face twisted in pain as he dug up a memory. "Both are dead. I am sure of it."

"What happened?"

"Mason, Lincoln, and I lived in the forest, northwest of here. A few days ago, we went on a hunt. When we came home, we found those men in our house, going through our things. For as long as I've been alive, we have heard rumors of the people in the forest with sharp teeth, but we had thought they were stories. Some say they eat the flesh of men. Others say they sacrifice people like us to The Plagued Ones. No one knows for sure. Seeing those men, we knew the stories were real. We backed away, trying to get far from them. But they spotted us. More men came from the trees—enough that we wouldn't be able to fight them all."

Cullen looked over his shoulder, clearly reliving the fear of the story.

"We fled as far and as fast as we could, but the men pursued us through the forest. We took a route that we had planned in case of danger—a path between a few hills. We survived long enough to keep ahead of them. Eventually, darkness settled in. We were too afraid to light a torch. I still remember huddling in the dark behind a fallen log as the men passed by us, clicking. We held our breaths, certain they would hear us. Even our long knives and bows felt useless against so many. They kept going. Or so we thought." Cullen smeared something from his eye. "When the moon hid behind the trees, they appeared with torches, overpowering us. They dragged us in different directions. I tried to fight, but they beat me, tore my clothes, and took my weapons. All I heard were Mason and Lincoln's cries, mixed with my own." Cullen twitched, as if the memory caused him physical pain. He lowered his head. "I think my brothers fought hard enough that they were killed. Somehow, I escaped and ran into the woods. I wanted to help my brothers, but their screams stopped. The clicking men were everywhere. All I heard were those awful noises. And so I ran." Cullen stared at the trees, as if his brothers might rematerialize. 

"Is that when you reached the city?" Kirby asked.

Cullen nodded. "Most of us live in houses that are far away from the cities, to avoid the constant threat of wandering Plagued Ones, or other dangers. But I had no choice. The men followed me through the night and to morning. I didn't know where I was going until I reached the first buildings. I was just trying to get away. I am not sure why they cared about me. Perhaps it is a game they play, or something worse." Cullen shook his head, as if he could erase the memories. "I made it through a few buildings, stumbling over the rubble. Eventually, I reached a building dark enough to crouch in without being seen. I watched a group run by me. And then I waited." Cullen swallowed. "I'm not sure how long I stayed there, but eventually, I crept into one of the tunnels leading underground. I kept to the shadows, eating whatever I could find. I avoided the clicking men who hunted me. I stayed alive. Barely."

"You are fortunate," Bray said.

"Sometimes I wish I could trade my life for my brothers'." Cullen lowered his head. "I tried to escape a few times, using the hole in the road I showed you, and other routes, until I saw them. I snuck back into the tunnels to avoid death. I am not sure how long I was there before you came."

"I am sorry to hear about your family," Kirby said.

Cullen nodded, but his grief was accompanied by fear. He looked nervously over his shoulder. "A part of me believes these monsters are part of a dream I am having."

"It isn't a dream," Bray said, gesturing at the arrow in his leg.

Cullen's eyes darted around the forest. He didn't answer. 

"You said there are more people like you," Kirby remembered.

"We are spaced throughout the forests." Cullen nodded. "Sometimes we trade with one another. A few of us are families. Others are people who have taken up with each other to survive. I fear the rest of the people are dead, killed by those men."

"You are settlers, then," Bray said with a definitive nod.

"Settlers?"

"People who live outside, in the forests, away from the cities," Bray explained.

Cullen seemed confused. "It would be foolish to live in the cities. They are a place of danger, and too often a place The Plagued Ones roam. Except for a few cities, like the one we left, which are strangely empty. No one is sure why. But we don't trust them, either."

"So there are no cities filled with people?"

"None that I'm aware of." 

Bray couldn't hide his disappointment. 

"Your people don't have guns," Kirby surmised.

"The weapons you carry?" Cullen guessed, looking nervously at the rifle in her hand. "I saw them, once, but we do not have them. If I had one, I would've fought harder. Perhaps it would have made a difference, but probably not."

"Where did you see the guns?" Kirby asked, clearly surprised. 

"A few men I had never seen carried them through the woods a long time ago. We hid as they passed by, afraid to come out. We saw them using them on a few Plagued Ones. They were as incredible as yours."

Kirby watched him intently, processing something. "Did those people wear green and brown jackets?"

"Our attention was stuck on the weapons. I cannot recall their features. But I do not think so."

Kirby looked as if she wasn't finished with the questioning. "Did their guns look the same as ours?"

"They might have been different," Cullen said, dipping back into his confusion.

"More people with guns might mean more Tech Magic, even if they aren't your people," Bray said.

"Perhaps," Kirby said.

"I do not know what those words mean," Cullen said. "I am sorry."

Bray studied Cullen. His eyes were sunken. His cheeks were sallow. His body was gaunt enough that he resembled some of the poorest people in Brighton, paupers who worked from meal to meal. Bray had felt similar hunger, eating scraps where he could find them, drinking rainwater from puddles, like he'd done in the Ancient City, or plenty of times as a Warden. Too many days of living like that was enough to drain a man's will. It was easy to see how Cullen's sanity had been shredded after the loss of his brothers, and the terror he'd faced at the hands of The Clickers.

Looking away, Bray noticed the sun sinking below the horizon. They'd hiked most of the day without reprieve.

"We should find a place to camp soon," said Bray. "And I need to get this arrow out. Do you know the area?"

"Not well," Cullen admitted, looking nervously around. "I've only been to the city where you found me a few times. As I said, we usually avoid cities. But I think there are some broken-down buildings to the south of here of which Mason and Lincoln spoke."

"Let's keep going. Hopefully we can find them."


Chapter 5:  Bray

After traveling the forest for a while, thick, leafy trees gave way to a grassy slope with weeds as high as their knees. They trekked up the rising hill with the same caution they carried through the forest. Chirping insects sang around them, in alternating patterns of loud and quiet that followed their footsteps. They'd almost reached the top of the hill when Bray saw the tops of the buildings of which Cullen spoke. 

Several dilapidated, stone houses stood farther back on the hill. Weeds and trees seemed to have melded with the sides, as if nature were trying to reclaim the small, squat buildings. Tall grass grew up around them. The houses were a mixture of rocks dug from the forest, mixed with pieces of Ancient stone that might have been pulled from a larger building. 

"These buildings were empty years ago, when Lincoln and Mason found them," Cullen said. "But I can't promise they're safe now."

Bray looked on the other side of the buildings. Past them, the hill sloped downward, leading to more forest farther away.

They aimed their rifles.

They saw no shifting shadows behind the buildings' numerous cracks.

Approaching the side of one of the buildings, Bray noticed one of the walls missing. A piece of angular Ancient stone that had once been the wall lay haphazardly over a pile of rocks, broken into large pieces. Weeds grew over an empty floor. He saw a rock formation in the corner that might've been a crude fireplace, at one time, but was now collapsed. He saw no sign that anyone had built a fire recently, or made a bed. In the front of the structure was a door leading out onto the same grass hill, which sloped gently down into the distant forest. The second building had all its walls. In addition to the open doorway, Bray saw a hole in the wall on the opposite side, big enough to see through. It looked like a person had made the opening long ago to keep watch. 

"We'll have visibility here of both slopes," Bray said. "And our position on the hill will allow us to see if anyone approaches."

"Good enough," Kirby agreed.

They sloughed off their bags in the building. William and Cullen agreed to keep watch while Bray and Kirby tended to the arrow in Bray's leg. Bray chose a large, flat rock near the wall and sat, inspecting the ugly weapon protruding from his calf. The tip was constructed of a long, slender bit of bone. The shaft was made of wood. 

"It looks like the arrow tip is barbed," Kirby said, bending down next to Bray. 

"Bastards." Bray cursed at the dull pain in his leg. "I'd like to stick it in the gut of the man who shot it."

"It will be tricky to get out, but I should be able to manage."

"I've been shot worse," Bray said with a grunt. "I don't think it hit the bone."

"Still, it is not a pretty wound. This part will hurt. I wish we had found your snowberry." Kirby smiled sympathetically.

Bray returned the gesture.

After watching her work on the arrow for a while, he looked out the door and down the side of the hill at some thick forest, doing his best to ignore the pain in his calf. They were far enough away that they were out of the range of a bow attack. Still, he didn't trust anything around them. The fading daylight glanced off the side of the building and shone through the building's crevices. William kept a vigil next to the doorway, clutching his Tech Magic gun as he glanced in all directions. 

"We should probably skip a fire tonight," Bray said, to no arguments. 

Cullen peered from the hole in the wall opposite William. Bray was surprised to find he was still on his feet, and not resting, or passed out from exhaustion. 

"You can sleep, after we are finished with the arrow," Bray offered, feeling more than a little pity for the haggard man.

"I do not trust our safety. I will keep awake," Cullen said.

"Are you uncertain about us?" Bray asked, taking another meaning from that statement.

"I know you are better than those men." Cullen nodded through his fear. "Even if that is the only thing I know."

Bray couldn't argue.

"Where are you people from?" Cullen asked.

Bray felt as if he owed the man a better explanation, now that he'd earned some trust. "We're from a township up north."

"You mean a city?" Cullen seemed as if he was in shock. 

"Yes, a place similar to a city. Many people live there. But we are not going back." 

"Why not?" Cullen asked.

Bray recalled the burnings, the heads on spikes, and the war outside of Brighton. "We were hoping to escape some of the violence where we came from. And some of the infected we call demons."

"Do you have many Plagued Ones?"

"Hordes," Bray said, with open disgust, until he realized William was listening. Softening his tone, he said, "Enough that our lives are at risk daily. That seemed to be the case most of the way here, until we reached the last city."

"Like I said, there are fewer Plagued Ones here, and in a few cities to the west," Cullen agreed. "I am not sure why. Perhaps The Clickers kill them. I do not normally venture there to find out." Looking from Bray's wound to the rifle he'd placed next to him, he asked, "Does everyone in your city have those weapons?"

"No," Bray said, deciding to add, "In fact, I think these might be the last of them. What weapons do you have here?" 

"We have knives and swords, things that were passed on."

"Have you seen many others, besides us? People you don't know?" Bray thought of how Cullen had seen travelers with guns.

"We usually stay away from those people we don't recognize. Most have crude weapons, or strange tongues. Some have different clothing. Most are passersby who go through the cities, looking for things to steal. It is why we have learned to stay away." Cullen studied him. "I could tell you were from far away."

"How?"

"Your weapons, of course. But you also look as if the sun burned you," Cullen said, patting his neck. "Normally, we keep to the forest during the day's hottest hours."

"We learned that quickly," Bray said. 

"But not enough to heed my warnings," Kirby muttered.

It was true. During those first few, hottest days, when the scorching weather was new to them, they had gone to sleep with red necks that eventually led to hot, flaky skin. Bray recalled several uncomfortable days of sleeping afterward. It wasn't enough to warrant complaining, but it was different. Keeping to the forest wasn't always an option when they were in a new place each day. They still burned, but not as badly as they first had.

"How do your homes look?" Bray asked. "Are they similar to this one?"

Cullen looked around. "They are made of stone, yes. We have used them for years. We keep them up. We use the rocks we find in the forest, and things we can safely pull away from other, fallen buildings on the outskirts of the cities. We only move if we have to."

"Do you have animals?"

"A long while ago, in the days my parents were alive, we had goats. Most died. Even if we found some more, we don't have a good enough way to protect them." Cullen shook his head. "They make too much noise. The Plagued Ones hear them, and they come feast. To have them is to risk our lives."

Bray grimaced as Kirby finished what she was doing. "Okay, I finally have the arrow out," she said, setting the offending weapon on the ground, pulling out a flask and bandage. Bray looked down at the bone-tipped shaft, which contained too much of his blood. 

"If they had shot you at closer range, this would've been worse," Kirby said. "I think you will heal."

Cullen seemed as if the conversation had expended the last of his energy. In the time they'd talked, he'd sunk lower in his position against the wall. Every so often, he glanced out the hole, or looked cautiously out the front door where William watched, unwilling to give up his obsessive scanning.

"We will keep watch, if you want to rest," Bray said.

"I am fine," Cullen said, as his eyelids fluttered.

In a few more moments, he was asleep.


Chapter 6:  Bray

Bray inspected his bag, taking a mental tally of the remaining supplies. The metal objects called magazines were too few—enough that he didn't want to speak it aloud. Glancing up, he noticed William had stepped outside the doorway. Every so often, William switched his rifle's aim, keeping a close eye on the distant tree line. He was intent on his vigil. Or perhaps some part of him thought he would see the horses again. Bray needed to talk with him about that. 

Speaking softly so as not to wake Cullen, Bray looked over at Kirby, who was keeping watch out the hole in the wall, and said, "William's upset."

Kirby looked at him. "I do not blame him for missing the steeds." 

"Travel will be slower without them," Bray admitted. "And we will not have the height advantage."

"Unfortunately, true." Kirby sighed.

"I am not convinced we aren't being hunted," Bray said. "We should leave at first light, in case." Looking over at Cullen, who was bent over, asleep, and around at the rubble-strewn house, he said, "Stone houses. Knives. Crude bows. No animals of which to speak. It is not the golden palace of which your people told stories." Bray shook his head. "I'm starting to think there is no great city, no last great civilization, only barbarians scavenging the ruins of crumbled cities."

"Do you wish we had stayed at The Arches?" Kirby asked.

"No." Bray was adamant. "If this is all we were meant to find out here, then so be it. I've already traveled beyond any place a Warden has explored. I have stories, even if they won't make it back to the grizzled tavern keepers in Brighton."

Kirby smiled thinly. "They'll be disappointed." 

"Let them be." Bray shrugged. "I do not regret anything I've done. And I do not regret meeting you."

He smiled warmly. Looking behind them at the dilapidated, rubble-strewn house, Bray said, "We will have to clear a spot in the rubble to sleep on. Take your pick. I'm going to speak with William."

"Okay." Kirby smiled back. "I will let you know if I see anything."


Chapter 7:  William

William gazed down the long, sloping hill, lit golden by the last of the dying sunlight, as if Spirit and Blackthorn might come running up it. When he sniffed his hands, he could still smell a hint of leather from their bridles, and he could still see a bit of dung on his boot on which he'd unwittingly trodden yesterday. He knew they weren't coming back. He was more likely to see swaths of sharp-toothed, vicious men, come to kill him and his friends, than his horses. 

Good. Let them come, he thought, gritting his teeth. 

Maybe they could taste the end of his Tech Magic gun. 

William clung to his anger, because it was easier than guilt.

He hated himself.

Too many had died because of him. He might not have handed over the horses to those vile men, but he'd left Spirit outside of that building, which had caused Bray and Kirby to leave Blackthorn. The horses might be roasting over a bonfire right now, gristle between sharp, uncaring teeth. They'd died for nothing, just like the demons at The Arches, or the demons at the battle of Brighton. They'd died because of him. 

Just like mom.

Tears slid down William's cheeks as he stared down the quiet hill. Reaching up to smear them away, he brushed the warts on his face. He was a monster. A bruised, smudged boy who had no business being around anyone. He was all the things that the people in Brighton said about the demons. Too many had died to protect him. And for what?

Cullen's first reaction of fear would be shared by anyone William met. No one would accept a demon-boy. They might say they did, when they were sharing meals or hiking next to him. But they'd sleep with an eye open, faced in his direction. They would look at him strangely when he said the wrong thing, thinking he'd gone mad. They would never fully trust him.

William was destined to become a person to be feared and reviled. An abomination. A paltry hood wouldn't hide the infection on his face. And nothing would stop the infection from taking over his mind, if that was what the gods intended. He might be lucid now, but he could still hear the whispers.

Who knew when intelligence turned to madness?  

Sure, there was the man named Jingo they'd met all those days ago in the Ancient City, the one who had lived through the spore's insanity. That man was more intelligent than almost anyone William had met. But William had hung his dreams on too many falsehoods to believe he might be the same. None of his dreams ever came true.

Only nightmares.

Too many mornings, William had woken up first, thinking about setting off with his horse, or just his bag. But he stopped before he did it. He recalled how Bray and Kirby had showed up after the battle of Brighton, or how they'd come for him during the battle of The Arches. 

If he ran, they wouldn't stop looking for him.

He might get away, but they would keep searching.  

And they might die following him.

Somehow, staying with them was protecting them, or at least that's what William had convinced himself. Or maybe he was a lonely, infected boy, scared of dying alone. Damn his curse.

He'd stay with Bray, Kirby, and Cullen until they had to make the decision to kill him. Movement behind William startled him. He turned to find Bray approaching.

"William? Are you all right?"

William pulled his hood tighter, hiding his tears. "I'm fine," he said, as he turned.

"You're upset about Spirit and Blackthorn."

William nodded without answering.

"I know you miss them," Bray said. "But it isn't your fault."

William touched the side of his face, feeling the rough edges of his warts through the fabric of his hood.

"If it didn't happen then, it might've happened some other time," Bray assured him. "Those men followed us. They snuck up on us. They might have been watching us longer than we know. You can't feel bad about what happened."

"I know," William said quietly, avoiding Bray's eyes.

"Why don't you go inside and get some rest? I'll keep watch."

William nodded, then went back inside the stone building.


Chapter 8:  Kirby

Morning sunlight crept over the long, sloping hill, sneaking through the cracks between the house's patchwork stones, illuminating William's, Bray's, and Cullen's sleeping figures. Kirby envied their rest. She had spent most of the darkest hours tossing and turning and thinking, certain that attackers would creep from the forest. During her nightly watch, the moonlight canvassed the hill, but it hadn't penetrated the tree line, or anything past it. Too many shadows seemed to be moving in every direction of the dark forest. Occasionally, she'd heard the screech of a mutant, but none came close. Now, standing at the doorway, with dawn on the horizon, she was grateful for the light, and a chance to move farther away from the strange men who had taken too much from what little they had.

To what?

Kirby wasn't certain. 

Maybe crumbled, rubble-strewn houses like the one in which they'd spent the night were the best hope. Would it be easier to accept that this was their fate, find a half-ruined house, and fix it, defending the land the best they could?

Looking at William, she knew things wouldn't get easier. The warts were spreading faster than he was growing. He would spend too many years battling off danger to enjoy what little was left of his childhood. Maybe it was time to find a place from which they didn't have to depart each morning, before the earliest birds broke into song.

Looking at the house in which they'd rested, she didn't hate it. A place like this might be good enough to keep for a while. 

Perhaps not this house, but another.

Bray cracked his eyes, sitting up. "I'm alive," he grumbled. "No thanks to the savages who attacked us. I guess I'll find breakfast."

"I already found some," Kirby said, holding up a rabbit in her hand that she'd caught, after the sun broke.

"I knew there was a reason I brought you along."

Kirby smiled. "How is your leg?"

"It is sore, as I expected," Bray said. "It will heal and become a scar, as with most wounds. Until a wound kills me."

"Hopefully you will be old and grizzled before that happens."

"I think you would miss me, if I died," Bray said with a grin.

"Perhaps."

Kirby padded over to William. He had fallen asleep with his back to the others, next to a pile of rocks he'd cleared. His hood was pulled firmly over his face. His gun lay beside him. Crouching, she patted his arm.

"William?" she whispered. 

She backed off a step, waiting for William to reacquaint to where he was. He rolled and looked at her with a clarity she only saw first thing in the morning, before the horrors of his past and the pain of his condition caught up to him. 

"Are we safe?" he asked.

"We're safe," she assured him. "How did you sleep?"

"Okay."

He turned so he wasn't facing her. Movement behind her caught her attention. She was surprised to find Cullen awake and looking at her. The thin blanket they'd lent him lay next to him, unused. His hair stuck up at odd angles. He scrambled to his feet, scurried over to the door, and peered out into the emerging sunlight. Kirby regarded him. They hadn't spoken about how long Cullen would stay with them, but as long as he provided another set of eyes to keep watch, and another set of hands to help with things, she had no intention of forcing him to leave. Besides, she felt sorry for him. He had lost his brothers, his home, and the land with which he was familiar. He was more similar to her than she first realized. 

Cullen's clothes were so loose it looked as if he might shrivel inside of them and disappear. Parts of them hung off in tattered strips of fabric that looked as if they might tear away at any moment.

"We should find you some better clothes," Kirby told him.

Cullen glanced down at his naked, filthy skin. "I didn't think I would live long enough to care. Maybe we will find some on the way."

Hearing the conversation, William sat up and said, "I have an extra shirt." He dug through his pack, pulling out a spare garment he'd taken from The Arches. "It is a little large for me."

Slipping on a piece of clothing that didn't fit perfectly, but fit well enough, Cullen said, "Thank you." He glanced at William, trying not to stare, but obviously having trouble. "I hope you aren't offended by what I said about you when we met. It's just that I've never seen someone talk with your condition." Cullen pried his eyes away from William.

William shrugged, looking as if he wanted to escape the attention. "And I've never met a man who lives in the tunnels," he said, with youthful honesty. He remained quiet a moment, before asking, "Have you known many infected?"

"Only a few."

"What do you do with them?"

Cullen looked as if he was caught in a question with no good answer. He looked at Bray and Kirby, but neither stopped him from responding. There was no use in hiding anything from William. They never had. "Over time, some of them grew confused, and we were able to lead them away in a ritual we called The Walk," Cullen said. "But that wasn't possible with all, or even most of them."

"What happened to those you couldn't lead away?" William asked.

"We took them away forcibly," Cullen said, quickly adding, "We didn't harm them."

"Did they come back?"

"If they did, we never saw them." Cullen looked grave. "Most of our people hide in the spring and fall, when the spores float on the wind, hoping we aren't infected. We cover our faces, though it doesn't always work."

"Our people tried that, too," William said with sadness. "Eventually, they accepted that the spore was the will of the gods, and they stopped fighting it."

An uncomfortable silence settled over the room as Cullen stared at his dirt-stained fingers, and William looked away. 

"We should probably get moving, while we are fortunate," Kirby said. "We can eat our breakfast once we get out of the house and into the forest."

**

Before leaving, they scattered some rocks over the floor in the dwelling, obscuring traces of their stay, and then they hiked from the building down the long, sun-covered slope, heading farther south. 

The rising sun warming Kirby's face was certainly preferable to bitter cold, but that didn't quell her uneasiness. Months of travel in a saddle, high above the ground, left her feeling vulnerable on foot. It was strange traveling without horses. There was less of a chance of outrunning an attack by more mutants—or men.   

"We should keep heading away from the city," Bray reinforced. "Perhaps The Clickers are territorial."

Cullen nodded, but he looked sad.

"What's wrong?" Bray asked.

"I'm thinking about the others."

"Your brothers?"

"Not them. They died. I heard their screams." Cullen swallowed. "Our neighbors, the others that lived in the forests. I am afraid they met the same fate."

"Perhaps they heard danger, and escaped," Kirby suggested.

"I hope that is true. Some day, I will go back and search for them." Cullen's shoulders sagged and guilt crossed his face. 

Turning around meant death. 

They all knew it. 

The slope segued gently down into forest as thick, leafy trees surrounded them. They kept to the thickest areas of the woods, holding branches instead of snapping them off, avoiding streambeds, or areas of thick moss, where a boot might leave a track. They traveled for another day and another night, stopping only long enough to sleep and build small cooking fires. They had long passed any place of which Cullen had knowledge.

Trees surrounded them as they set off on a new morning, under an auburn sky and a rising sun. Bugs circled their heads, nipping at their bare skin. The air was already humid.

"The bugs are much more persistent than the ones up north," Bray said, swatting away a buzzing gnat.

"And larger," Kirby answered.

They walked in a single line, following a trodden game trail, until they reached a sparser area of woods, and spread out. A long, grassy field appeared through the trees. Stopping long enough to catch a squirrel, they built a small fire at the edge of the tree line, ate a quick breakfast, and rested. Ahead of them, the broad field of brown grass extended as far as the eye could see, going up a slight incline. They were putting out the fire when William spoke up.

"Over there!" He pointed.

Kirby followed his finger. Deep in the distance, a few hundred feet away, the top of some stone structure was just visible through the sun's rising glare, rising above the hill. Finishing with the fire, they hiked toward it.

"What is it?" Bray asked, as they got closer.

"Some sort of building," Kirby said, as they made their way up the slope.

"The remains of one," William clarified.

The structure came into view the closer they got, enough so that Kirby could decipher some of its features. The stone—perhaps once a building—was now three enormous beams. Two were evenly spaced and rose high into the air, while another connected them at the top, forming a door-shaped structure with nothing in the middle, or around it. Somehow, the weathered frame had outlasted the rest of whatever building had accompanied it. All around the enormous door was large, rocky rubble. The same tall, brown grass that covered the field grew around it. 

"It is tall enough that a giant could go through it," Kirby mused as they got close.

"A giant?" William asked.

"A very tall person, many times larger and wider than any of us," Kirby said. "Clearly you do not have the same stories."

"I haven't heard that one," William admitted, marveling at the enormous entrance. "Is it true?"

Kirby shook her head and smiled.

Thinking on it further, William said, "But some of our stories are proven true, like the stories of the Tech Magic that you showed us how to use. And to you, horses were legend."

"A fair point. But I do not think the large people exist," Kirby said with a half-smile. "More than likely, this was an important building, important enough that it deserved such a magnificent entrance."

"And now it is just a door," William said with a shrug.

"Perhaps it means there is a city nearby," Bray suggested.

They walked around some of the rubble, marveling at the strong, stone structure, which was many times taller than either of them. Birds circled and cawed around the top, or perched on its ledges.

"My father had a superstition about doors," Bray said. 

"Oh?" Kirby asked.

"He believed you should utter a prayer to the gods before walking through them. Too many Wardens were shot, or struck down, when they walked into a building. He considered them bad luck."

"Do you believe the same?"

Bray shrugged and smiled. "Some of my father's stories were hokum. When I got older, I became smart enough to know which was which."

Walking around the nearest, enormous beam, William said, "My mother believed doors are lucky. Perhaps this door will lead us to something better."

"Or at least farther away from those men," Bray muttered.

With several large, determined steps, William stepped from one side of the massive doorway to the other.

"Perhaps you were right about the city," Cullen said, calling their attention elsewhere, as he pointed south at the horizon.

It took a moment for Kirby to see to what he was referring. The ground sloped downward, turning from field to forest, with trees spackling the landscape. But trees weren't the only things beyond that slope. Deep in the distance, a single, tall building rose majestically above the skyline.

"Maybe the door is lucky, William," Cullen said.

"Is that a building?" William asked, putting his hand above his brow to block the morning glare.

"I think it is," Bray said.

Kirby cupped her eyes, looking.

"Another tower," Bray said, with a tone that showed his hesitation. "Maybe another city we cannot see from here."

"Something is different, though," William said, walking forward as if he could discern more from a single step. 

"What do you mean?" Kirby asked.

"Most of the buildings are crumbled at the top. But not that one." William walked farther, looking. "Do you see the edges? They are sharper than any I've seen. And it seems to shimmer in the sun's light."

"It is probably the distance," Bray said with authority. "You cannot see the defects from here, and there is too much glare from the rising sun. I'm sure it is just as crumbled as the other buildings we've come across."

"I am telling you, something is different," William insisted. "It looks like it is glowing. Maybe it is the city of the giants." Wonder filled his voice.

Kirby wasn't foolish enough to believe his words, and she certainly didn't believe in giants, but she couldn't deny that something seemed different about the building. Before anyone could say anything, William moved. Grass whipped against the others' pants as they followed. William hiked as if some invisible force spurred him onward. With each step, he traveled faster, forcing them to keep up.

"I think that building is farther away than you think," Bray warned. "It will take us some time to get there."

"I know," William said, but he was clearly focused. "But I want to see what it is."

William's enthusiasm was contagious.

Kirby couldn't deny it. 

The building was intriguing.


Chapter 9:  Kirby

They moved at a cautious speed as they reentered the relative safety of the forest, scaring up small animals, and a few birds that cawed as they burst from the overhead boughs. Kirby looked for markings on the hard ground, but she couldn't tell if anyone had traveled this way in a while. 

Seeing the tall building seemed to have sparked something in William. Gone was the depressed, forlorn boy who had lamented the horses, or spent hours in silence. He moved as if he hadn't spent the previous days running from merciless monsters. He moved as if he weren't an infected boy without a future, but a young man on the verge of discovery. 

Even Cullen, who was clearly exhausted, trekked at a faster pace, hope in his steps. 

They followed the forest for most of the morning, finding a few piles of mutant dung, and some bent branches. They didn't see any signs of humans, though. If people lived in the building they'd seen, Kirby couldn't envision it.

The forest slowly thinned.

Eventually, they saw the outline of the gigantic building through the trees, unmistakably the one they'd seen from the hill. William moved faster again as the building grew in prominence.

They halted at the tree line, on a small hill.

No one spoke. 

Beyond the tree line and the hill, a patch of grass extended from the forest for a hundred feet. Past it, green corn stalks rose up higher than any of their heads, thick and planted in rows that went almost all the way to the building.

They'd reached what had unmistakably been a city. 

Or still was.

Beyond the magnificent building, a few more edifices rose into the sky, though none were as grand as the first. The other buildings were behind a wall that extended out from either side of the shimmering building, in the structure's midpoint. The building was clearly the central point of this place, whatever it was, but the wall coming out from its sides prevented a view of most of what was behind it.

The towering, central edifice speared the sky, with sides smoother than most buildings Kirby had seen. Sunlight gleamed off the windows, which extended up and down the building's sides. Awe filled her as she realized how many were protected by glass, except for those on the first few floors, which were covered by stone from inside. She saw the tops of a barricade of boulders that seemed to extend across the building's bottom floor, protecting it. The building wasn't flawless, but it was maintained better than anything Kirby had seen since her homeland. 

"By the gods," Cullen whispered, as he stared.

"That building has glass!" Bray said, shaking his head in awe as he pointed at the upper floors.

"And not just a few windows, like the richest people in Brighton," William said. "I can see the gleaming everywhere!"

"Incredible," Cullen said, looking as if he'd never seen such a spectacle. "You were right about the building, William. It is different."

"Look over there!" William said, pointing in another direction. "What are those?"

A ways between them and the building, on either side, two enormous, turning devices rose above the cornfield. A single sheet of metal led up to the round center of each, which was surrounded by blades that turned in the wind. 

Kirby's jaw dropped in wonder as she found a new spectacle at which to look. "Windmills," she said.

"What?" Bray asked.

"Devices that provide power," she said, realizing that she might as well have been speaking another language. Explaining, she said, "They use the wind to do things without the touch of men."

"Windmills," Bray repeated, with obvious amazement.

"There are more buildings behind the wall," William said. "Although it is hard to see them from this distance."

It was true. The shimmering building was the only one in clear view, at the forefront of the place, whatever it was. Kirby looked for a place one might enter. She was too far away to see a door on the building's sides, but it didn't look like the barricade of boulders covered them. She also saw what looked like a gate in the wall on the building's left side, leading to whatever lay beyond.

"It is definitely a city." Kirby was robbed of more words. She blinked, as if the gleaming building, the ones behind the wall, and the windmills might disappear, but they remained.

Perhaps Kirby's golden palace in the clouds did exist.

Perhaps the stories were true.


Chapter 10:  Rudyard

Rudyard dragged his finger along the thin, stiff page, following the symbols and pictures with his eyes. Midday sunlight reached through the window of the tall building in which he sat, illuminating the pile of books next to him on the eighteenth floor of the Learning Building. Turning the page, his eyes roamed from one drawing to the next. 

He knew that understanding came with time. All around him, shelves full of books reminded him of the knowledge yet to be gained. The odor of his untouched food wafted from the plate on the grand table across the room, the last plate not yet eaten. Soon, it would lose its heat, and it wouldn't taste as good. 

Tearing his concentration from the books, Rudyard stood and stretched his legs. He had to get back to his duties. He walked to the table, retrieved the plate of food, and brought it back to his desk by the window, careful to slide it away from the books, so he wouldn't damage them. Steam rose from a plate of potatoes, corn, and meat. Spearing a bite with his fork, he shoved it into his mouth. He chewed.

And stopped.   

Far in the distance, past where the windmills turned, the crops grew in the sun, and the patch of grass led to the forest, something moved through the edge of the trees at the top of the small hill. He watched for a moment, certain that he was envisioning human shapes in the foliage. Or maybe the sun was playing tricks with his eyes. 

More movement.

Clothing.

Rudyard dropped his fork with a clatter loud enough to echo across the vast room. He looked behind him, as if someone else might've noticed, even though he was alone. When he looked back out the window, the human figures were gone, but he could still see them in his mind, peering at the building. His home. Their home.

He ran to get the others.


Chapter 11:  Kirby

The enormous windmills spun in slow circles, driven by a breeze. A few clouds rolled across the blue sky, pierced easily by the sunlight, some of which cast a glare off the windows of the magnificent building. Kirby couldn't hold her awe.

"It was a smart thing to build the windmills here. There is a nice wind."

"Whoever lives here is intelligent," William said.

"Not like the barbarian tribes we've seen," Bray muttered. "Or the men behind us, if they are still there." He looked over his shoulder, as if he might catch a glimpse of The Clickers, though enough time had passed that Kirby doubted they'd see them.

"The building is remarkable," Cullen said, wiping his eyes as if he might have dirt in them. "I have never seen anything like what covers those windows."

"You haven't seen glass?" William asked.

"Not in that shape," Cullen admitted. "Most has been in fragments, or ground beneath a traveler's boots. I have never seen the sun reflect something so brilliantly."

"Only the merchants had glass in the windows, from where we came," William explained.

"Merchants?" Cullen asked, hearing another foreign word.

Avoiding a more detailed explanation, William said, "The windows were rare." Pointing at a place a few floors up from the bottom of the magnificent building, he noticed something else. "What is that little room jutting out from the rest of the building, without a roof?"

Kirby stared the distance between the forest and the building, scanning the place where William looked. "A balcony," she said. Seeing another question on William's face, she added, "A place where people stand. And a railing to protect them from falling. Perhaps it is a place to keep watch."

She regarded the balcony, and the tops of some of the smaller, less grand structures behind the long, extending wall that came out from either side of the building. Farther down from where they stood, a dirt path divided the rows of corn in half, seemingly running from the crops to the building. 

"With knowledge like these people have, they must be intelligent, like you said, Kirby," William suggested."Maybe they can teach us."

"Or kill us," Kirby warned. 

Staring at the city, it was easy to imagine either of those scenarios. Kirby kept a firm grip on her rifle as she weighed options. They could turn, go back into the woods, and forget what they'd seen. But they would always wonder.

"I can't say this is the same as the stories you heard at The Arches, Kirby, but it is the closest thing we've found," Bray said.

"I agree. But now that we are here, I am uncertain." Kirby's face was hard as she looked at the grand building, and those distant buildings behind it. She wished she could see the truth behind the glass windows and the large wall, which seemed to go in an enormous square, and was obviously protecting something.

"We can turn and go back into the forest, keep looking, but what if there is nothing left to find?" Bray couldn't stop his eyes from wandering over the sights in front of them. "We might spend months wandering from one sleeping place to the next, keeping our eyes open for men like the ones we escaped." 

Cullen said, "I only know half of what you are speaking about. But I have never seen a sight such as this. If you are going forward, I will come with you."

"We should check it out," William agreed.

Kirby hesitated a moment, then nodded. "Let's go slowly. If we see something we don't like, we'll turn around."

They crept from the forest and toward the dirt path between the crops, which was about fifteen feet wide, moving quietly. Kirby looked behind her at the relative safety of the trees. A gust of wind spun the distant windmills faster, creaking their turbines. The field felt empty, as if they were the only inhabitants, and the place had long been abandoned, even though Kirby couldn't believe that was true. She eyed the long, swaying stalks of corn. She hadn't seen crops so high since her homeland. But those crops had fed armies, people intent on pursuing land and bloodshed. Who knew what type of people these crops fed?

The wind continued blowing. Getting a better view down the path's center, Kirby saw an endless row of crops, extending for about half the distance to the buildings. Beyond the corn stalks, she now saw shorter crops in uniform rows—what looked like wheat, tomatoes, and several fruits and vegetables. The magnificent building lay at the end of the dirt walkway, lifeless, windows gleaming from the sun's glare, the wall jutting out from either side. The windmills were about twenty yards from it, diagonally on either side.

Kirby, Bray, and William walked with their guns pointed low. Cullen hung in the middle, protected.

"Boot prints," Bray said, pointing as they walked down the path. 

Unmistakable boot marks littered the dirt path as they continued. Halfway down, Kirby saw other prints, too. She shuddered as the breeze blew again, carrying the scent of soil and corn. And something else. 

"Do you smell that?" Bray hissed, as they stopped.

Something moved to their left. Kirby snapped her gun toward it. Deep through some of the corn stalks, a naked, wart-covered figure snuck through the tall stems. Another noise drew her attention to the other side of the path, where something else wove between the crops, following them. Kirby caught a glimpse of red, vicious eyes, and sharp, cracked teeth.

Mutants.

They froze as creatures padded between the corn stalks, hissing. The spinning windmills creaked and creaked. Kirby aimed her gun, a bad feeling growing worse as she looked over her shoulder, realizing they were closer to the building than the forest. Running was a fool's hope.

More mutants than she could count appeared through the corn stalks around them. The snap of a stalk to their left surprised William, who leapt back, losing his hood.

"Stay back!" he cried, holding up his gun at an encroaching mutant.

The mutant hesitated, but it didn't look as if it was listening. It stared around, sniffing the wind. All around them, demons clustered in the corn, not charging, but lingering, waiting.  

"What's wrong with them?" Bray asked.

"I'm not sure. But they're not listening to me," William said, his fear growing deeper.

Cullen's voice ripped away their attention. "Up there." He raised a shaky hand, pointing at the building, now a hundred yards away. Up on the balcony, high off the ground, a door opened, and six silent, robed figures emerged. They stopped a few feet from the railing, peering out from beneath their dark hoods. The sun's glare bounced off the magnificent windows, barring a better view. They made no move, or gesture.

The air fell silent, save the low hiss of the demons and the creak of the windmills.  

Bray, Kirby, and William held their guns level, while Cullen looked as if he might dart in another direction. They watched the figures on the balcony for several silent seconds, sizing them up, looking every so often at the mutants, who hadn't gotten any closer, but weren't leaving.

"We mean no harm," Bray called across the distance to the balcony, loudly enough that the figures might hear him. 

Kirby realized the guns in their hands contradicted that statement, but she wasn't about to lower hers. The figures stared at them from beneath their shadowy hoods. They didn't answer.

"Perhaps they speak another language," Bray muttered. Raising his voice, he tried again, "We mean no harm."

The figures stared.

One of the figures walked forward ahead of the others.

In a deep, authoritative voice betraying old age, the person called down from the high balcony, "Come closer."

Kirby looked on either side of them at the lurching, snarling demons, none of which had moved. She wasn't walking any closer to a mutant's jaws.

"Come closer, and you will not be harmed," the person promised, waving a robed hand.

Kirby traded a look with Bray. 

"We will likely die if we run for the forest," Bray hissed quietly. "I don't think we have a choice but to listen."

Kirby didn't need to question the truth of that statement. With tentative, cautious steps, they approached until they were within twenty yards of the balcony.

"Who are you?" The person's voice contained a strange accent, but she could understand him.

"We are travelers from up north," Kirby called up. Hoping to solidify their intentions, she said, "We are here to talk, nothing more."

The figure looked back at the others. They traded some quiet words.

Turning back to face them, he asked, "How many are with you?" He looked past them and toward the edge of the forest.

Kirby knew a lie would be of no use. "The four of us," she said. 

"Are there any more like him?" The man stepped back, raising a slow hand and pointing at William. "Are there any more like our brother?"

"Brother?" asked William.

The authoritative man pulled his hood off, stepping to the edge of the railing and out of the glare of the sun.

Underneath, a mass of warts covered his ruddy skin, obvious enough that Kirby saw them even from a distance.

William and the others stood aghast. 

The man lowered his hands to his sides. The demons hissed louder, looking from William to the man high up on the balcony. The other figures on the balcony slowly removed their hoods, revealing faces covered with the results of the infection. A woman stood among them.

"We are all blessed with The Gift. Just like you," the man boomed.

"The Gift?" William whispered.

"I saw you speak with our brothers in the corn. But do not attempt to control them," the man warned as he cocked his head. "They would not listen, anyway. They are our Plagued Ones."

William kept his gun trained on the closest mutant, which still looked as if it might spring from the crops and attack. The man was right: the mutants were clearly obeying his orders.

"They will not stand down without our word," the man said. Finally, he pointed at the mutants and shouted, "Be still."

The demons relaxed. Their shoulders swayed as they watched Kirby, Bray, William, and Cullen, but they no longer hissed. 

"Are you emissaries?" the man called down to them.

Bray traded a look with Kirby, Cullen, and William. Before Kirby could tell him otherwise, he said, "Yes. We are emissaries."

Kirby swallowed. The man exchanged another look with the others, as if he was deciding something, before waving a hand.

"Stay where you are," the man called. "We will send someone down for you."


Chapter 12:  Kirby

Kirby, Bray, William, and Cullen watched the robed figures disappear from the balcony. The demons fidgeted, scratching themselves or looking at one another. A few stared at Kirby with hunger. She didn't trust that a few wouldn't break from the horde, disobey the man's orders, and go in for a kill, especially with no one around to stop them. It wouldn't take much encouragement for the others to join them, once they saw warm flesh and spilled blood.

She could already see more than enough demons to outlast their ammunition. Since they'd spoken with the man, more mutants snuck through the corn stalks, watching. They'd never outrun an angry horde. They might shoot a few, or outpace some of them, but not all. 

"Do you know what an emissary is?" Kirby hissed to Bray.

"It sounded as if it wasn't dinner." Bray shrugged. "That's enough for me."

"It means a representative," Kirby explained. "Someone who comes to represent their people."

"That's what we are. Representatives from Brighton," Bray said with a firm nod. "That should be enough to keep us alive, until we can figure out more about this place."

Kirby wasn't comfortable with his lie, but she'd gotten used to his ways. She knew that he was trying to keep them safe. Looking between some of the corn stalks, she saw a few piles of feces, and some chewed ears of corn. The generous crops could surely feed an army of disgusting demons. 

But the army of demons wasn't even the most incredible thing. 

These people looked like William.  

For all she knew, the building contained floors filled with bulbous-headed, talking men and women, like Jingo.

William seemed as if he was processing an illusion. "They were infected, like me," he said to Kirby, reaching up and touching his head, feeling the warts that created a ridge from his hairline to his temple. "Six of them. My brothers. And sister."

William stared at the demons between the corn stalks, running his fingers over the bumps, as if he was convincing himself of the reality around him. 

Kirby turned her attention back to the empty balcony, and the building from which it protruded. She looked along the protective row of rubble and boulders at the building's base, and then toward the side of the building, spotting a door on the left-hand side, now that they were closer.

Would someone come from there, or from the wide gate in the wall about ten yards from it? Both remained closed.

All along the wall, she noticed strange pieces of metal that looked like decorations, tied in several places. She hadn't noticed them from a distance.

Kirby was almost starting to think they were waiting for no one when the door on the left-hand side of the building opened, and one of the robed men stepped through. His hood was off, revealing a shock of blonde hair that she had only caught a glimpse of high up on the balcony, through the sun's glare. He didn't seem to be the main person who had spoken with them.

The robed man walked down the end of the dirt path, watching Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen, seemingly unaffected by so many demons around him. His arms were toned and tan; his robe fit snugly over his frame. Kirby noticed a long knife hanging from a sheath at his side. He stopped at a safe distance.

"I am Rudyard," the man said simply. He studied their weapons, their faces, but mostly, William. "I speak for The Gifted. You might say I am the emissary here."

Kirby looked up at the empty balcony, and through some of the windows, which seemed strangely tinted. She couldn't see the strange people; only shadows. Still, she was certain they watched them from somewhere behind the glass.

"Where are we?" she asked.

"This place is called New City," Rudyard said. 

New City.

"Thank you for speaking with us," Bray said courteously.

"I will not lie. We are bothered by the items you carry, the guns," Rudyard said. 

"I understand your caution," Bray said. "As I said when we arrived, we mean no harm."

"Where did you get them?"

"They came from across the ocean." Kirby pointed east, to the right of the building and in the direction of the coastline, which she assumed was a distance away. "My people made them. But these are the last of them."

Rudyard nodded. He inspected the weapons in their hands. Looking up at the balcony where people had been, he gave some signal they couldn't interpret. "We know what those weapons are. We even have some of them, though we seldom see people carrying them. They upset The Plagued Ones. Which colony do you represent?"

"Brighton," Bray said without hesitation. "A colony up north." He nodded over his shoulder.

"You wish to trade."

Bray reinforced his lie with a nod. "That was our hope."

"Are you here on the recommendation of another colony?"

Perhaps reconsidering another falsehood, Bray said, "We are explorers in search of resources. We discovered this place on our own."

"Interesting." Looking at William, Rudyard said, "We have never seen another Gifted One, outside of those who live here. You must excuse our fascination, but we would like to speak with you."

William nodded. 

"Come with me, and I will take you to a place where we can talk further." Without another word, Rudyard turned, making it clear they should follow.

Bray exchanged a deciding glance with Kirby and the others before they walked after him. They kept their guns at their sides. On either side of them, the mutants watched from the corn, shifting from foot to foot. A few scratched at the warts on their bodies. Kirby couldn't recall a time she'd been in such close proximity, without swinging a knife or firing a gun.  

"Is all this food for the mutants?" she called ahead, hoping to get more information about what they were walking into. Past the corn stalks, she got a closer view of other vegetables preceding the building.

"The Plagued Ones, you mean?" Rudyard assumed.

"Yes," Kirby said, noticing he used the same term as Cullen.

"It is for them, and the other people who live here."

"I don't see anything besides demons," Bray said.

"The rest are safely in the back. Protected." Rudyard watched them. "We are done with the day's work. We prefer to work before the midday heat sets in, as I assume your people do."

"True." Kirby knew the same was true of farmers in her homeland. She looked up at the magnificent building, which could easily hold a large population. And that didn't count the other, crumbled buildings behind the wall, which could easily house more. Hoping for more answers, she asked, "How many live here?"  

"Enough that we can accommodate them all," Rudyard said vaguely. "Come. There will be time for more questions, if you agree to the terms of our discussions."

Cutting through the surface pleasantries, Kirby asked, "What are they?"

"In the ground level, we have a room to lock up your weapons." Rudyard nodded as he looked over his shoulder. "We do not allow weapons in The Learning Building."

"How do we know we are safe, and that we will get them back?" Bray asked.

"Surely you emissaries know the risks," Rudyard said with a knowing glance. Probably hoping to assuage their concerns, he added, "This is a place of peace. We Gifted believe in violence only when it is absolutely necessary. We defend the land we have, but we do not delight in war." 

A few of the demons snarled at them with rotten, cracked teeth. 

Rudyard continued. "In any case, you can see the protection we have here. We have enough Plagued Ones to ward off any enemy's army, probably even a few armies. While you are a guest, you can travel unimpeded. But know you are being watched."

"We appreciate your hospitality," said Bray simply.


Chapter 13:  Bray

Rudyard led them toward the door on the left-hand side of the building. Bray got a better glimpse of the wall jutting out from its sides, extending for a long ways. At some point, it appeared to end, presumably turning at a perpendicular angle and walling off the city. Along the wall, he saw a few bins that looked as if they might hold compost, along with a closed gate about ten yards away. Turning his attention to the building and the door, Bray studied the barricade along the base of the front—chunks of heavy rock that would take more than a few men to move. The edges of the building were cracked in a few spots, but the building was notably intact. Bray marveled at the array of windows on the upper floors, which caught the sun in such a way that he wondered if it was a different type of glass. Even up close, he could barely see through the dark shade of it.

Catching his stare, Rudyard said, "I can see the glass fascinates you. We construct it here, among other things. Many wish to trade for it, to adorn their buildings. The coloration on it allows us to see outside, while the people outside cannot see in. It is helpful for keeping watch, among other things."

"It is a rare sight," Bray noted. 

"Perhaps something to keep in mind, if we decide to trade."

Bray looked at Kirby. Judging by her expression, she was equally impressed. 

"The building is in remarkable shape," Kirby commented.

"We maintain it using pieces of some of the more disheveled buildings beyond the wall, to the south of our city," Rudyard explained. "Much of the old city was destroyed by a large storm many years ago. The foundations of many of those buildings weren't salvageable, so we took what we could and concentrated it on this building, and the others behind the wall that we could protect and build."

"A worthy goal," Bray flattered.

"Considering what is out in the wild, we are fortunate," Rudyard said.

Reaching the thick door on the building's side, Rudyard opened it to lead the way. Bray was surprised to find several uninfected men standing in the room, waiting, or perhaps keeping guard. They nodded at Bray and the others as they walked in. One of the men was burly, with chiseled features and dark hair. The other was taller, with light blond hair and freckles. Both of them had sun-gilded skin, and wore serious expressions.

They seemed intimidating, but not threatening. 

Bray halted as he caught sight of several small, strange glass devices on the ceiling. The devices were rounded and attached in various places.

"What are those?" Bray asked, pointing above them.

William and Cullen peered at them. Kirby held a look of disbelief over his shoulder.

"Lights," Rudyard said, with obvious pride.

"Tech Magic," William whispered.

"I don't understand," Bray said, looking as if Rudyard was playing a joke.

Judging by the look on Rudyard's face, he was used to explaining. "We Gifted created them, among other things, some of which you will lay eyes on, but not all of them." Pointing at the lights, none of which were lit at the moment, and some windows higher up in the room, he explained, "We only use the lights when we need to. Things in other parts of the building run them. But we will need to agree on the terms of our tentative arrangement before you can go further."

Bray looked around the rest of the room, spotting a large box built into the far wall, situated between two doors. The lock on the box resembled some of the strongest he'd seen in Brighton. The light-haired man unlocked it, opening the thick top and revealing an empty space.

"This is where you will leave your weapons," Rudyard said. "We cannot pass from this room until you secure them."

Bray hesitated. He looked at the others. 

"Those are the rules of our arrangement." Seeing the uneasiness on their faces, Rudyard said, "If you need a moment to discuss it, I can grant you one. We will wait in the room while you speak privately outside."

He motioned behind them at the open door. Bray glanced across the threshold and into the part of the crop fields he could see. In between some of the rows of shorter vegetables, demons lurked. Some stared unabashedly, and others wandered, but none left.

"Give us a moment," Bray said.

He led the others outside, where they walked partway down the path until they were out of earshot. They formed a cautious circle. Before he could say anything, William cut in.

"The lights are magic," he said, wonder in his face.

"Not magic." Kirby shook her head. "Though it might seem like that."

Cullen's face mirrored amazement.

"You have told us men built devices such as the ones behind us." William pointed at the enormous windmills, directing his comment at Kirby. "And you have told us plenty of other stories about incredible things, like cars and planes. But in all these months traveling, all we have seen are crumbled buildings, and men with sharp swords, or sharper arrows. Even the guns we hold weren't built in this land. You might not think of these things as magic, but to us, they are." William looked as if he was releasing an emotion he'd held back as he wiped his eyes. "The people inside look like me. They called me brother. I do not know if I believe that, but I want to go inside. Even if I am alone, I am willing to talk with them."

Watching William, Bray fought a pit in his stomach that he hadn't expected. In William's short life, he had seen only death, war, and suffering. He had spent too much time running from those who wished him harm. And through all that time, I've done him the worst harm. I killed his mother.  

If hope lay inside that building, he owed it to William to find it. 

"I will go with William," Bray said, a solemn expression on his face. "If you choose to remain out here, Kirby and Cullen, I will not fault you for it."

Kirby looked as if she was working through a doubt. "You are not the only one who needs hope. If we will go, we will go together."

They started walking until William stopped them.

"They do not know you are infected," William whispered to Kirby. 

"We do not need to add another complication," Kirby said. "I will not tell them. Let us talk with them and see what they have to say."

Bray agreed, and they walked back toward the door.   


Chapter 14:  The Clicker

Movement through the trees grabbed The Clicker's attention. He stopped, signaling some of the others as they crept through the forest. Reaching a tangle of thick brush, they stopped and raised their bows. A lone, bedraggled man huddled next to a stream bank a dozen steps away. The Clicker hoped it was the people who killed his brothers, but this was someone different.

No matter.

The man's torn pack lay behind him, along with his rusted knife. Smoke lingered in the air from his doused fire. He seemed alone. Another traveler, perhaps.

The Clicker looked behind him through the trees. His brothers with the horses waited farther, out of sight. He adjusted on his haunches. They had been traveling with their newfound steeds, in search of the people with the metal weapons, when they'd seen spirals of smoke above the tree line.

The sky gods had been fortunate. 

First the thunder beasts, and now this.

The Clicker wanted retribution for the men those others had killed in the city, but that would come later.

The Clicker traded a look with his closest brother, who gave him a subtle, soft click through his sharp teeth. Taking the man's cue, The Clicker drew an arrow. They watched as the traveler dipped his face in the water, clearing some of the day's heat from his brow. 

The Clicker sent a signal in his native tongue.

They slid from the bushes, walking on quiet, bare feet.

They got within a few steps of the traveler before he spun. His eyes lit with terror. He reached for his knife. They didn't let him get farther. One of The Clicker's companions swung a dirty fist, striking the traveler in the temple, knocking him over. On his knees, he lunged for his long knife, but The Clicker stomped on his fingers, eliciting a cry of pain. One of his brothers kicked his ribs, collapsing the man to the ground. Blood ran down the man's face. The Clicker reached down, retrieved the long knife, and kicked the torn bag out of the man's reach. 

The man's eyes lit with fear as The Clicker exposed his pointed, sharp teeth, and made his eyes wide.  

The Clicker was not stupid. He knew his appearance was frightening to The Hunted. 

The other Clickers grabbed the traveler's arms, keeping him restrained while they frisked him, looking for any other weapons that might prick or harm them. The man screamed out in terror, writhing, but he was weak from hunger, and the other Clickers had a firm grasp. 

The Clicker bent down, still without words, and held up the man's long knife. Sticking out his own tongue, he made a dragging movement in the air above it. The traveler bit down on another scream as he realized he would lose the soft, pink piece of flesh if he made another noise. 

Pain was a great motivator for silence.

Looking back over his shoulder, The Clicker made a few, sharp clicks with his tongue. The clopping of horses' feet echoed through the distant trees as the rest of his brothers joined them. In his language, The Clicker informed them the traveler was alone.

Retrieving the dirty bag from the ground, he sifted through the belongings, stuffed a dried piece of meat into his mouth, and chewed. Inside were a few, dirty garments, and a small knife. He pocketed the beaten tool, but kept the other belongings in the bag. He tossed the bag over his shoulder while the traveler watched. 

When he was finished, they dragged the man away through the forest.


Chapter 15:  Bray

After leaving their belongings in the secured box, and reluctantly agreeing to a frisking, Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen followed Rudyard through one of the two doors, which he unlocked. On the other side was a stairway, surrounded by walls. Bray listened as the door clicked closed behind them.

"I hope you brought your strength," Rudyard said as he led them up a steep flight of stairs. "There are eighteen floors in the building. We are working on a better way to get up through it. But for now, this is what we have."

Bray wasn't certain what he was talking about, but he didn't voice the question. 

"How long have you lived here?" Kirby asked.

"Several hundred years," Rudyard said, looking over his shoulder as he led them.

"Like Jingo," William whispered in Bray's direction.

"Are there more of you?" Kirby asked.

"There are ten of us Gifted," Rudyard said. "The ones you saw on the balcony, myself, and three others you haven't seen. As I said, your appearance is a great surprise to us. We have many questions for you, as I am sure you have for us."

William stepped up the stairs with a hope Bray hadn't seen him wear in many months. Bray, Kirby, and Cullen walked more reservedly, eyeing the thick walls on either side of them. Every so often, they passed a landing with a closed door on one side, or a window overlooking the corn and crop fields on the other. Outside, the demons scrounged between the tall stalks, chasing small animals, or eating the remnants of a few corncobs. A strange, humming noise started from somewhere outside.

"What is that sound?" Bray asked, thinking he heard voices, as well.

"One of our machines," Rudyard said simply. "They must have turned it on."

"Machines?" 

"The way we produce things, or make things work." Rudyard looked back at them. "Like our lights downstairs. Perhaps we can talk more about it when we get upstairs. I'm sure you have as many questions as we have." 

They passed another door, and Bray glanced at it, wondering what other miraculous devices might lie behind. A guarded look crossed Rudyard's face.

"The doors you see are secured. Only we Gifted know the locations of the keys. Rest assured, you would not get out alive if you tried to take them. I say this only so that you know we are serious about protecting what we have."

"As any man would be," Bray agreed, though it didn't stop his imagination from wandering.

Perspiration dripped from their brows as they climbed a few more flights. Bray stared out the next window, watching the corn stalks and the demons grow smaller. The humming noise got slightly quieter. He studied the forest from which they'd emerged, realizing how far away they were from it. 

"How high up are we going?" Kirby asked.

"To the highest floor," Rudyard said. "Our Library Room. We are almost there." 

Reaching a door near the top of the building, he stopped and rapped four times. Bray waited. He dragged a hand across his sweaty forehead as he traded a look with Kirby, William, and Cullen, their faces a mixture of trepidation and curiosity.

The door opened.

**

The authoritative man who had spoken to them from the balcony stood in front of them, his robe billowing behind. He no longer wore a hood. Thick, calcified bumps ran the length of either side of his face. Warts protruded from several points around his mouth and nose, but his blue eyes were strangely bright, as if they alone had been spared the weight of the infection. He raised a hand in greeting.

"I am Tolstoy," he said.

Despite being prepared for the man's appearance, Bray was taken aback. Had he a sword, he might've been tempted to pull it. Or maybe it was the sight of so many of them. Behind Tolstoy, the eight others stood in the center of the room, all waiting, all wearing an expression that was difficult to read under the mask of the infection. One woman stood among them, her smooth, feminine features mostly covered by her long, dark hair, which she'd tied back. Warts covered all of the people's faces. A few men's heads were larger than a normal person's, swollen with the weight of infection and cocked sideways as they studied the newcomers. 

Tolstoy stepped back to allow them in. 

Bray's wonder grew as he saw the remainder of the room, which comprised most of the building's floor. Windows ran the length of three sides of the room, save a lone, solid wall on the right-hand side, lined with bookshelves. In the middle of that wall was a single, open doorway leading to another room he couldn't see. Each of the bookshelves contained thick, bound books that filled almost every space. 

That wasn't the most amazing thing.

A large, opulent table sat in the room's center, with smooth, contoured edges. Intricately carved chairs surrounded it.

More of the strange, unlit lights hung from the ceiling, and other gadgets sat on smaller tables in various places in the room. Small desks lined the windows, filled with piles of books and other devices. Bray stepped in with awe, unable to pry his eyes from the people, the metal objects, or the books, any of which would have commanded a fortune in any township or village.

A few taller, freestanding pieces of metal similar to the ones called windmills—only much smaller—stood near the windows, turning, providing a coolness that Bray had never felt inside, in Brighton, the wild, or anywhere else. 

"Fans," Tolstoy explained as they stepped farther in. "I told our people to turn them on so we could use them, and you would be more comfortable."

Bray opened and closed his mouth on too many questions. 

Beckoning to the large table in the room's center, Tolstoy said, "Have a seat."

Taking his cue, The Gifted ones walked on feet Bray couldn't see beneath their robes, taking seats. Had he been in a snowberry-induced stupor, Bray might've convinced himself they floated. A part of him wondered if he was dreaming, destined to wake up on a bed of rocks and dirt in the wild. Cullen looked as if he had been caught mid-bite in a stolen meal. He walked with his mouth open, his eyes wide, following Kirby, William, and Bray.

Before sitting, Bray glimpsed more of the ruined buildings out the back windows, which extended as far as the eye could see. Farther back, he thought he saw the end of the protective wall. Tolstoy and the rest sat, while Rudyard stood in a position by the door, seemingly relaxed, but probably guarding. 

"Welcome to New City," Tolstoy said, smiling through his warts. 

Another man, with a bulbous head and thin, wart-covered lips spoke up. "To clarify, the name probably held more meaning when we first decided to call it that, many, many years ago. Now it is more of a misnomer. We have been a city for many years." 

"It is beautiful, no matter what you call it," Kirby said politely.

"We are impressed," Bray said.

Tolstoy gestured to the people sitting around the back half of the table, his brethren. "These are the rest of The Gifted. Some you saw on the balcony. Others you have not met." Motioning to each in turn, he said, "Their names are Herman, Simon, Walter, Alfred, Henry, Leonard, Barron, and Amelia."

A few of them nodded at their names, or moved their misshapen heads to acknowledge the introduction. 

"I am Bray, and this is Kirby, Cullen, and William," Bray said.

"William," Tolstoy regarded, latching on to the name. "We are very interested to speak with you."

The others switched focus, watching him. William shrank down in his chair, uncomfortable, or nervous. Despite that, he kept his hood off his head. 

"In the Beginning Time, before The Collapse, we saw more like you, like us," Tolstoy said, with a faraway look in his eyes. "Most were destroyed by people who didn't understand what we were. If they had been given time, perhaps we could have built a city filled with our people."

William nodded slowly.

"I'll admit, it has been almost a hundred and fifty years since I have laid eyes on someone of our type," he continued with reverie. "Someone with your appearance, but with an intact mind. Someone who can speak with The Plagued Ones, or apparently so."

Sitting forward, possibly containing a thought, the woman named Amelia said, "In all my years, I have never seen one as young as you."

William stayed silent.

"Have you been infected long?"

"My mother found my lumps when I was eleven."

"Many, many years ago," she assumed.

"Not that long ago," William said, confusion crossing his face. "It was only in the past year."

"The past year?" Tolstoy asked, incredulous.

Looking at Tolstoy, Amelia said, "The spore might have changed, so many years after The Collapse. Or perhaps he is an anomaly."

"I don't understand," William said.

"Usually our appearance takes more time to develop," Amelia continued. "Our thought was that you'd come from before The Collapse."

Tolstoy cut in. "The spore causes all our telomeres to mutate and form the telomerase enzyme, which stops us from aging, but for a very few, it makes us more intelligent. Usually that process takes years." Tolstoy paused as he saw William's confused face. "My apologies. We are speaking in terms that are probably bewildering. It is just that we have not seen another of our kind in so long. Sometimes the sickness we get in the beginning kills many of the youngest of us. Obviously that did not happen with you."

After a silence, William said, "I was sick for a while, but I got through it."

"The sickness affects the intelligent ones the worst," Tolstoy said, adding, "You are a strong boy to survive it."

Bray felt as if he was listening to a conversation in another language. But some part of what he heard, he understood. He knew William was special. He'd seen that from those first days, when William had shown his aptitude for tracking and hunting. William had picked up on things that most kids his age ignored, or had no time for. Kirby was infected, too, but she didn't have the appearance of William, or his degree of intelligence. And she certainly couldn't speak to demons. 

William was like Jingo, like these people.

These Gifted.

"I saw some of our power in you, when you were outside," Tolstoy said. "And I see in your eyes that you are smart. I assumed that was why your people had chosen you for an emissary. I am surprised they allowed someone so young far from home. They must have confidence in you."

The compliment allowed William to relax a bit.

"You do not need to fear us," Amelia said to William, to all of them. "We have plenty to learn from each other. I think we will find that, in our visit." 


Chapter 16:  Bray

Bray stared at some of the strange, blowing devices that flung a breeze against their faces, unable to help some trepidation as he wondered what caused the strange contraptions to move on their own. Noticing his attention, Tolstoy pointed at the nearest, which had a long, snake-like object behind it.

"The devices provide a bit of a respite from the heat outdoors," Tolstoy said. "They aren't enough to cool a room, especially on a building's upper floor, but they are something. We mostly use them when we have guests."

"How do they work?" Bray asked.

Looking as if he was gauging their reaction, Tolstoy said, "Electricity."

"Electricity," Kirby muttered the word quietly, in awe.  

Tolstoy seemed surprised. "Have you heard of it?"

"I have heard of the word, though I only have a vague idea of what it does," Kirby said, probably hiding the extent of her knowledge. She knew many things Bray and William didn't, but as supposed emissaries from Brighton, they were playing a role. 

Reinforcing the statement, Bray said, "We have heard stories."

Intrigued by the topic of conversation, Tolstoy said, "We have some machines that work on steam power, which provides us electricity. Others work on wind, such as the mills outside." 

"What do the windmills do?" Kirby asked.

"One of them pumps our water, and one of them grinds our grain. They allow us to produce food and drink much faster than a man's hands could." Tolstoy looked proud of his accomplishments. "We choose our resources, and we prioritize survival. For that reason, we do not use the lights or the fans often. We use them for hospitality. The majority of our efforts are focused on products that we can trade. I will admit, not many of our trading partners have a deep enough understanding to discuss these things."

"Most of what we've heard are from stories," Kirby reiterated.

"Stories are many, in this world," Tolstoy said. "Some are true, but many are fabrication." He gazed at the bookshelves.  

"How did you build the devices called fans, and the windmills?" Kirby asked, pointing at the circular, moving objects.

The infected man named Herman shifted in his chair. "Reclaimed metal, mostly. The majority of the materials to build these types of devices was worn away, stolen, or pulled into the forest over hundreds of years. But over time, we found places that preserved some of them—places underground, or tucked away from men, in conditions that were better than the wild. Most people were more concerned with food, drink, or a place to hide. Many things that were hard to reach were left behind. Sometimes we have substituted materials, where we do not have them. We improvise."

"The knowledge of much of man's history is preserved in moth-eaten books," Tolstoy said, nodding at the bookshelves. "We are familiar with the things from before The Collapse, but that does not make them easy to recreate. Most of man's great inventions took years to progress. Even before The Collapse, each invention was built on the shoulders of someone before it. Without the shops to make some of the specific parts, or the technical knowledge of each process, we are left to learn and make do. But we have had plenty of time, and we are gifted with intelligence that makes learning easier. We use what we can. In addition to our reclaimed materials, we have built a few others by modifying the processes, or reverted to older, more archaic methods, such as the ones used long before the years of The Collapse."

Bray gazed up at one of the round, bulbous lights on the ceiling. "I have never seen anything like the lights."

"Would you like to see how they work?" Tolstoy asked.

Bray nodded wordlessly.

Eager to demonstrate, Tolstoy stood, walked over to the side of the room, and touched a strange object on the wall next to one of the bookshelves. In an eye's blink, the lights glowed from behind the round, glass casings, illuminating the area underneath each device. 

"They are more impressive at night, of course," Tolstoy said.

Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen sat back in their chairs, enrapt. 

"You might have heard that humming noise coming from below," Herman said. "That is the sound of a steam-powered generator that we located and modified, which feeds the copper wiring in the walls. Most copper has degraded over the years. But we found some that had survived the looting, in the shops that produced it before The Collapse, or preserved in conditions where it hadn't degraded. We use an old method of wiring called knob and tube, encased in glass insulators that we produce here. The wiring method is actually safer than some of the later processes used closer to The Collapse—especially in large, old buildings such as this. Glass is one of our major pieces of trade. Along with our crops, of course." Herman sat back in his chair. "We don't have nearly as many luxuries as you might have found, hundreds of years ago, but we have a few. Perhaps one day, as our knowledge grows, we will have more." 

Tolstoy hit the same thing on the wall again, and the lights stopped glowing.

"I have never seen something so fascinating," Bray said. "And I admit, I have never heard some of the words you used."

"The process of electricity dates much farther back than The Collapse. In fact, some speculated that a people called the Egyptians used it, thousands of years ago," Tolstoy said. "However, that theory is unproven."

"Perhaps if you stay longer, we can explain better," Herman said.

Bray looked at some of the other objects in the room, sitting on the desks by the windows, on a few of the small tables in other places, or on the shelves next to the rows of books. "What are some of these other metal things?"

"Microscopes, telescopes, lamps. Some have survived the ages, but others we have created." Tolstoy nodded sagely. "Too many relics have been destroyed by time. But we have made some fortunate discoveries."

"Is that a weapon?" William pointed at one of the devices to which Tolstoy had referred, a tube attached to a curved metal base with various pieces of metal and strange knobs coming off it. 

A half-smile crossed Tolstoy's face. "That device has many different uses, but killing a man is not one of them. We found it intact in one of the underground buildings."

"What is it called?"

"A microscope."

"A microscope," William repeated with wonder. 

"It allows you to see very small things easier," Tolstoy explained. "Perhaps later we can demonstrate for you."

"I have never seen so many books." William gestured at the seemingly endless row of spines on the bookshelves, some of which were open and left out on tables. "It is no wonder you know so many things."

"Can you read?" Tolstoy asked.

William shook his head immediately. "I wish I could. Only the wealthiest, or those who have the time to learn know how. But I can count."

"I am surprised you weren't taught to read, as an emissary," Tolstoy said, frowning.

"We were chosen for our survival skills," Bray interrupted, hoping to smooth over what might be considered suspicious. "We are good at navigating the wild."

Tolstoy nodded. "The wild is a vicious place. William's way with The Plagued Ones must help you. In any case, it is rare that we come across anyone who can read at all. Most of the people with whom we trade are more interested in the food we produce, or occasionally, luxuries such as glass. Rarely do we receive an offer tempting enough to trade some of these devices, or our knowledge of these things. Most are interested in the books, but only long enough to see they cannot interpret them."

"And we wouldn't trade them, anyway," Amelia added. With a smile, she said, "It sounds as if your people are intelligent. Perhaps it is time you told us about where you are from."

"A township called Brighton, from up north," Bray said.

"It seems as though you had a long journey to get here," Amelia said, her eyes settling on Cullen's dirty face.

"We had a few stops along the way, but none as glorious as here," Bray said flatteringly. "Our hope is to bring the best offers to our Council, so that they might decide with whom to trade."

"What sorts of items do you produce in Brighton?" Tolstoy asked. 

"We have all manner of crops, and a variety of swords and knives," Bray said. "We have animals, goods made of leather, and coins that allow us to trade for these things."

"And you have guns," Tolstoy said.

"Unfortunately, only a few," Kirby said.

"Not enough to trade," Bray added.

"We have some ourselves," Tolstoy said, with a nod that showed the devices were not new to him. "Found, or collected over the years. We built some simpler ones."

Tolstoy and the other Gifted exchanged glances, but none of them seemed impressed. Bray felt a sense of inadequacy as he looked around at the miraculous objects. The resources he'd mentioned didn't seem worthy of trade—at least not to a room full of people with fascinating devices, and the knowledge to build more. Bray's gaze wandered to William. Gone was the look of dejection he'd carried through the woods for too many months. Of all the places they'd traveled, these people—these Gifted—were William's best hope. 

Fearing they might be kicked out before they had a chance to learn more, Bray said, "We have precious relics, too. Things that some of our collectors saved from the Ancient times."

A few of the wart-covered people lifted their heads.

"What type of relics?" Tolstoy asked.

"Many are made with metals such as what you have here." He pointed around the room at the objects whose names he couldn't recall. "Some we do not know what to do with. Perhaps in time, we will discover some of their uses. Or maybe we can trade them, for the right offer."

"Those objects would be of great interest to us," Tolstoy said. 

"A sample or demonstration of what you know would be fascinating," Herman said.

"Perhaps that is something we can arrange, on a future meeting," Bray said, hoping he'd bought at least a night's stay.

Tolstoy traded a glance with a few of the others. They bobbed their heads. "It sounds as if we have more things to discuss."

**

After more time talking and sharing stories, the sun lowered in the sky, glinting off some of the room's fascinating objects. The breeze from the fans didn't cool the heat of more than a dozen talking people, but it was certainly better than hiking through the forest in the scorching, late-day heat, Bray thought. 

They'd spoken more of Brighton, careful not to say anything that might insinuate they were less than four emissaries.

After a conversation in which Tolstoy explained more about the windmills, Tolstoy asked, "Are you hungry?"

Bray recalled the squirrels they'd shared in the morning, on the way to that enormous, fascinating doorway. "We haven't eaten since breakfast." 

"A meal is in order," Tolstoy said decisively. 

Rudyard, who had been quietly observing, said, "I will have something prepared."

"That would be excellent," Tolstoy said, as Rudyard turned and departed, closing the door behind him. "While we wait, I would like to show you some more things."

Standing, Tolstoy beckoned for the others to join him as he crossed the room toward the open doorway on the right wall. The other quiet, bulbous-headed men, along with the woman Amelia, followed, with Bray, Kirby, William, and Cullen behind. Bray's mouth hung open as he walked into a room as large as the first. Rows of wooden, perfectly crafted display cases, covered in thick glass, extended from wall to wall. The remainder of the walls contained windows.

"This is a library of a different type," Tolstoy explained.

Bray walked over and peered through the first display case, glimpsing weapons of numerous shapes and sizes. He had never seen a collection so impressive in his years of travel as a Warden. Many were clearly swords, knives, and arrows, in shapes he recognized, or that he'd seen in the forest. Others were in strange designs, or etched with patterns he had never seen. A few had sharp points, or grips for one or two hands. Some had handles made of wood, while others were made with metal, or contained spikes, or balls. A few weapons had links of chain, or multiple ends with which to stab. He saw a few other items he couldn't identify. The cases were secured with a thick glass. He might break his hand before he got inside.

"What are these things?" he asked incredulously.

"Gifts from some of the tribes with whom we've traded over the past two hundred years," Tolstoy said, beckoning to the items inside the case. "It is strange how much of human history has gone backward, or sideways. Or how many new uses have been made for old things."

Kirby said, "Incredible. These are all from people on this land?"

"Yes," Tolstoy confirmed. "Some are from tribes or colonies that still exist today, but not many. Some of these objects were found in the forests, or brought to us after the tribes died out. Lots fought wars with each other. Some have succumbed to disease, or fallen to The Plagued Ones."

"I am curious," William said. "You said two hundred years. But I thought you were all much older."

"We are," Tolstoy said. "Unfortunately, we spent the first century or so surviving, like everyone else. We traded for the essentials we needed. We stayed alive. We didn't have the time to obtain, or preserve such weapons or trinkets. It took us a while to settle down here, in the building you see, and those behind it, creating what we have. And it took even longer for us to find each other."

Amelia added from behind with a faint smile, "A hundred and fifty years."

Herman said, "I was the last one they found, a century and a half ago. Before that, I lived in one of the underground rooms I spoke of. They found me out scavenging for supplies."

A grim expression crossed Tolstoy's face. "In those first years after The Collapse, and since, we Gifted were persecuted, or hunted as if we were common Plagued Ones. So we learned to hide, given our appearance. Over time, more and more people died, and things became a bit safer. Unlike others, we did not have the worry of The Plagued Ones. Once we figured out we could control them, we ventured further. That is when we found each other—not at the same time, but through many trips out into the ruins. I suspect there are others out there like us."

"Maybe one day we will find more people, like we have met you," Amelia said, with a smile at William.

Tolstoy pointed to the windows facing the south. "A last thing to show you."

They followed him to the glass panes, which Tolstoy had told them were made of reclaimed materials and seashells.

Tolstoy pointed through the windows and below as Bray and the others looked on. Outside, numerous rows of buildings extended into the distance—not in as grand shape as this building, but certainly more hospitable than most places in the wild. Most of them were single-story, square buildings that seemed as if they had been built from the remains of larger structures and maintained. Others, mostly to the right, were taller and older, with larger chimneys than the others. Bray figured those were places where things were produced, like the blacksmith shops in Brighton. Directly below them, Bray saw a balcony similar to the one in the front of the building, which jutted out over a dirt courtyard. On the right of the dirt courtyard was a separate, fenced-off area that seemed as if it might contain animals, but was empty now. The entire city was cordoned off by the impressive wall he had seen from the front of the settlement, which extended from the sides of the building in which they stood, far in the distance. More buildings of all shapes and sizes lay past the perimeter, but most were crumbled and destroyed—the remains of some great city, perhaps. Their silhouettes were backlit in the dying glow of the sun.

The buildings weren't the only spectacle.

Bray saw people.

Some carried buckets of water, while others carried sheets or blankets near their single-story homes, or in the dirt courtyard. More hovered by two large pits of fire. Bray guessed there had to be a few hundred that he could see, probably many, many more in the buildings, judging by the number of them. He couldn't see every detail from up high, but most were dressed similarly to those of The Arches, or Brighton. 

"The People of New City," Tolstoy said simply.


Chapter 17:  The Clicker

The Clicker ignored the whimpers of the traveler behind them as they pulled him along. Every so often, they struck him when he refused to move his legs, or stuck the tip of a knife at his back to keep him walking. The sun set over the horizon, disappearing below the tips of the trees, casting an amber glow over the forest, creating shadows. 

The brothers with the horses trotted ahead, clearing the way, looking for threats. They rode over several trails where weeds poked through fragments of old stone. Occasionally, they skirted around crumbled larger stone, where the foundations of old buildings lay. In none of those did they find any more of The Hunted, or the people they'd seen in the city.

They kept moving south, breaking once by a stream to splash water over their faces, resting on their haunches. The thunder beasts drank from the water, still agitated, but they were getting used to their new owners. The Clicker hadn't owned horses since the days of his father. The thunder beasts were a boon.

The gods of the sky blessed them.

Spotting a clearing to the left of a rugged trail, The Clicker communicated with the others, who broke from their formation to travel the forest line. They hovered in silence, inspecting the branches for recent breakage, or the ground for the unmistakable marks of The Hunted's boots. The Clicker didn't need to wear such contraptions. His peoples' feet were hard and calloused. His toes were wider and more splayed, and he ran more naturally. His prints, when he left them, blended with the Sick People's. It was one of the reasons his people had survived so long, and would outlast many others.

They were halfway down the clearing when The Clicker noticed a few scattered embers, less than a day old. He clicked his tongue. The others broke from their inspection and joined him. They would keep journeying until it was too dark to see. Perhaps they'd find some of The Hunted before camping. 

In the morning, they'd continue south.


Chapter 18:  Bray

Rudyard carried in a tray with several plates of food and drink and set it down in front of Bray, Kirby, Cullen, and William, each in turn, before excusing himself. Two men at the doorway—the burly, dark-haired man and the tall, freckled man they'd seen when they first arrived—held trays with more. Bray looked down at the warm plate in front of him, which contained a steaming portion of potatoes, a cob of roasted corn, and a helping of meat. Had he been in a finer pub in Brighton, he might not have gotten such a meal. 

"Fresh boar, and corn and potatoes from our crops," Tolstoy announced. 

"You are fortunate to have such a bountiful harvest," Bray complimented.

"We spent years clearing the farming fields, weeding out the rubble. Thankfully, we are on the edge of an old city, which helps."

"So you have animals?" William asked.

"Yes, we do."

"Do the demons bother them?" 

"We mostly keep the Plagued Ones outside the wall, except for a few circumstances."

"A difficult task, I am sure," Bray said as he eyed the boar on his plate.

"Not as difficult as you think, after so many years," Tolstoy said. "We have trained The Plagued Ones the way some might domesticate animals. They listen when we command them, but they have also learned to listen to us often without sounds, the way farm animals might anticipate their owners' directions."

"What do you feed them?"

"Mostly corn, of which we have a surplus. But they get some game in the woods." Somewhere in the distance, Bray heard a faintly audible bell. "Do you hear that? That is the sound we use to signal their feedings. Go ahead, start on your meals. You do not have to wait for us."

"This is delicious," Cullen said, as he chewed a bite of potato. Bray wondered if he had ever seen a meal as grand, scrapping it out in the wild, as his people did. 

"Do you have many boars in Brighton?" Tolstoy asked Cullen.

Cullen looked confused for a moment before he nodded.

Hoping to redirect the conversation away from Cullen, Bray said to Tolstoy, "You've talked some of The Collapse. We have some understanding of it, at least from stories. But I am interested to hear more." He looked at Kirby. She had told him many things. She'd even told him that his people were the Ancients, which he was hesitant to believe, but he was starting to.

"After so many years of living, you would think some of the details blend together," Tolstoy said, a sadness entering his voice. "I have lived three hundred and fifty-eight years, the most of all of us. And yet, I still recall The Collapse vividly. Perhaps my memory is a by-product of the spore, in addition to the intellect I was lucky to receive."

"Or perhaps we have so many visual cues around us that we cannot forget," Amelia suggested.

"Were all of you alive during The Collapse?" Kirby asked, looking around.

"Yes, though a few of us were infected in the later years," said Herman, nodding to several of the others.

"We have heard stories about those days, and the great devices our ancestors built," Kirby said.

"They are mostly true," Amelia said. "But of course, you've probably seen the evidence all around. We had devices that could carry us from one place to another in a way that most in the forests can only dream. We had cures for many sicknesses, and ways to prevent them. Unfortunately, much of that knowledge disappeared when so many people died. Many took food and security for granted. The times before The Collapse were those of great prosperity. There were hardships, and there were wars, but the people who lived then didn't realize the comforts they had, until the spore ripped it away."

"Where did the spore come from?" Kirby asked, probably trying to verify what she'd heard from Jingo, the smart demon.

"Us," Tolstoy said, with a grave shake of his head. "It was supposed to be a cure for fungus, but no one knew the outcome. The cure was another fungus, engineered by genetic code. It worked at the cellular level. It cured an undesirable fungus for the feet that led to the discoloration of toenails, but it did more damage than good. It changed some of the things we talked about earlier. It turned men into monsters."

"So the stories we've heard are true."

Surprise hit Tolstoy. "You knew this?"

"Only from legends, which we didn't know were true until you confirmed them," Bray clarified. He didn't see a reason to bring up the smart demon named Jingo, who was probably dead.

"Your people must have a strong lore," Tolstoy said, continuing. "Unfortunately, the infection spread quickly, creating The Plagued Ones. The Collapse didn't happen at once. It took time for the symptoms to show, as it does for most today. By the time many recognized the signs, The Plagued Ones were already turning. Many people protected their loved ones until it was too late. They thought they could cure them, or quarantine the infection. They saved relatives who would later kill them. Perhaps if people had taken swift measures, they might've stopped what was happening. But denial is a powerful thing. It led to doubt, which almost killed humanity."

Amelia explained further. "Eventually, the infected numbered too many, and most of the humans fell. I survived with my family for a while, but all of them died." Her face grew sad. "Some of them were killed, while others grew rabid with the spore. Eventually, I was the only one left. I was infected, too, but I didn't die. It took me time to realize I could control The Plagued Ones. I hid in an underground room called a bunker for as long as I could, much like Herman."

"We felt our intellect growing, but we didn't know the reason," Tolstoy explained. "If we had learned sooner, perhaps we would have had an easier time surviving."

Looking at William, Amelia said, "You are lucky to determine your power so young. It means fewer years of hardship."

William nodded, but he didn't seem so sure.

"Your people don't fear and hate you, as ours did," Tolstoy said, gesturing at Bray, Kirby, and Cullen. "For that, you are fortunate."

Kirby shifted in her seat.

"William is a special boy," Bray said, and he meant it.


Chapter 19:  William

William followed Amelia through the open doorway back into the Library Room. For a while after dinner, they'd discussed more of the things under the glass, in the second room, but now she had something to show him. William was unable to contain his excitement at everything he was shown. The trinkets, baubles, devices, and weapons were things that would have been a dream to him a year ago, or even a day ago. Each device was a beautiful mystery. And these people held the secrets.

William had never dreamed he might find people like him. 

Amelia seemed curious every time he spoke—respectful, even. She gave William more courtesy than most people they had met in the wild. More than once, he felt himself smiling. He was happy.

For too many months, he had hidden in his paltry hood, certain that his life ended in death, or madness. But these people meant hope. If they were to be believed, life was just beginning. Perhaps there was no madness behind the spore, after all. 

Amelia brought him past the wall of bookshelves, to one of the tables with the devices. Picking up the strange, metal tube with the curved base and the knobs, she said, "I wanted to show you the microscope you seemed interested in before."

"Tolstoy said it makes things look bigger?" he remembered.

"Yes. It allows us to see many things, like the cells we spoke of earlier."

"You talked about them when you mentioned how long we lived." William nodded.

"You are smart. Our mutated cells are the reason we live hundreds of years." Amelia placed the object back on the desk. "I wanted to show you what cells looked like." Amelia stuck her eye against a round piece on top of the object's tube, squinting with her other eye. She put her finger on a flat section of metal, underneath another round tube, and twisted some other pieces of metal. William frowned.

"What are you doing?"

"Making some adjustments," she said. 

"Adjustments?"

"I'm setting it up so you can see. Put your eye where I had mine." Amelia backed away, but she kept her finger on the flat metal.

William hesitated. "I think this might be a trick."

Amelia laughed in a way that made her seem much younger than three hundred years. "It is not a trick. Does this seem like it hurts me?"

"No." William shook his head, but he still wasn't sure. 

"I'll do it again, if you don't believe me." Amelia demonstrated again, putting her eye next to the metal.

William looked over his shoulder, through the doorway, where Bray, Kirby, and Cullen spoke with the others near the glass cases. They were in a place where he could shout for them, if needed. But he didn't think he'd need them. With a deep breath, he placed his eye against the object.

He couldn't believe what he saw.

Through the tube, beneath some sort of magic glass, long lines made circles around a skin-colored object. Several times, he backed away and stared at Amelia's finger, as if she might have placed something else there. 

"Is this really you? This must be a trick."

"It is really me," Amelia said with the same smile. "It is my finger."

"But there is water on it. Your finger isn't wet, is it?"

"Those are my pores," she explained. "The microscope shows some of the sweat on top of my skin. You wouldn't be able to see it, with your naked eyes, unless you looked through this device. The microscope makes things larger. Isn't that incredible?"

"It is," William said, taking another glance. "I've never seen anything like it."

"Our bodies are made of tiny organisms called cells. They are so small that you wouldn't see them, without a device like this, or even a more powerful one. But they are there."

"These things, these cells, live on our skin?"

"Not on us," Amelia said. "They are us. Our bodies are made up of them. And our unique cells are the reason we Gifted will live longer than almost everyone else you see. You see, William, our cells are different from the others. Unlike The Plagued Ones outside, they have made us more intelligent. We are the lucky ones."

William stepped away from the object. He wanted to believe, but too many wars and too much violence made him skeptical. "I've never heard what happened to me described as luck."

"Believe me, it is," Amelia said, in a way that almost convinced him that were true. "Surely your leaders believe you are lucky. They trust you."

"They do." William nodded through an answer he didn't believe. 

"They must have seen your intelligence, through the spore, unlike too many other tribes."

William thought of the Council of Elders, most of whom wouldn't even know his name. He knew for a fact one was dead, and he suspected the others were, too. 

"Do you have many leaders in Brighton?

"Three of them."

"Are their names as normal as yours?" Amelia smiled.

"Yes. Their names are General Blackthorn, Father Winthrop, and Minister Beck."

"Those are easy to say. Some of the tribes near here have names that are almost unpronounceable." Amelia shrugged.

"Not us," William said, adding, "but I guess everyone would think that of their own people." For all he knew, everyone else in Brighton was dead, too. A voice called his name from the other room. Turning, he saw Bray and the others coming in his direction. 

"Are you ready, William? Tolstoy has offered for us to stay the night."

William hesitated, looking at Amelia, who smiled.

"Almost," he said. Before Amelia could leave, he looked back at her. "Can I put my finger under the device this time? I'd like to take a look."


Chapter 20:  Bray

The room Rudyard set them up in wasn't quite as ornate, or furnished, as the one upstairs, but it was still impressive. Five large wooden beds sat on the far wall, unique carvings whittled into their bed frames. An equally adorned dresser accompanied each. Dark glass windows covered the walls of the floor on either end of the room, facing north and south.

"The Gifted one named Barron carved the beds," Rudyard explained to Bray, seeing his attention to the furniture. "Each of us has our passions, or skills, in between doing our regular tasks."

"What is your skill?" William asked.

"I am good at organizing and leading," Rudyard said. "I am the keeper of The Plagued Ones. I make sure they are fed. They listen to all of us, but I have a special bond with them. I have learned other skills, as well."

"It is a surprise you haven't mastered everything by now," Bray said, meaning it as a compliment.

"In time, we will," Rudyard said assuredly. Making a demonstration of the lights, he turned a strange knob. "This is how you work the lights. Since we are on a lower floor, they will draw less attention. You can shut them off when you are ready to sleep. I will come get you when we wake up in the morning. We can give you a proper tour of the crops, and perhaps show you some other things. My hope is that we will become great trading partners."

"Our hope, as well," Bray said. 

Rudyard was at the entrance when he stopped and turned. "We lock the doors at night, for obvious reasons. But if you decide you need something in the night, knock loudly and someone will hear you. The men you met earlier can get you what you need. We also have a few guards that keep watch on the floor below The Library Room. Do not hesitate to ask them for me."

And then Rudyard was gone.

Bray listened as he closed and locked the door. 

William tested the lights several times, turning them on and off and staring wondrously at the glow. "Incredible," he said. When he grew bored with the lights, he tested the bed, seemingly just as impressed as he had been by the objects in the other room. "I've never had a bed that was lifted from the ground this high." 

"It is a nice bed," Bray agreed.

"Will I roll off?" 

Kirby laughed softly. "I do not think so."

Cullen looked as if he was lost, or maybe just overwhelmed. He circled the room. Every so often, he checked the room's corners, or peered underneath the beds. Bray figured he had spent too many nights in the wild. He was just happy that Cullen hadn't spoken too much at dinner.

"Usually when I am in a large building, I am hiding," Cullen said, noticing Bray's gaze. 

"We do not have to worry about The Clickers here, at least," Bray said.

The others chose their beds, setting down their belongings. Bray wondered how he would sleep, with so much running through his mind. He couldn't stop pondering The Collapse, or the things The Gifted said about the spore. He couldn't take his mind off the devices, which were as enthralling as they were mysterious.

Kirby walked over to the windows to the north, and Bray joined her, looking out over the dark cornfields. A bright, emerging moon glinted off the turning windmills. Every so often, a shadow skulked through the tall crops, or skittered through the grass leading into the forest. 

"Perhaps this is the place for which we've been searching," Kirby said, looking as if she were waiting for Bray to dispute it.

"I never imagined a place like this, when we left Brighton," Bray admitted. "I'll admit, I'm hesitant to embrace anything after the places we've traveled. I do not like the demons roaming so close. It unnerves me. But no place can be perfect. Maybe it is time to accept that something better exists than Brighton, or New Hope, or anything else we've encountered."

"Does that mean you are thinking of staying?" Kirby asked.

"If we can figure out a way to make it happen, perhaps," Bray answered. "But as it stands, we need to keep our guise as emissaries."

"They might kick us out if they know the truth," Kirby agreed. 

After looking for a while, they moved to the south side of the room. The moon glowed over the small buildings, the larger ones to the east, and those in the distance past the small houses, all of which made up New City. Bray's eyes wandered to the balcony directly below them, which mirrored the position of the one in front. Farther down, in the dirty courtyard, a few hundred people surrounded bonfires, cooking or conversing.

"I wonder if we could be happy here," Kirby said.

Overhearing their conversation, William came over to the window, smiled, and said, "I feel safe in this building."

Bray hesitated a moment before speaking. "It certainly seems safer than the wild." 

If anyone deserved a place of safety, it was William.


Chapter 21:  Kirby

Kirby lay on the soft mattress, on her side, staring through the glass windows at the moonlight.

Bray was quiet.

He'd volunteered for the bed closest to the door, promising he would mostly doze.

Cullen was getting what little, fitful sleep he managed. Every so often, she heard him turn. William was asleep, too, after tiring himself out talking about the fascinating contraptions and the people they'd met. Kirby was the only one awake.

Outside, the wind keened through the blades of the windmills, producing faint squeaks that seemed to grow louder, the more Kirby focused on them. She attempted to drown the noises with the thoughts in her head, but those thoughts fled to the demons, roaming around in the darkness, glancing up at the building with hungry eyes. 

Unfortunately, she knew that one day she might roam among them. 

William might've been granted some hope, but his path was extraordinary. He was one of The Gifted. Kirby's path seemed to follow the same one that all her people traveled. Her lumps were no different than anyone's. She might age more slowly, due to the spore's interference, but sooner or later, she would succumb to her people's madness. She didn't foster any false hope that her intelligence would blossom after fourteen years of infection.

She considered the best scenario. If this was truly a place of respite, William deserved to stay. She wouldn't leave him or Bray. She would do what was necessary so William could have a better life. And any place where she wasn't forced to fight in wars, or kill other infected, was better than where she'd lived. At least she'd be free for the rest of her lucid days.

But those demons, roaming among the crops…

Between the squeak of the windmills, she thought she heard the soft, padded crunch of footsteps. Whether real or imagined, she wasn't sure.

Plaguing thoughts. 

At some point without realizing it, her thoughts drifted away and she succumbed to sleep. Eventually, the morning sun planted the first rays of light on her face. She opened her eyes and stayed in bed for a while, listening to the windmills and the breath of the people next to her, sleeping. She wasn't used to the feeling of security she was getting.

Their belongings still lay on the floor next to each of them. All three of her companions were safe.

Rising, Kirby walked over to the set of windows on the northern side of the room, looking out over the endless rows of crops under the glare of the morning sun. 

And stopped.  

Her heart jackhammered.


Chapter 22:  Bray

"Bray! Wake up!" 

An urgent voice hissed in Bray's ear. His eyes snapped open to find Kirby hovering over him, looking as if she had just laid eyes on a horde of demons. He sat up and looked around the room, but saw nothing. The room seemed as calm as it had when he closed his eyes, all those hours ago. William and Cullen slept soundly. Their belongings were untouched. 

Casting aside his blanket, he followed her beckoning arm as she led him across the room and toward the northern windows. Warm rays of light bled from the east through the glass, promising another scorching day. But something else alarmed her.

He followed her finger to the area just below the window. Rudyard stood at the head of the dirt path, near the base of the building, where he had greeted them the day before. 

"What is he doing?" Bray asked.

"Look over there," she said, gesturing past him, toward the distant tree line where they'd approached.

Under the glare of the morning sun, several figures on horses trotted toward the dirt path leading to Rudyard. Bray didn't need to see the details of their faces to recognize the men sitting atop them. The Clickers. Several other Clickers followed behind, pulling a disheveled, beaten man.

"Are those our horses?" he asked, surprise leading to anger.

"I'm almost positive," Kirby replied. "They are the same color. And I recognize Spirit's gait."

"Who is that other person they are with?" Bray asked.

"I don't know."

"Maybe they are looking for us."

They watched the savage, bow-wielding men come up the dirt path. Demons lurked at the edges of the cornstalks and crops, watching The Clickers the same way they had watched Bray, Kirby, Cullen, and William. Rudyard held the same spot, neither moving, nor making any gesture. Bray looked downward, toward the balcony where The Gifted had perched the day before. Empty. 

They watched The Clickers progress down the pathway until they stopped ten feet from Rudyard. Rudyard made some motions with his hands, speaking words they couldn't hear, or perhaps communicating some other way. The Clickers tilted their heads and moved their hands. Bray stared at the scene with anger. He could still feel the sting of the arrow wound in his leg. He wanted the demons to spring from the fields and rip those vicious men from their horses. He wanted vengeance, and he wanted Spirit and Blackthorn.  

He could only watch.

After a while of communicating, The Clickers on horses stayed atop them, while a few others brought the dragged man toward Rudyard. Rudyard stopped motioning with his hands. He surveyed the man for a few moments without speaking, looking him up and down. He gave an order.

The Clickers let go of the dragged man, and he started running. Rudyard shouted something. Several of the demons raced from the cornfields, cornering the man before he could get further than a few steps. He stopped, holding his hands up as hungry demons made a circle around him. 

Rudyard yelled something else, and they stopped. The frightened man remained still, looking from one to the next, clearly in distress, but afraid to run. 

The Clickers on horses hopped down. Rudyard turned and headed for an area of the wall out of view, probably to the gate they had seen.

"What's he doing?" Bray asked.

"I don't know," Kirby said, shaking her head.

The Clickers waited quietly, watching the captured man trapped by the threatening demons. Moments later, Rudyard reemerged into view from somewhere in back, pulling a large pushcart full of crops. The Clickers loaded the vegetables into the horses' saddlebags. Our saddlebags, Bray thought as he gritted his teeth. Finished with their business, The Clickers made some concluding gestures to Rudyard, and then they rode back up the path. Before they left, the captive man called out to them, reaching his arms as if they might help, but The Clickers ignored him.

"Maybe he is an enemy of The Gifted," Bray guessed. "Or a sacrifice."

A cold fear hit him.

"This is no sacrifice," Kirby said, her voice turning to ice. "That man is a slave. They have traded him for crops."

A sick feeling took root in Bray's gut as he watched Rudyard pull his long knife, threatening the man who was circled by demons. "How can you know?"

"I have seen too many trades like that in my homeland." Kirby looked around as a guess became more certain. "My bet is that more in New City are slaves. Perhaps more than we know. But not The Gifted." 

"I do not like the feeling I am getting," said Bray, his fear growing. 

They watched as Rudyard started herding the man, with the assistance of the demons, in the direction of the wall.

"We might only be receiving this treatment because we are emissaries," Kirby guessed, as the people and the demons outside headed in the direction of the gate. "Who knows what they might do to us, if they find out we are not from Brighton."

"How can you be certain?" Bray shook his head, not ready to believe the intelligent men and woman they'd met were capable of something like this.

"I'm not certain, of course," Kirby admitted. "But if I am right, we are in danger."

A new fear tugged at Bray as he looked over his shoulder at William and Cullen, still asleep. He knew William could keep a story. But he wasn't sure about Cullen. With one tongue slip, they might be at the end of a knife, or under a demon's maw. 

"At least The Clickers left," Kirby said.

Keeping his voice low, Bray said, "I am worried about Cullen. I am afraid if they start asking too many questions, his story will unravel."

"I have the same worry. We need to wake him and warn him. And William. We need to keep our appearance." 

Before they could make another move, a knock sounded at the door.

"Who is it?" Bray called across the room.

"It's Amelia," a voice called from the other side of the door. "Can I come in?"


Chapter 23:  Bray

"Are you awake?" Amelia asked, taking a polite step back as she waited. 

Bray looked around the stairwell behind her through the cracked door, expecting to see Rudyard with a long knife, or worse, a horde of waiting demons, but she was alone. He had the fear that she had overheard some of their conversation at the window. But they were far enough away, and speaking in low enough voices, that he doubted it. Behind him, Cullen and William wiped the sleep from their faces, awoken by the knocking. Amelia smiled through her warts and bumps. She looked as if she might have been awake for a while, perhaps rising earlier than the rest. 

Or maybe there was a nefarious reason she was up so early.

"I didn't mean to interrupt your sleep," Amelia said, pulling back some of her hair into a clip. 

"We are awake, Amelia," William called from his bed, before Bray could warn him otherwise. William gave a friendly wave as he sat up, cast aside his thin blanket, and leapt from the bed, coming into view. "The beds here are incredible."

Amelia smiled. "I am glad you are comfortable. I was hoping we might take you on a tour of our crops this morning."

"Tolstoy mentioned that. Of course," said Bray. "We need a little time to wake first."

"I will come back in a little bit," Amelia said. "We will have breakfast when we return. Hopefully we can beat the day's heat." With another smile at William, she said, "I will see you soon."

Bray shut the door. A calm he didn't believe swept over the room. Bray waited until Amelia's footsteps had faded before he ushered Kirby, William, and Cullen to the northern windows. They looked outside, but The Clickers, Rudyard, and the captured man were gone. Moving to the south, they watched more people in the yard far below, waking and emerging from houses. Bray saw no sign of Rudyard, or the strange man taken against his will.   

"What's the matter?" William asked.

In a low voice, Bray said, "We need to leave this place."

"Leave?" William looked as though he had misheard. "We've only just arrived. And Amelia promised to show me some more devices."

A fearful expression crossed Cullen's face. His eyes were red-rimmed and exhausted. Bray wondered how much of the night he'd spent tossing, fidgeting, and adjusting. Perhaps he was wise to avoid sleep. "What's wrong?" he asked, his eyes darting between them.

Bray and Kirby briefed them on what they'd seen out the window, starting with the horses and The Clickers, ending with the man Rudyard led behind the wall, and her theory that the people were slaves.

"You saw Spirit and Blackthorn?" William repeated. 

"Yes, but they are gone with those men," Bray said. "They dropped off the slave, and then they left."

William fell silent. 

"Slave," Cullen said, twisting the strange word on his tongue. "I don't know what that means."

"It means a person who is owned by others." Disgust and fear crossed Kirby's face. 

"We don't have that term in the forest," Cullen said, swallowing a lump in his throat. "Are slaves killed?"

"Slaves are the most expendable part of a war. They are the most expendable part of everything. They serve another's purpose, and they cannot leave." She wiped her eyes as if she might smear away all the evils she had seen. "Too many years I watched people beaten, starved, and tortured. Often the slaves were killed if they were deemed useless. To be a slave is the worst form of life. That could be why The Clickers were hunting you—and us."

William seemed as if he was in some sort of denial. "But the people here are normally clothed. They do not appear to be mistreated. They have houses."

"Some of the worst-treated slaves wear pretty clothes," Kirby said. "We saw the man dragged through the crop field. He was treated as less than a pig, waiting for the knife at its throat. We didn't see the people of the city until evening, when they might have been finished with their daily work. Perhaps they haven't started their tasks this morning."

"What about the men we saw in the first room? The guards who brought us food?"

"I am not sure of their purpose, but I would not be surprised if they were slaves, too," Kirby said.

"In any case, I don't think we should stay long enough to find out," Bray warned.

"It must be a mistake," William said, in disbelief. Or maybe he wanted to disbelieve. "The Gifted must have a grudge against someone. Perhaps this man killed one of them."

"I do not believe so," Kirby said.  

"I'll ask Amelia. Surely she can explain—"

Bray leaned forward with a stern look. "Do not ask her. We need to play our parts and leave, if we want to keep safe."

"Obviously there are things we do not know about these people," Kirby reminded him. "They have an army of demons. A misspoken word might lead to our deaths."

"Maybe I can control the twisted men." William looked as if he was grasping for a solution.

"These demons won't listen to you, like you've already seen," Bray said. "They have been trained to obey The Gifted. We will more likely die, if something goes wrong."

"If we tell The Gifted what The Clickers did, maybe they will help us get our horses back." William lowered his head as an argument turned to reality. William looked as if he were on the verge of desperation. And who could blame him? He had finally found a place with others that looked like him, a place with wonderful devices and more books than even the wealthiest merchants. But that might mean nothing, in the face of what they'd seen.

Bray softened his tone as he saw William's face fall, but his message was unwavering. "We are in danger if we stay. Our horses are gone. And we might suffer a worse fate, if we do not leave. After the crop tour, we will go. It is the only way to be sure we are safe."


Chapter 24:  Bray

Shortly after their quiet, tense discussion, Amelia knocked on the door again, accompanied by Tolstoy, Herman, and a few other Gifted. After some pleasantries, they headed downstairs. None seemed to act suspiciously, or different.

"Amelia tells me you slept well," Tolstoy said as they descended.

"Better than a night in the wild, that is for certain," Bray affirmed, as he looked out one of the windows, catching a glimpse of the long, green stalks outside, swaying with a breeze. 

"I am glad," Tolstoy said. "Breakfast will be ready when we return. Have you decided how long you will stay?"

Keeping his voice even, so as not to raise suspicion, Bray said, "We will leave this morning, after the crop tour."

"Surely you will stay for breakfast?"

Bray exchanged a look with Kirby. "We will stay for breakfast, and head out afterward. We have a long journey back."

Tolstoy seemed disappointed. "I understand. We were hoping for a longer visit, but I do not envy a trip in the wild. It has been many years since I've left the confines of New City."

"Perhaps next time we will stay longer."

Changing the subject, Tolstoy said, "I will not lie. I am intrigued by the relics you mentioned last night."

"We are always willing to consider an equitable trade," Bray said. "We will bring back some goods to demonstrate."

"How far did you say Brighton was from here?"

Choosing a location that was far enough away to be inconspicuous, but not too far, Bray lied, "About five days' walk."

Tolstoy traded a glance with Amelia that could be considered eager. Reaching the ground floor, they crossed the room where they'd left their weapons. Bray glanced at the secured box, and the same two men standing next to it. They perked up, probably grateful for a distraction from what looked like a dull duty. 

Bray studied them closer, looking for some evidence that they were slaves, as Kirby had suggested, but they didn't seem abused, or scared. The burly man had a large, oval face and thick arms. Even the skinnier man carried more weight than one would expect, for those who were mistreated.

"I believe you met Ollie and Avery."

"I don't believe we caught their names yesterday," Bray said to them.

"I'm Ollie," said the burly man, in a gruff voice.

The tall, freckled man introduced himself as Avery. He looked at them with an expression that seemed curious, rather than afraid. 

"We appreciate your hospitality, as well," Bray said.

Ollie nodded, while Avery gave a thin smile.

"They will see to our breakfast, while we tour the crops." Waving to the secured box, Tolstoy said, "When we are finished, Rudyard will return your weapons."

Hot sun beat down on them as they stepped out into the open air on the building's side, leaving Ollie and Avery behind. Bray looked along the long wall that came out of the building's side, separating the structures in back. The gate through which Rudyard had disappeared was closed. There was no sign of him, or the man he'd led away. Birds circled the sky overhead, chirping, or perching on parts of the fence, jangling a few of the pieces of metal that hung there—things that Bray initially thought were decorative, but might serve a darker purpose. Farther down the wall, Bray noticed the few large, wooden boxes he'd seen from the dirt path. He was close enough now to see dark dirt visible through the slats. 

"Our compost heaps," Tolstoy explained.

They walked from the door to the dirt-worn path, heading between the shorter rows of crops and past the gigantic, looming windmills on either side.

Pointing at the windmill far on the right, Tolstoy said, "That windmill has a pump next to it, which you can probably see from here. That catches our water, which we use for drinking, and to irrigate our crops."

Bray noticed the round tube was connected to the larger object.

Pointing to the windmill on the other side, Herman said, "We feed that device grain. The blades turn with the wind, powering a millstone inside. Perhaps we can show you, at the end of our tour."

"That would be interesting," Bray said, not wanting to seem too eager to leave.

They walked as a group, with Tolstoy, Herman, and Amelia leading them to the dirt path. Bray noticed a few horse prints in the soil. He saw William surreptitiously studying them. A demon skittered across the path farther ahead, moving from one tall row of corn stalks to another. 

"You do not have to worry about The Plagued Ones," Tolstoy said, noticing Bray observing. "They will not bother us."

"I am not used to having them so close," Bray admitted.

"A sentiment most of our visitors share," Tolstoy said. "They take some getting used to. But they are good protection." Coming to the first rows of shorter, green, leafy crops that lined either side of the path, Tolstoy pointed and said, "These are our red-skinned potatoes. Past them are our carrots, broccoli, and lettuce."

They kept walking. A noise drew Bray's attention to a demon, which had gotten ahold of a loose carrot and was gnawing on it.

"We have trained our Plagued Ones to stay away from the crops. They have their indiscretions, of course, but they have a special area in which they eat in back. Rudyard and the guards feed them corn in a penned area, to catch their dung. We use it to power some of the steam-powered machines."

"You use dung?" Bray asked.

"It fuels some of our machines which provide electricity," Tolstoy said.

"At night, we allow The Plagued Ones to roam the forests in the perimeter, where they catch animals on which to feed," Amelia said. "That is why it is important that you only approach us during the daytime."

"A point we can't stress enough," Herman said. "You are lucky you arrived midday." 

"Any unlucky enough to encroach on our city without welcome will become a meal," Tolstoy added.

Bray swallowed as he realized the fate they'd almost met, and might still, if they didn't get out of here.

"Come, we have more to show you," Tolstoy said.

They walked past the remainder of the shorter rows of fruits and vegetables until they reached the corn stalks, which rose higher than their heads. More demons lurked in between the rows, seeking shelter from the budding heat. 

Demons weren't the only things.

Bray was surprised, but probably shouldn't have been, to see people in between the rows, twisting off ripe ears. A woman with a dirty, tan face and a basket in her hand stared at them as they passed. Dirt stained her slacks and shirt. She stared only long enough to catch a glimpse of them before looking away. A few wagons full of corn sat in the rows between the crops.

"Our people are hard at work at this hour," Tolstoy said as he pointed at a few more people snapping corn from stalks.

"How many people live in New City?"

"Almost a thousand," he said.

"Everyone tends crops?"

"Most perform different jobs," Tolstoy said. "We have those who tend crops, others who make clothes, tend the animals, or make things to trade, like our glass. Some, like Ollie and Avery, perform other duties for us."

Bray bristled as he picked out a few of those words. 

For us.

Tolstoy raised a hand, signaling a conclusion of the tour.

"Our people will be interested in what you have shown us," Bray affirmed, as they turned to face the building and the rising sun glinted off the shaded glass. 

"Before the tour ends, we would like to show you the windmills," Herman said.


Chapter 25:  Cullen

Cullen hung close to the others as they walked back toward the building. He felt The Plagued Ones' eyes everywhere. Whenever he passed a few, more appeared, peering through the corn stalks with starved looks. The people tending the crops were just as frightening. They might not have dirty, misshapen heads, but they represented something he didn't understand. 

Slaves. 

The word was as frightening as the explanation Kirby gave. 

He barely listened to what the others said. All he cared about was getting out of this place. 

"Do you have celery plants in Brighton?" a voice asked from his right.

Cullen turned to find Herman watching him, awaiting an answer. Cullen opened and closed his mouth as he surveyed the bulbous-headed, strange man, a person from whom he would have run, if he saw him in the wild. 

"Yes," he said, trying to keep his answers short. 

He increased his gait, keeping on his friends' heels.

"I assume you plant them in the cooler temperatures, as we do," Herman said.

"Yes."

Cullen looked away. A demon rustled from one row of plants to the next. A few of the people called slaves watched him pass. Cullen cautiously eyed his surroundings, keeping his feet to the center of the path, afraid that something might reach out with wart-covered hands and pull him away. A few half-nibbled, broken ears of corn could just as easily be his arms, or his legs. He had seen too many fall prey to The Plagued Ones. 

"Peppers can provide a challenge, as well, with their long growth cycles," said Herman, next to him. 

Cullen barely heard him. Movement between a few rows of crops snagged his attention. He looked right, certain that one of the infected had broken its command and was coming for him. But it was just a person walking between two tall rows of corn, pulling a wagon full of corn. His heart thundered.

"In which direction did you say you lived?" Herman asked.

Cullen looked around for a moment, afraid he might get caught in a lie. 

Kirby called over her shoulder authoritatively, "North."

"North," Cullen repeated, feeling a surge of relief.

"We trade with a few people from up that way," Herman said. "Perhaps you know them. Have you heard of the Red Ridge people?"

"We know a lot of colonies," Cullen said vaguely. 

After a few more questions, which Cullen answered with only one or two words, Herman lost interest, and took a few faster steps to join the others. Cullen blew a quiet sigh of relief, looking down a crop row to his right, watching a woman with a sweaty face wipe her forehead with her arm. A man watched him with his mouth agape, revealing a few missing teeth. 

Slaves…

When he looked ahead, at the shimmering building, he saw something else.

A figure, headed toward them up the path. 

Rudyard. 

The Gifted waved at their approaching companion. A few ceased their conversations.

"Tolstoy!" Rudyard called.

Rudyard's gait was fast. 

Too fast. 

Cullen looked left and right, his heart beating furiously beneath his ribcage. He resisted the urge to run, certain he must be imagining dangers.

"Is everything all right?" Tolstoy asked Rudyard.

Cullen's heart felt as if it might explode from his chest when he heard the answer.

"Do not let them leave," Rudyard said, looking as if he was out of breath. "They are no emissaries. They are vagrants of the woods."


Chapter 26:  Bray

"Vagrants?" Tolstoy took a step away, as if he had been told he was standing next to a row of thorny bushes. 

The demons hissed. A few in the corn crept closer, sensing the moods of their owners. Kirby inched closer to William, while Cullen seemed as if he might make a run into the crop fields. Bray's eyes flicked to his empty belt line, where his gun and sword had been.

"What do you mean?" Tolstoy asked Rudyard.

"The man they call Cullen is a dweller of the forest," Rudyard announced, anger furrowing his brow as he processed a deception. "And so are the others. The Semposi told me when they were here this morning, delivering a trade. They followed two men, a woman, and a boy from a city north of here." Rudyard looked directly at Bray. "They tried capturing you. Perhaps you forgot to mention the horses on which you rode."

Tolstoy's surprise melted to anger. His mouth curled into an angry pucker; his eyes blazed. The warts on his face seemed to quiver.

"Horses," he spat, as if the word itself was foul. "You didn't mention horses."

The fields fell silent as every eye turned to Bray, awaiting his response.

Bray said, "It is true. We had horses."

"True?" Tolstoy furrowed his brow in disbelief.

"Men with arrows stole our horses while we were exploring the city you mention. We had never seen them before. It happens too often, unfortunately." Bray watched them, hoping his story would be believed. "But that must not be a surprise to you. Those are the risks of being emissaries."

Not to be swayed, Rudyard said, "The Semposi watched them for a day before getting close. They were alone, at first. And then they met Cullen in the city. Cullen is no ambassador of Brighton."

"Where are you from?" Tolstoy asked, turning toward Cullen. 

Bray opened his mouth, pretty certain he could smooth over the lie. 

Cullen blurted, "I am from Brighton." 

Bray's stomach clenched as he realized what Cullen had done. He had committed to the lie.

Sweat trickled down Cullen's dirty forehead. His eyes flitted from face to face. Looking around, he furthered, "I am an emissary."

Tolstoy looked undecided as he processed two sets of information. The demons hissed and snapped, waiting for a signal that would grant them a meal. "Perhaps the Semposi are mistaken. Or perhaps it was an error in communication," he said, turning to Rudyard.

"I know their language," Rudyard insisted, anger taking over his face. "I do not make mistakes. They were chasing Cullen for much longer. He was with some others that they killed. They have been hunting him for a while. I am telling you, they are lying."

"We were separated for a while," Bray added, hoping another lie would explain. "We found Cullen in the city. We are who we say we are."

An uneasy silence took over the group, save the scratching and fidgeting of hungry demons. Bray scanned the dirt path, and the rows of crops, as if they might somehow make it past the rows of tearing hands and jagged teeth. Footsteps pounded the soil as more demons emerged from the trees. Some of the workers—slaves—poked their heads around high stalks of corn, their eyes growing wide as they processed what was likely a spectacle they weren't used to seeing. 

Or maybe it was too common.

"Let us put this miscommunication behind us and move forward," Bray said, hoping to conclude the conversation. "Our leaders will ensure you are compensated for your trust."

Tolstoy looked between them, still deciding. He blew a breath through his wart-covered lips. He looked from Bray to the surrounding demons. 

Without a word, Amelia stepped forward next to Tolstoy and whispered in his ear. Tolstoy's face changed.

"I am ready to put this matter to rest. But first, I have a question for Cullen," Tolstoy said. The yard fell deathly silent again, save the hiss of the demons. "Only he may answer it. If another speaks, I will order The Plagued Ones to tear you apart. Do you understand?"

Bray looked between his companions as he realized an end to the accusation was coming. Speaking what he hoped weren't his last words, he said, "We understand."

Turning to Cullen, Tolstoy asked, "Who are your leaders in Brighton?"

A smile played across Amelia's lips as her eyes roamed from William to Cullen. William's mouth fell open as he made some quiet, dreaded realization. More sweat poured down Cullen's face as he calculated a response. 

"Speak now, or The Plagued Ones feast," Tolstoy demanded.

Cullen looked as if he might run through the demons' claws in a hopeless attempt to reach the other side. Finally, he lowered his eyes and said, "I do not know."

"Human vagrants, out for a meal," Rudyard boomed triumphantly, through gritted teeth.

The demons hissed louder, sensing the venom in his tone. Sensing a meal.  

"Wait!" Bray yelled, ready to explain. 

"Surround them!" Tolstoy waved a hand at the demons, which broke from the corn stalks, or ran the last few steps from the crops to Bray and the others. The twisted men circled them, filling the air with hungry, guttural shrieks. Bray held up his fists, but they were useless against a wall of dirty, rancid demon flesh. He glanced sideways, catching a glimpse of William's frightened eyes at the end of the group.

"Stay back!" William screamed, with as much force as he could muster. 

But the demons weren't listening. Not to him.

"Hold them there!" Tolstoy shouted, above the din of hungry hisses as he raised his wart-covered hands.

Tolstoy's eyes blazed with a new fierceness. All at once, Bray saw the man capable of commanding an army of demons, of forcing people into whatever nightmare lay behind the wall. He saw the truth in Kirby's morbid theory, if he hadn't seen it already, watching that strange man dragged away.

"Human scum," Rudyard spat from somewhere outside the circle.

"You are making a mistake," Bray yelled over the heads of the circling demons, which were clearly fighting their violent instincts.

"If it is a mistake, your people will come for you, and we will compensate them, and you," Tolstoy said. "But I do not think so. I believe you are lying."

"Get back!" Kirby shrieked, knocking aside a demon that got too close, inciting the hisses of others that pressed closer.  

"You belong to us now," Tolstoy said, exchanging a look with Amelia. "You will live and die in New City. All except the boy."

Bray's pulse thundered as he realized a new horror. He caught William's eyes. Before Bray could think about making a last, fatal attempt to get to William, demons swarmed him, herding him away from the end of the group and Kirby and Cullen. 

"William!" Bray made a lunge, but a snapping demon knocked him backwards. 

Kirby cried out and grabbed for William's shirt, but the demons were too many, and they pressed too tight. They pawed her back with dirty, wart-covered hands. Others filled in the gaps as Kirby tried to push past Cullen and get to him. 

"No!" Kirby screamed as William was pulled away. His cries of terror cut through the rabid hisses of demons that surrounded him. Spittle flew from his mouth as he shrieked, but none of the demons backed away, or heeded his words.

Rage overtook Bray.

Forgetting his own safety, he swung a blow at the closest demon, knocking it aside. He struck another. A twisted man raked at his hand, cutting it open with a dirty fingernail. Beside him, Kirby swung her fists, knocking a few demons back, but more pressed in, enough so that they could hardly move. Teeth and hands pressed tighter on all sides of him as some demons bit the air, tempting the orders of The Gifted. Bray felt as if he might choke on their rancid, sour breath. Cullen shrieked in panic as he tried to push away the swarming bodies.

"Leave me alone!" Cullen yelled.

"Keep struggling and you will die!" Tolstoy warned above the commotion. 

The demons became a blur of flesh around Bray as they pinned his arms, operating with coordination he'd rarely seen them display in the wild. Bray found Kirby's eyes, trading what he feared was a last look as she squirmed and writhed unsuccessfully. From somewhere outside the circle, William's screams tore at his soul.

To Rudyard, Tolstoy said, "Take Bray, Kirby, and Cullen to New City. I will bring William back to The Learning Building."

The demons cried hungrily, ready to follow orders.

They were Tolstoy's army. 

And Bray, Kirby, and Cullen were his slaves.


Chapter 27:  William

William screamed as the demons pressed in close to him, grabbed his arms, and herded him away. He fought to stay in place, but the cornering demons pushed him, twisting his ankles in his boots. Without wanting to, he swayed and moved away from his friends. He heard Bray and Kirby shouting for him, but they were lost in a vicious scramble, pulled in another direction. William caught a last glimpse of Cullen's frightened, panicked face, before he was swallowed in the moving herd. 

The demons brought him some unknown distance and stopped.

Faced with a circle of ten or so demons that had ceased moving, William screamed, "Get back!"

It wasn't until Rudyard screamed an order that they listened.

The demons kept him at bay, but they no longer pressed as tightly.

They had him trapped.

Past them, he saw the staring, emotionless eyes of The Gifted, gathered in a line, watching.

William reached up and past one of the demons in a fruitless attempt to get free, but the demon snapped at his finger. He would lose an appendage before he would get free, brother or not. He heard the slaps of fists against skin, grunts, and cries as his friends fought in the distance. 

Tears rolled down William's face as he realized his friends might die. "Don't fight! Don't fight!" Turning his cries toward The Gifted, he yelled, "Let them go!"

None answered. Not even Amelia.

"Relax, William." Tolstoy's face was smug in his command.

William heaved thick, gasping breaths. A few demons looked over their shoulders, awaiting another order. He wanted to shove past them and race to his friends. He wanted to pour his rage into a command that would strike The Gifted down, by the will of the gods, if his brothers wouldn't listen. 

 "Are you unharmed?" Tolstoy asked, walking until he was standing just outside the circle where William was kept.

William's anger seethed as he listened to the man's calm voice. He wanted to scream every hateful word he could think of. Silence was his last, angry means of defiance.

"I regret that had to be done." Tolstoy's voice was wrapped in a pleasantry that William didn't believe.

William poured his hatred into a glare as he stared from Tolstoy to Amelia.

"You will understand, in time," Amelia said, walking over to join Tolstoy as the other Gifted hung back.

"You misrepresented who you were," Tolstoy said, allowing some anger into his voice. "All of you."

"I am from Brighton," William protested. "That is no lie."

"The time has passed for lies." Tolstoy's voice was hard. "You are no emissaries."

"Let us move forward and forget this, William," Amelia said sweetly. "We will not harm you unless you force us to. You are our brother."

"I am nothing like you, or to you," William said, wishing the words were true. He wanted to scrape away the warts on his head, if it meant separating himself from these people. They were nothing like the smart demon named Jingo. He wanted them to be, but they weren't. "We will leave and never come back. We won't tell anyone about this place."

"Do you think that is what concerns us?" Tolstoy sounded as if he might laugh. "Anyone with two eyes and any intelligence would stay away from a horde of Plagued Ones. Besides, we know you have no one to tell. You are alone."

"Your friends will be protected here, as long as they do what we say," Amelia said, projecting more sincerity into her voice. "We do not want to kill you, William. Hopefully your friends will realize the same thing."

William swallowed as he found a new hope in those words; a hope he had no choice but to cling to. Only a fool would run through an army of hungry demons. His friends were already past the gate. He feared they were dead.

"I need to see my friends," William said, hating his pleading tears and the waver in his voice. "I need to tell them to stop fighting."

Tolstoy's smile—once inspiring—was now an ugly thing. "I promise you this: if your friends are wise enough to go without struggle, they are wise enough to live."

William opened and closed his eyes. The windmills creaked as they took their endless spins. In the distance, he heard another cry. It sounded like Kirby. That cry gave him hope.

"Don't fight!" he yelled again, even though he doubted they could hear him.

He yelled several more times, praying to every god he knew, as Tolstoy gave another command.

"To The Learning Building."

The demons led William away. Without wanting to, he was pulled along.


Chapter 28:  Bray

"Kirby!" Bray shouted again, looking over as she clutched a savage wound on her arm. Blood dripped from the teeth marks of a demon, staining her clothes. Bray's knuckles were bloodied from the punches he'd landed trying to escape, or to defend her. She looked as if she might fight some more. Her face wore the resistance of someone who was ready to die, but Bray wasn't ready to give up his life. Cullen looked as if he were in a stupor, but he wasn't fighting. All around them, the demons pressed close. 

After separating them from William, the demons had half-dragged, half-led them through the gate in the wall next to the shimmering building. Now they stood in the western end of the dirt courtyard that spanned the first part of the settlement, the same one Bray had seen from high up on the floors of the big building.

"We need to stay alive!" Bray yelled to Kirby, not for the first time.

He needed to say something—anything—so she would outlive this moment.

"I will not be a slave," Kirby spat through clenched teeth at the demons, and at Rudyard. Ollie, Avery, and a handful of uninfected men stood next to him. "Not again."

"It is not worth your life," Bray implored her. 

"Listen to him. He's smart." Rudyard laughed from outside the circle. 

Bray looked around. In the center of the courtyard, far past them, piles of ashes sat where bonfires had burned. To the south of the courtyard, he saw the first rows of the small, square buildings that extended far back into the city. Women clad in dirty pants and shirts stared at them from inside the doorways, or outside. Some looked as if they had been in the process of hanging laundry, or cooking food, when they heard the commotion. More than a couple held babies. All of them had haunted eyes.

Of course, no one came to help.

The short buildings extended beyond the first rows and as far as Bray could see, but he knew they ended at the wall. Most of the dwellings had cracks, or were pieced together with scraps of rock or metal. The smell of demon stench and dung filled the air. Even if he had noticed the squalid conditions from the building's highest floors, Bray wouldn't have seen the truth. Toward the eastern side of the settlement sat the taller buildings with large chimneys. Past them was one side of the fenced-in area within the wall that he'd seen from higher up. 

None of those observations helped him now.

He looked over the heads of the demons and at the wall through which they'd been brought. The gate was closed. Assumedly, most of the population of New City was still out in the fields, tending crops, or in some of the buildings, working, or eavesdropping. William was gone.

He turned his attention back to Rudyard and the people next to him. Shortly after they came through the gate, Ollie and Avery had appeared, along with a half-dozen vicious, bear-sized men. All looked as if they were ready to join the fight on the demons' side. 

On Rudyard's.

Rudyard appraised Bray, Kirby, and Cullen triumphantly. 

"You are filth," Kirby spat at Rudyard. "No better than the mutants you command."

Rudyard's smile was stuck to his face. "You are lucky. The Semposi wanted to take you away. It took some extra crops to convince them otherwise. Now, we have purchased you." 

A thin smile tugged at Ollie's lips.

"These are some of my Head Guards," Rudyard said, pointing to Ollie, Avery, and the six other large men who accompanied them. "They are in charge of making you comfortable."

Ollie's smug smile betrayed the true meaning of his job.

Rudyard gestured behind Bray, toward a long, rectangular building that lined the compound's western wall. It was mostly isolated, save a few dirty buildings next to it that held chamber pots, judging by an even more pungent stench coming from that direction. A row of thick doors lined the front of the building. Bray didn't need the details to imagine what went on there.

"I am going to order The Plagued Ones away," Rudyard said. "You can either follow my Head Guards to the building, or become a lesson for the other slaves. Neither matters much to me." Rudyard smiled confidently as he motioned toward some of the watching people, who awaited the outcome.

Bray traded a glance with Kirby. Anger blazed in her eyes. 

"We'll be okay," he whispered, even though he had no confidence in his words. 

"I'm not going," Kirby said quietly as she raised her fists. "I will die first."

Bray swallowed. The determination in her voice sounded like last words. He couldn't let her die next to him. Bray flexed his muscles, preparing for a final fight they wouldn't win. Sensing death coming, Cullen held his hands in front of him, mumbling with fear. Bray had no time to blame him for the final mistake that had put them here, and might cost their lives.

"Away from them!" Rudyard told the demons. 

The twisted men skittered to the side, but not far enough that they couldn't be called upon. 

Ollie and Avery approached Kirby, their eyes lit with malicious intent. 

Kirby backed away.

"Go peacefully," Bray warned.

Kirby wasn't listening.

"Do not touch me," Kirby warned, cocking back a fist.

Two more of the Head Guards started after Bray.

Bray didn't wait for an attack. 

Surprising the men coming for him, he lunged sideways toward Kirby, headed for Ollie and Avery, hoping to deflect some of the attention from her.

He feinted low, then swung up and caught Ollie with a fist under the chin. Ollie groaned and staggered backward. Pain blazed in Bray's knuckles as he hurled another blow at Avery, but Avery had time to block. Avery struck Bray in the face, eliciting a sharp cry of pain. Kirby jumped into the fray, knocking Avery in the face several times. 

She kept pummeling Avery.

The other men chasing Bray caught up.

Bray turned and swung at one of the approaching Head Guards, but the man blocked the blow. He struck Bray in the face hard enough to send him skidding backwards. Two more men broke from Rudyard's side and circled behind Bray. One punched his side. Others punched his stomach from the front. He was outnumbered, and the pain from the arrow wound in his leg slowed him down. Bray screamed in rage as he tried to shake off too many sets of grabbing hands, managing to knock a few men astray before others subdued him. He kicked his boots, stamping up dirt as men behind him pinned his arms, holding him at bay.

Strong fists hit his sides, doubling him over. Men sneered.

"Filthy sons of bitches!"

Through his haze, he saw Kirby battling Ollie and Avery, managing to knock both to the ground before a few others swarmed her, punching her in the face until she dropped. Bray watched in anger as the men kicked her on the ground, booting her with the confidence of weak-hearted men who clearly had the numbers. Somewhere past them, Cullen screamed.

More hands pummeled Bray's ribs. A blow knocked him to the ground. 

Spit and blood drooled from his mouth.

Men dragged him across the dirt.

Bray kicked and struggled, to no avail.

Dust, debris, and shouting filled the air as they pulled him toward the rectangular building.

Through a veil of blood, he saw Rudyard moving ahead of them, toward one of the thresholds, opening a door. Somewhere out of sight, Kirby and Cullen screamed in pain, terror, or both.

"You will learn to obey us, in time," Rudyard said, as the men pulled Bray over the bumpy doorway. "Or you will die."

The men chucked Bray inside.

Bray flew across the musty room and struck a thick, stone wall. He hit hard, sinking to the ground. A man entered the room. A final, spiteful kick to his head sent him face down in the dirt in a blinding flash.

And then the door closed, and he was alone.


Chapter 29:  Bray

Bray wiped strands of wet drool from his face as he tried to get up. He fell. Dirt and stone scratched his face as he peeled himself from the floor. The empty room stank of sweat and urine. Stains lined the walls, which he could only tell by the faint light coming from underneath the door. That wasn't the worst part, though. He listened in vain as Kirby fought more men in the next room, shrieking, grunting, and cursing. Somehow, she'd forced her way through the beatings and found the strength to fight more. 

It wouldn't end well. 

Just as Bray had succumbed to pain, he heard Kirby's cries of rage turning to squeals, her blows getting weaker. She was faltering.

Bray opened his mouth to tell her to stop fighting before she died, but they'd kicked the air from his lungs. 

He could do nothing but listen.

A feeling greater than his own desire to survive scorched his heart.

He might hear Kirby's last sounds on a floor no less than fifteen feet away.

He tried to get to his feet again, but stumbled. Bray crawled on hands and knees across the room, ignoring the pain that radiated through his body, and grabbed for the door handle. It didn't move. Of course, it didn't. Falling backward, he kicked it vainly, regaining enough wind to scream Kirby's name before her last cry turned to silence. He heard the sound of men's grumbling voices, and then the sounds of someone being dragged. A body?

A door slammed shut. 

Silence.

Bray felt as if he might vomit.

He kicked a few more times at the door, but he no longer heard any sounds of struggle. He didn't even hear Cullen. 

A quiver of rage built in his voice.

Finding air in his lungs, Bray screamed. 


Chapter 30:  William

"William."

Silence.

"William. Look at me."

William stared absently at the wall. The odor of his untouched breakfast wafted from the plate in front of him—meat, strawberries, and blueberries. The ornate chair underneath him felt cold and hard. His eyes drifted from the wall to the objects on the tables and desks. He spotted the microscope, still sitting on the table where Amelia had showed him how to use it. If he could find the strength, he would spring across the room, grab it, and hurl it at her.

"We will not harm you any further, unless you make us," Tolstoy said, leaning across the table and toward him.

The other Gifted lingered in the background, watching.

A tear fell from William's eye. He could no longer hear his friends' screams, but those screams would echo in his mind forever. He couldn't help the dreadful feeling that his friends were dead. He'd followed The Gifted only long enough to get to the entrance of the shimmering building, before he'd started fighting. Tolstoy had ordered some men that looked like guards to grab him and pull him through the lowest room, up the stairs. He'd fought to see what was happening out of several windows on the stairwell, but several blows had knocked away his strength. Exhaustion had finally made him give up. 

Tolstoy slid his chair back across from William. He stood. His expression was emotionless. A few of the other Gifted—including Amelia—wandered from their places by the windows, or near the endless rows of books where they lingered, toward the table. 

He hated her. He hated them all. 

"I am three hundred and fifty-eight years old," Tolstoy said as he took a pacing step. "Did you know that?"

William shook his head as another tear fell. Of course, he remembered.

"Three hundred and fifty-eight years old," Tolstoy repeated, shaking his head as if the idea pained him, even though William doubted he had that emotion. "That is a long time to live. A normal human's memories might fade in that time, but not mine. I remember too much. I remember what the humans have done to us. Unfortunately, you have not lived long enough to learn that lesson."

William stared at Tolstoy with hatred burning in his eyes. He'd seen his own mother die in front of him. He'd seen people brutalized and killed in the wild. He knew loss. 

Tolstoy looked at the ceiling, deciphering something.

"We are not an anomaly, or an aberration. We are better, William. It might be hard for you to accept now, but in time, you will."

William stayed silent.

Sensing that Tolstoy wasn't getting through, Amelia stepped over with the same warm smile he no longer believed. "Tolstoy tells the truth. This is new to you, William. I understand how painful things can be. You will learn many hard lessons. But we are not going anywhere. We will help you."

"We are lucky to have found each other. You might not believe it now, but it is a blessing you found us," Tolstoy said, waving his hand at the windows. "Out in the wild, you might have died. Here, you are protected."

"I don't care about protection," William spat, breaking his silence. "I want my friends." 

"They will cause you pain," Tolstoy said simply. "They will betray you, and they will die, like all humans."

"They won't," William said, even though a few memories told him otherwise. He thought of those tears he'd shed outside the stone house in the wild, when he'd thought about what might happen to him. It wasn't out of the question that his friends would kill him, if he succumbed to madness. 

But he cared about them. He didn't want them killed.

Not now. Not ever. 

"Let them go. Let us go," William feebly muttered. 

"I can't do that, William. And even if I did, what would that buy you? Some amount of time in the wild, before you died? Surely you realize that your friends will die, while you will not."

"I—" William fell silent as the words struck a truth.

"You are immortal, William. We all are. We will be here long after your friends are dead, and long after everyone outside dies. One generation will succeed the next. Some will grow sick, or die in other ways, but we will outlive them all. Every single person you saw out the windows will pass on, but you will remain."

"But you will die, if you are careless," Amelia reminded him.

"Too many of our kind have perished over the years. Do not be foolish enough to join them." Tolstoy stared at William with a look that was as much a promise as a threat.

"Let us protect you," Amelia said. "Let us learn together."

William bit his tongue in defiant silence.


Chapter 31:  Bray

"Kirby?"

Bray crawled over to the wall, pressing his ear against it. For too long, he'd listened to an occasional moan, or a muffled cry of pain from the next room. It sounded like Kirby was fading in and out of consciousness. But she was alive. 

Still, it sounded like she was dying. 

Each noise stabbed his heart in ways he hadn't expected. He wished he could take the burden of her wounds. Anything would be preferable to listening to her suffer. She had fought bravely—perhaps stupidly. But she knew a truth that Bray was too stubborn to acknowledge. This was the end. Whether it was today, tomorrow, or later, didn't matter. They might as well have breathed their last breath before being captured. Bray had seen his future, in the haunted eyes of the slaves who lived in this city, in the putrid smells that leaked under his doorway, and in those strange bells that rang ominously outside as the light under his door grew dim, the same ones he'd heard at dinner last night. Demon snarls accompanied those bells. He couldn't fathom what horrors awaited them on the other side of his prison.

"Kirby?" he asked, raising his voice loudly enough that he risked another beating. 

Several times, he'd been reprimanded for making too much noise, when his captors suspected him of trying to claw through the door. They were trying to break him. He adjusted his ear against the wall as he heard a scrape on the other side. He felt along the wall, wishing he could find a way to reach the other side. Surprise hit him as his finger went inward. Bits of stone caved as he located a small crevice, just big enough to stick a finger inside, probably started by someone else in the same predicament. The crevice narrowed down to a small hole, looking as if it went through to the other side, although he couldn't tell for sure. Pressing his ear against it, he heard Kirby moan, louder. 

"Kirby?" he called again, speaking directly through the hole.

"Bray?" The response was muffled, dry. It sounded as if Kirby were reaching for strength.

"I'm here," he said, his voice cracking with emotional and physical pain.

Kirby shifted, sounding as if she was trying to get closer to the wall, to him. Bray put his hand on the wall, as if he might feel her fingers on the other side. 

"There is a small hole in the wall, about halfway up, in the middle," he told her.

He looked over from the dirty wall to the door, both invisible in the growing blackness, certain that someone would break in and halt a conversation before it started. All he heard were the chirps of night animals. If guards were outside, they were quiet. He felt as if more time had slipped by than he realized.

"Are you all right?" he asked, wishing he could see through to the other side of the wall, to her.

"I will live," Kirby said, a hint of regret in her voice. 

"I heard nothing for so long, I thought you died." Bray almost couldn't speak the words. 

"My face feels as if it has been pushed through stone." Kirby cleared her throat. "My body is bruised. But I will survive."

"Is anything broken?"

"A rib, I think," she said.

Bray's hand shook with anger as he held the wall. He wished the men responsible were in front of him, so he could grind their eyes into their sockets. He wanted to smash their skulls against the wall. His frustration toward Ollie, Avery, and the others was heightened by his separation from Kirby. He wanted to hold her, to make sure she was all right.

"A few times, I heard you calling my name," Kirby remembered. "I tried to respond, but I didn't have the strength."

"You do not have to apologize."

 "I heard them beating you for calling me. You shouldn't have done that."

"I'm fine," Bray said resolutely. His face was as swollen as a demon's misshapen skull, but Kirby didn't need any more worries. "Have you heard anything from Cullen?"

"I heard him moving around earlier, through the wall on my opposite side. I think he is still alive," she said. "Though I have not heard him in a while. I can try and talk with him."

"Don't," Bray warned. "We do not need to make a louder noise that will get us beaten."

"I do not care," Kirby said. "Let them beat me. I will not be what they want me to be."

Bray swallowed as he heard the resolve in her voice. It was the same resolve that had brought her close to death, and would certainly finish the job, if he didn't stop her. "Listen," he told her, putting persuasion in his voice. "You need to stop fighting."

"I am not giving up," Kirby said with anger. 

"I am not saying to give up," Bray said. "But you do not need to die, either."

Kirby fell silent. For a moment, he feared she'd fallen unconscious again, or worse. "I was a slave for three years, Bray," she said finally, her voice trembling with past and present pain. "I know what that life is like, and how hard it is to escape. I do not think I can take another moment of it."

"We can play along until we can find a way out."

"I am not foolish enough to think I will escape that life twice," Kirby lamented. She made a noise that Bray might've thought was a sob, if he hadn't known how tough she was. "People who own others lose their morality. They might say they don't, but they do. Eventually, they think they can do what they want to those underneath them. These people are already past that stage."

Kirby's voice was laced with an anger Bray knew he'd never understand. She had spoken of some of the attacks she'd survived in her homeland, when she was a slave, and when she battled, killing other infected in the arena. She had been beaten, and much worse. He suspected she would never tell him some of the stories. He was a man, blessed with advantages even he realized.

"To these Gifted, we are a lower class. They might act differently, with their words of enlightenment and their inventions, but they are as cruel as the masters in my homeland. I saw it in their faces, when they took us away. I saw it in Rudyard. And I saw it in the uninfected humans they have somehow convinced to do their bidding—in Ollie, and Avery, and the others they call Head Guards. This beating will not be the last, no matter how much you swear it will. We will likely receive treatment we cannot fathom. We will wish we were dead."

Bray opened and closed his mouth as he realized she was right. 

"I will not live another day as another's subject. I swore that when I left my homeland in those ships, and I swear to it now."

Bray knew she was speaking the truth, but that didn't mean he was ready to accept it. "What about William? We cannot leave him in the hands of these men."

Kirby fell silent as she thought about that. "I fear for him. But he is smart. They think of him as a brother. If he makes the right choices, he will survive. He is tough, as we have seen all these months."

"He is smart," Bray agreed. "But that is not enough. We need to get free to make sure he lives. I won't accept that this is the last of my days. I made a vow to him."

"I respect your vow," Kirby said. "It is the reason I followed you."

Bray felt a surge of warmth for her stronger than he'd felt before, stronger than he'd felt for almost anyone. "Then listen to what I am saying. William needs us."

"I would give my life for William's. But the only way out I see is through a mutant's belly." 

"That might be true, but we can only lose our lives once," Bray said. "Let it be in a more noble way. Let it be helping William, not paying back some of the louts who attacked us. Give it—give me—some time. Let us see what happens. Perhaps we will get out of this yet."

Another moment of silence bled through the wall. Kirby adjusted, sounding as if she was containing an emotion. Bray wished he were in the same room, so that he could hold her, the way he did that first time, when it surprised both of them. He still recalled their first moments in the wild when the fire burned late at night. He wasn't surprised when he heard Kirby clear her throat, speaking in the strong, resilient voice he knew she still had. 

"Okay," she said.


Chapter 32:  William

William woke with a start, wiping away the sweat of a plaguing nightmare. He brushed his fingers against the lumps on his head. Those calcified warts reminded him that he was in a waking nightmare, not an unconscious one. Looking around the empty room, he saw the empty beds where his friends had slept. The lingering scent of the wild reminded him that he was still here while they were not. He pulled a deep breath, trying to calm his speeding pulse as he pushed away his night terror. 

Swinging his legs off the bed, he looked over at the closed door. The Gifted had locked it, as they had for the past few nights he'd stayed here. They'd told him it was a precaution. One day, they told him, they'd unlock it, but for now, he was a prisoner in a beautiful, glass tower, filled with devices and books, and people who swore they meant no harm, even though they had enslaved his friends. 

During the first few days, he'd resisted their offers to eat, only drinking when he had to, but eventually, he had succumbed to the hollow ache in his stomach and forced down a meal. He'd kept quiet, though. During the days, they'd tried talking with him more, and he'd looked at some of their books, and he'd nodded at some of the pictures inside them. He couldn't deny they were fascinating. Amelia had asked him questions, which he mostly ignored.

The only words he spoke were to ask about his friends.

Each time he asked, The Gifted assured him they were all right. But each time he looked out the southern windows, hoping to see them, he saw only the long, thick-walled, rectangular building in which he'd finally gotten Amelia to admit they were kept. 

He wanted to believe they were alive. The thought of their deaths gave him a dark pit in his stomach he couldn't fathom.

He wouldn't allow himself to think it for too long. 

His bag sat on the bed next to him. Opening it, he sifted through his stash of blankets and clothing, as if someone might've stolen them. All were there, untouched.

All except his weapons.

A warm ray of sunlight bled through the windows, leaving striated bands of light across the floor. Standing on cracked, worn boots, William made his way first to the door, doing his usual check of the lock. The door was secured, as always. He knew guards waited downstairs in the lowest floor. And he knew guards watched out the windows on the floor below The Library Room. He was trapped on either end. And that didn't count the demons outside.

He went to the southern windows. Far down, past most of the fifteen or so floors of the tower in the room in which he was kept, he saw the balcony in the back; further, he saw the rectangular building on the western end of the courtyard, and beyond it, the rows of single-story houses starting past the courtyard, where he always looked for Bray, Kirby, or Cullen. People milled between the structures, tending to chores. Most were women, tending babies or small children. The rest, he knew, were out in the fields in front, tending the crops, or working in some of the buildings with large chimneys on the city's eastern side. He was already learning the routines. He knew the field workers went to work in the morning, and performed other duties in the afternoons. He knew Rudyard fed the demons once a night, in the evening, though he hadn't seen the spectacle, because The Gifted usually ate at the same time. 

Rudyard seemed to spend more time behind the wall than up in the shimmering tower, engaged in whatever cruel duties kept him occupied, during most of his daylight hours. Tolstoy, too, seemed to disappear often.

William scrutinized the people below.

Every so often, a few glanced in the direction of the rectangular building, as if the people inside were some dirty secret. William saw a few men walking among the settlement, checking on things. Those people were somehow important, like the men who had dragged him up the stairs that second day. A few were the men who helped with affairs in the building—Ollie and Avery, who seemed to have duties inside, and duties outside. None of them were Gifted, but they were somehow above the regular slaves. He wasn't sure why.

Perhaps he would ask Amelia who they were, when she came to get him. 

He doubted she'd answer.

That thought made him rethink his silence.

William was scared, and he was angry. But each defiant stare gave The Gifted more reason to treat his friends poorly, to deny him answers. Perhaps he was playing the wrong angle. Maybe information was better than his silent crusade, which didn't seem to be getting him anywhere. 

Perhaps he would play their role, to get information.

Right now, information was the only weapon he had.


Chapter 33:  William

Tolstoy sat in the chair across from William, watching him with an expression that William might have mistaken for concern, if he didn't know the ugly truth behind it.

"Have some water," Tolstoy said, sliding over a cup.

Unlike the previous days, in which he'd resisted, William took it and sipped. A thin smile crossed Tolstoy's face. The lukewarm liquid felt like a betrayal to his friends as it slid down his throat.

"You are not the first to care about people, William," Tolstoy said. "I had a family, too."

William nodded.

"Before The Collapse, I had a wife named Anna, and two children named Charlie and Penelope."

William let the silence hang for a minute before he finished his sip. He hated his placating tone as he played into the story Tolstoy wanted to tell. "What happened to them?" 

A nostalgic smile turned sad. Tolstoy folded his hands, watching William as if he might know the tale, even though William hadn't heard it. With a sigh, he started speaking. "My children were only a few years older than you are now before The Collapse. They attended a place where young people learned things from books, in a time when everyone could read, and knowledge was as accessible as the trees. They had a future some might call bright." Tolstoy ran his fingers over his wart-covered head. "We lived in a city much larger than this one, in a place near the water, in a very tall building where they had a view of the ocean. Every night at dinner, we sat at a dining room table similar to this one, discussing our futures. None of that mattered when the infection came."

Tolstoy motioned out the window, and William followed his gaze, as if he might see the man's family outside in the clouds, or in the tops of the crumbled buildings.

"The infection spared none of us. Charlie and Penelope turned from intelligent, hopeful people into snarling monsters. My wife, Anna, succumbed to savagery I never would've imagined. But I didn't turn—not like them. I spent a long while in our home with them, hiding them away in bedrooms, feeding them through the doors, while they descended into madness and I didn't. Eventually, some humans intending to rob us came and broke inside our home. They shot all of us. They shot me, too, but I didn't die."

Tolstoy's sadness turned to anger. "The bullet wound struck me in the shoulder. It bled a lot, but the bullet passed through. It wasn't fatal. I pretended I was dead while the men raided the last of our meager stores. I listened as they called my family awful names they had termed the infected. When they left, I crawled to my dead wife and children. Some days back then, I wished I had died with them." The faraway look remained in Tolstoy's eyes. 

"Funerals were a fool's dream, in that time. People were afraid to leave the house, let alone dig graves. The rioting had started by then. People were scared. I couldn't leave until I healed. And so I waited through my pain with my dead family, watching them stiffen and decompose. I smelled their bodies, in the bedroom that became their grave. I saw the end of life, even though I lived. Eventually, I gathered the strength to leave."

"I survived a while, hiding my lumps, but eventually, my appearance evolved and I couldn't hide it. Strangely, I didn't lose my mind—in fact, I became smarter, as you know—but that didn't matter to the uninfected humans. Wherever I went, I was a target, even though I was more intelligent than The Plagued Ones. I was persecuted, chased, and nearly killed. One time, some uninfected humans beat me so badly I thought I might die, for the simple crime of begging for food. I lay in the gutter for almost a day, unable to move from so many broken bones. It was then that the awful sickness that afflicts many of us infected overtook me. I managed to crawl into a building, eating a dead raccoon and some puddled water while people scuttled through alleys all around me, trying to protect themselves or what was left of their families. I, however, was considered the lowest form of life, even lower than the corpse I subsided on. If they found me, they would kill me. I was no longer human. At least, that is how the humans felt. I meant them no harm, but they didn't understand that, or care."

"Somehow, I survived my sickness and came back from the brink of death. I found refuge in the top floor of a building, much like this one. I crawled over the bodies of the dead to get up there. Perhaps that is what kept others away. Once I got up there, I ate from stockpiled rations stored by people who had been killed. Or perhaps they left. I found weapons they stashed. I started going out only at night, collecting as many books as I could find, secluding myself from people, as the world got worse. I had nothing to focus on but learning. My hunger for knowledge was insatiable. Despite how much I learned, my brain yearned for more. I lived there for several years, as the population decreased and my mind evolved. And through that time, I realized something. As I watched others out the window, robbing, abusing, and murdering, I grew smarter. But they never did. I had long ago ceased believing in God or gods, but I realized something."

In the time Tolstoy had spoken, The Gifted had formed a circle around the table, watching William. Amelia had taken up a position next to Tolstoy's chair. They cocked their misshapen heads. 

"I think we are chosen, William." Tolstoy paused, looking out the window. "Whatever being or science created us, I believe it was on purpose. We are no longer human. We are better than humans. We are a new species, better than the old, one that exists to take the best parts of our knowledge and create a New City, a new world. For hundreds of years, we have watched humans live and die while we continue to exist. There is a reason we are here, William. And I believe there is a reason you are with us now. Humans exist to serve us while we usher in a new world. In time, I believe you will feel the same way."

William hid his fearful swallow as he nodded. "I understand." 


Chapter 34:  Drew

Drew looked out the door of his small house, watching the line of the other slaves that hadn't returned from the fields. The Head Guards herded them back with stern expressions. Drew was convinced that those severe looks would eventually etch permanent grooves into their faces. Most of the slaves knew better than to provoke the Head Guards. A misspoken word, or avoiding a task, led to a beating that could be felt on a body for days, even weeks. And that wouldn't excuse a person from his chores. In the rare cases where someone missed work, the slaves were expected to toil twice as hard the following day.

Obedience didn't stop the abuse.

The Head Guards found plenty of reasons to mistreat slaves. Something as simple as a dropped ear of corn, or a misconstrued glance, could lead to more than a few punches. They weren't supposed to mistreat the slaves, but they did. They didn't need a reason to justify their actions. The humans were worthless, in the eyes of The Gifted. Even if they knew about the abuse, Drew knew they wouldn't do anything. He seldom saw the wart-covered men and the woman who lived in the tall, glass-covered building.

He mostly only saw Rudyard.

In his way, Rudyard was worse than the Head Guards. He didn't beat the slaves directly, but he delighted in their pain. Every look, every glance, was a reminder of their insignificant existence.

The Field Hands—the lowest class of slaves—were treated slightly worse than those who ran the machines, sewed clothes, or made glass, because they performed unskilled labor by tending the crops. They were considered disposable. Drew was one of those.  

But none of that interested Drew at the moment. 

Picking up a flask of water, he pretended to drink while he peeked around the corner of his house's open doorway, watching a few Field Hands still in the process of returning, stretching their sore muscles from a long morning's work, or cracking their necks. They wheeled their full crop wagons to the Head Guards stationed near the gate, close to the magnificent building in which no one was allowed. Drew saw a few looks of hunger on the people's faces, but no one dared touch any of the morning's take. Their pockets were as empty as their stomachs. Most didn't have more than the clothing on their backs. Almost all had lost any sentimental possessions when they'd been dragged to New City. A few—the unluckiest—had been born into this life.

Or maybe they weren't unlucky.

Those who were born in New City often became the Head Guards, who received preferential treatment.

Drew hadn't been born into this life. He knew a life outside slavery.

One day, he would get it back.

Waiting until most of the slaves were in their houses, Drew acted casual as he watched the Head Guards round up the crops, take count, and break for lunch. A few wandered toward the eastern side of the courtyard, near the Feeding Pen. Even with the gate closed, Drew smelled the pungent stench that wafted over from the fenced-in area. On the other side of the closed gate, piles of mutant feces and chewed ears of corn waited for the least fortunate slaves. Those in disfavor with the Head Guards, or those needing a punishment outside of a beating, were tasked with cleaning out that filthy pen, dumping the remains in bins where they could be used to run the machines. The task seemed arduous, but Drew knew the dried dung was important to The Gifted. The dung helped them run the equipment that helped them produce things they could use to survive, or to trade.

The smelly, disgusting pen was purposely kept in New City.

Rudyard had a reason.

It kept the slaves humble.

Once a day, at dinner, Rudyard paraded the mutants through the middle of the settlement to their Feeding Pen, as if to demonstrate that even the filthy, wart-covered infected were worthier than the humans. The humans ate dinner last. It was Rudyard's rule, and everyone followed it.

Swallowing his disgust, Drew watched a few more Field Hands—supervised by the Head Guards—wheel their full wagons of corn through the front gate. Rudyard wasn't in sight. Most of the other slaves were taking a well-deserved, short rest for lunch as they transitioned to afternoon tasks.

Using the cover of distraction, Drew slipped from his house and hurried past the row of houses in the front, keeping his head low, avoiding suspicious eye contact with other slaves, which might get him beaten. Drew had learned many hard lessons. Passing most of the houses, he risked a glance over his shoulder, ensuring none of the Head Guards, or Rudyard, were watching. He slipped behind the small buildings that housed chamber pots, perpendicular to the last row of houses in the front of the courtyard. Only the Head Guards did their business there. The slaves were expected to use chamber pots.

He kept going, skirting past the small, smelly buildings until he was along the backside of the long, rectangular building—the only building in the city with doors, besides the Head Guards', and the shops. His heart hammered in his chest as he crept farther. Walking the distance he'd measured in his head, as he'd walked it the last few days, he stopped in the center of the building, finding the small, barely perceptible crack he'd whittled away.

Leaning down close to the wall, he took a risk he hoped he wouldn't regret.

"Kirby?" 


Chapter 35:  Kirby

Kirby opened her eyes through the pain. Someone hissed her name. She glanced over at the wall where she'd communicated several times with Bray, but it wasn't his voice. It was coming from somewhere else. Forcing herself up, she listened for another hiss that would give away a location. Perhaps she was hearing things, or maybe she was dead, or dreaming.

"Kirby?"

She scooted toward the back wall of the squalid room and toward the voice, opening her mouth to answer, before considering that this might be a trap. Maybe this was a test, or an excuse for a beating. She'd seen scant daylight in the past few days, other than the few times the door had opened and an uncaring hand had thrown in a raw ear of corn, or traded her filthy flask for a new one. 

"Kirby," a voice hissed, louder. 

Something fluttered in her stomach. She couldn't believe what she heard.

"Drew?" 

"It's me."

Pushing past the pain of wounds that were healing, but not fast enough, she stood and touched the back wall. It must be a dream. She didn't feel a hole, but perhaps some other portion of the wall had worn away. Or maybe someone had worn it away. 

"What are you doing here?"   

"Trying not to be killed," Drew whispered, in the usual, straightforward tone she remembered, since the last time she'd seen him at New Hope. 

"I thought you died."

"Some days I wish I had," Drew said, the despair evident in his voice.

"What are you doing here?"

"They captured me months ago," he whispered. "Long after I left New Hope. I thought everyone was dead. How did you make it through the fire and the mutants?"

"I hunkered down in one of the ships. I stayed there awhile, waiting for other people, but no one came."

"I'm sorry I left."

"Don't be." Kirby didn't need a reason to explain what she might've done herself. She shook her head as two pieces of her life came together that shouldn't—couldn't—coexist. And yet Drew was here. But the time for questions was later. "Can you help us out of here?" she asked.

"I wish I could," Drew said solemnly. "They would kill me if I tried. Only the Head Guards have the keys."

"The men who beat us," she spat with the same disgust she'd had the first day.

"You and one of your friends wounded a few of them badly enough that they are keeping you there longer than others. But they will let you out soon. They will test all of you. That's why I've come."

"How did you know I was here? I didn't see you."

"I heard rumors that new people were here. I saw you from the cornfields, but I kept my distance," Drew said. "I didn't want to risk contacting you. Until now."

"We need to escape this place."

"I do not know how," Drew said. "Perhaps we can figure it out together—you, me, and some others."

"Others? Do you mean other people from New Hope?" Something stirred in Kirby's stomach.

"I do not think any of them survived." Drew seemed sad. "I mean, others from here."

Kirby's hope dwindled as quickly as it rose. 

Before she could ask another question, Drew interrupted, "Be careful when you speak to your friends, or anyone else. They will watch you closely for a while. They will test you."

"I understand."

Drew paused. "Please do not give them a reason to kill you, Kirby, because they will. I have seen too many die here. Ollie, Avery, and the other guards will be looking for payback for what you and your friend did. I have to go, before I am caught. But I needed to warn you. When they let you out, pretend you do not know me. If they find out we have a past, they will keep us apart."

"We have never met," Kirby swore.


Chapter 36:  William

William startled at the knock on the door, even though he had been expecting it. After lunch, a few of The Gifted had retired to their quarters around midday as they always did, to read, study, or do whatever they did in those quiet rooms for parts of the afternoon. He'd agreed to do the same, hoping to follow their schedule and act like one of them. William didn't plan on resting or reading, though. He had other ideas. While in his room, he studied the city and the fields out the windows without being noticed. He learned more about the habits of the people outside, and looked for his friends.

As usual, the people who worked in the fields went out for most of the morning, before heading back behind the wall to eat lunch. Afterward, they dispersed among some of the other buildings on the city's eastern side to fulfill other duties.

After watching for a part of the afternoon, he still hadn't seen Kirby, Bray, or Cullen. He was frustrated by how little detail he could see from so high up. 

Hearing Amelia knock, he crossed the room with the same trepidation he'd had since his first day trapped in the building. He didn't trust that The Gifted wouldn't change their minds and cast him behind the wall, or toss him into the arms of hungry demons. 

He opened the door cautiously.

Amelia stood at the threshold, smiling as she handed him one of the round, orange and purple fruits that seemed much more prevalent in this region than back in Brighton. She adjusted some of her hair into a clip.

"Thanks," he said, accepting the peach from her.

Her smile grew. "I know you've been enjoying them. I have something to show you downstairs."

"Where are we going?" he asked, confused. He had thought they would return to the higher floor, where they would resume looking at books.

"Tolstoy has given me the approval to take you down to the third floor," she said. "I think you'll be impressed at what we have there." Seeing the worry on his face, she added, "Don't worry, William. I'm not going to harm you. I've told you that."

Putting a small hope into a request, he asked, "Can we go see Bray, Kirby, and Cullen?"

Amelia's face fell slightly. "No."

Carefully, William said, "I want to know they are all right."

"My promise is the only thing I can give you. They will be let out from the long building soon." Changing the subject, she said, "Hopefully you will like what I have to show you, though."

William exited the door and closed it, following Amelia down the stairs. Seeing the empty stairwell, William got ideas. He wanted to flee, find his way outside, and find his friends. But he knew guards waited at the bottom. And he knew guards kept watch on the seventeenth floor, underneath The Library Room. Besides, the entrances on the ground floor were certainly locked. If he got outside by the cornfields, demons would devour him. He didn't know if there was a direct route into the city, but if he got there, the guards would catch him, or he would be as trapped as the other slaves. He saw no way out.

William asked, "How far down?"

"Can you count?" Amelia asked.

William said, "Yes. I learned my numbers in Brighton. My mother taught me what she knew, and I picked up some more things from the merchants." 

"I knew you were smart, William," Amelia said, impressed. "We are going down twelve floors."

William nodded as he counted, but the task did little to keep his looming fear at bay. While he walked, he kept his eye on Amelia, occasionally glancing out the windows. The crops swayed in a gentle breeze as the sun beat down on them. Demons scuttled between the tall corn stalks. He wished he had a view of the small buildings out back, the people, and the building that housed his friends. He hated whenever the rectangular building was out of his view.

"If I've counted right, this is the correct floor."

"You're right." Amelia smiled. "Your room is on the fifteenth floor. This is the third. I'll open the door."

She pulled out the key ring from her pocket. William eyed the tangle of keys, all in various shapes and sizes, labeled with strange markings. If only he had a key ring such as hers, he could get wherever he wanted. But that was as likely to happen as running past a horde of demons. 

Amelia found the right key—a piece of metal with a large, round top—and unlocked the door.

"Go ahead in," she said, stepping back so he could push it open. 

William hesitated. He had entered more than a few rooms that he regretted, since leaving Brighton. He pushed the door open gently, still not certain that demons wouldn't jump out at him and chew his flesh, brother or not. Or maybe the other Gifted were waiting to subject him to some vicious torture. If anyone was on the other side of the door, he heard nothing.

The door gave way to a mostly-empty room.

Mostly.

Confusion crossed William's face as he saw an enormous, wooden table sitting in the center. The table was tipped upwards on an angle that wasn't good for reading, or eating. A large piece of paper sat in the center. He saw nothing else—no devices, no books.

"What is that table for?" he asked.

"It is called a drafting table," Amelia told him. "A table used to make drawings."

"What types of drawings?"

"It is easier to show you."

William paused as she locked the door. She might be showing him wonderful things, but she still didn't trust him. And he didn't trust her.

"It's okay, William. It is just a drawing." Amelia laughed softly at his nervousness.

He followed her to the strange table, which was about the size of a piece of furniture that a family might use. The large paper lay flat against it. As he got closer, he saw that almost the entire piece of paper was marked with more drawings than he could process at once. His mouth hung open as he saw small, precise lines and words marked everywhere. Even the best artists in Brighton hadn't conceived of something so detailed. His eyes roamed first to the bottom of the paper, to some round objects that looked like wheels.

Taking a guess before he had seen everything, he asked, "Is this a moving machine?" 

Amelia stared at him, taken aback. "A car."

"Yes, a car." William replicated the way she spoke the wondrous word. "I have heard about them, in stories, and I have seen some decrepit pieces of metal in the woods. I know that people used them to travel over the ground, faster than a human could walk."

Amelia seemed thoughtful. "It is funny you ask that. A long time ago, we worked on a few devices like that—primitive machines that we built with what we had—but we abandoned that idea before we progressed too far. It is dangerous traveling the wild with wheels. Things are not the way they were before The Collapse. Most of the roads that existed are covered over, buried in weeds. The roads are so sharp with rubble that the vehicles wouldn't last long, with the materials we have. We would risk our safety leaving. And any humans we sent out would abscond with the vehicles, or be killed."

"So you do not have cars?"

Amelia shook her head. "Unfortunately not. We also tried making an object called a balloon, but we quickly realized that relying on the wind was an easy way to get killed."

"So what is the object on this paper?" William asked, taking a closer look.

Pointing to the middle of the paper, Amelia focused on a larger object that looked like a tube, with many smaller pieces connected to it. "As of now, it is little more than a dream. But eventually, we will make it a reality." She watched William closely as she said, "It is an airplane, William, a small, flying device that will carry us through the air."

"By the gods," William said incredulously.

"Have you heard of those, too?"

William nodded. Kirby had told him fantastic things about them. Bray had even mentioned he saw the bones of one in the forests, outside of The Arches, rotted and sunken into the earth. "I know something about them."

"Our design is in the early stages," Amelia said. "It will take years to accomplish it. But with the knowledge of all that came before us, and an endless amount of time, I have no doubt we will succeed, eventually." Pointing to a recessed spot on the top of the tube, she said, "This plane will only carry a few of us, so it won't be like those that used to carry hundreds of people. As of now, Barron has only made the plans. But we have studied the knowledge of the first human inventors. The advances in flying moved quickly. It was only a handful of years between when the first plane was developed, in a time called the twentieth century, and planes flew in wars. The designs of our predecessors were refined and improved at a rapid rate, once they started. Perhaps once we get the first constructed, we will have greater and greater success. As I said, flying is a faraway dream, but hopefully not forever."

William nodded.

Amelia pointed to a drawing that looked like it portrayed a complicated piece of metal. "This is plans for the engine. Barron is considering using steam to power it."

"Like some of the other devices you told me about," William remembered.

"Many of our devices in the shops run that way," Amelia agreed. "A few of the earliest inventors built planes that ran on steam, though they weren't as prevalent as those that ran on other methods. Back in the days before The Collapse, people had natural resources that we do not have today, like oil. But we have ways to work around it. In addition to steam power, we have fuel and lubricants made of vegetable oil, mostly from our corn. We have wood. We have options from which to choose and try."

"It is hard to envision how the device will look, with only lines to look at," William said, frowning as he looked at the peculiar picture.

"This is what we call a blueprint. It shows a sketch of what the object will look like, so you will have to use your imagination for what it would be in reality." Amelia pointed at various places in the drawing. "To build a plane the way they used to build them would be a challenge. We might build the frame from wood, and use canvas to wrap it, similar to some of the first airplanes, a century before The Collapse." Pointing at a few drawings that looked like wheels, Amelia said, "For the tires, we might use metal wrapped around wooden wheels, or perhaps leather. We might also need pontoons, objects that will help us land and takeoff. We will need to figure out lots of details. But it will be miraculous, once we determine a way." Seeming to grow excited, Amelia said, "Come with me. I'll show you some of the places where we will construct the plane, eventually." 

Amelia headed toward the glass windows to point. 

William stopped. In his preoccupation with the drawing table, he hadn't noticed that they were in the room with the balcony in the back of the building that he'd seen from up high. Looking over his shoulder, he saw another door and another balcony—the one where The Gifted had greeted them that first day. 

Seeing the recognition on his face, Amelia said, "That is the northern balcony where we met. This other one, where I'm taking you, looks out over New City."

"Do guards keep watch from here?" he asked.

Amelia shook her head. "We mostly use these balconies to greet people. Our guards keep watch on a higher floor, beneath The Library Room, as you probably heard." Amelia watched him closely. "We also have the guards downstairs and demons outside. The building is protected, so you don't have to worry."

You mean, I am trapped, William thought.

William followed her to the window and through the unlocked door as she opened it. Feeling the fresh air on his face, William tasted freedom. The sights and sounds that had been vague through the glass windows upstairs were suddenly clearer. He saw more details of the people who had mostly been blurry, fleshy forms from upstairs. People—mostly women—milled around the small dwellings below, tending the young. A few larger men, the people he'd learned were Head Guards, lingered by the gate, or strode with importance between some of the buildings on the city's eastern side. Only a handful of people crossed the dirt courtyard directly below them. If any had been close enough, William figured he could have yelled down and spoken to them.

He glanced surreptitiously at the rectangular building where Bray, Kirby, and Cullen were kept. He was close enough to see some of the larger cracks in its walls, and the thick, closed doors. William took another huff of air. The city was a pungent mix of demon stench, manure, and smoke.

"Do you see those buildings there?" Amelia drew his attention away, pointing at the larger buildings on the city's eastern side. "Those are the shops where we make things, some of which will help make our plane. We keep all the shops in that section, close enough to access, but away from where people live. The two large buildings in the front, with the smoke coming from the chimneys, are our glass houses. Each has three furnaces, which burn at a temperature much hotter than any normal fire. It takes a long time to get the furnaces to the right heat. Behind them are several buildings for sewing, where we make clothes. That is where we will sew the canvas to cover the plane's body. Farther back, we have shops for metal work, and places to can or store food. We have buildings farther back with machines that fashion things out of wood. Only the most skilled people are allowed in any of those buildings." Amelia watched him, pride filling her words.

William looked from one building to the next, committing as much as he could to memory. The shop buildings were mostly in rows of two, going farther back on the eastern side of the city. A larger path separated them from the houses where people lived, which spanned to the left of them in long rows of about twenty, going most of the way back to the rear section of the wall on the back of the city. A handful of larger, decrepit or broken down buildings hung in the city's rear. In the foreground, all the way to the east of the courtyard, he saw the larger, fenced-in area—a quadrant of dirt that seemed to be protected, sitting before the shops. 

"What is that area?" he asked.

"That is the Feeding Pen, where we feed The Plagued Ones. You have heard the bells."

"I haven't seen the demons, though," William said.

"That is because we eat at the same time. It is a fascinating spectacle, but not always appetizing."

A few people walking a hundred feet from the base of the building drew William's attention. "So all thousand people work here?" he asked.

"Yes. Our biggest group are the Field Hands, who harvest crops in the morning, and prepare or sort them in the afternoon. Others perform various other duties related to food such as canning. Some assist with the windmills. There are four hundred of them. The humans who show aptitude—and earn our trust—are taught a skill. Two hundred specialize in glass; another hundred work in our woodworking and metallurgy shops, and a hundred or so make clothes. A hundred more tend the animals toward the back of the city. We also have people who service the factories, or do various other chores, like cleaning the Feeding Pen or gathering firewood. And we have the Head Guards and their families, of course."

"Are Ollie and Avery Head Guards?" William asked, trying to sound naïve.

"Yes, but they perform other roles as well. They help with matters here in The Learning Building, and also coordinate people's activities with Rudyard. They mostly stay outside in the city, but occasionally they take shifts and guard the lower floor, or assist in trading with other colonies."

"So they are leaders?" William asked.

"They are not Gifted, like us," Amelia clarified, looking sideways at William. "They are human. They were born in New City. But they have earned our trust. They know that living here is better than living in the wild, as most learn."

William watched one of the Head Guards walk between a few rows of houses, going to a building that had a closed door. Most of the other dwellings had only empty doorways. It didn't take a genius to figure out that the Head Guards had more privacy and protection than the slaves, and probably more amenities, too.

 Amelia looked wistfully out over the railing and up to the sky. "It is a beautiful sight, though, isn't it? Perhaps one day we will get a different view of the city, as we fly above it in our airplane." 

William nodded in agreement. The plane was a nice thought, but it didn't help him now. He needed to figure out a way to leave.

"Come, we should get back upstairs."

William followed her back through the balcony door and into the room. As they left through the doorway, he watched her pull out the key ring and lock the door.


Chapter 37:  William

"William." Tolstoy's smile was wide and happy and seemingly genuine. He seemed pleased by William's recent cooperation.

The other Gifted sat all around him, hands folded, looking at William and Amelia as they returned to The Library Room. All around the table sat a supper of steaming, redolent dishes of various types and colors. An array of glass cups sat next to empty plates, forks, and containers filled with water. Smelling the food made William's stomach snarl with hunger. He hadn't realized his appetite, while looking at the blueprints.

"Sit down," Tolstoy said pleasantly, motioning toward two empty seats. 

The others waited expectantly, as William and Amelia accepted his invitation. Sitting at the table, William's eyes wandered over the spread of freshly baked bread, corn, squash, carrots, fruits, and meat, all arranged in platters by themselves. Meals such as these belonged to merchants in opulent houses, or soldiers eating in leader's houses, not in his stomach. In his grandest fantasies, he hadn't imagined a meal as diverse or as plentiful.

Seeing the expression on his face, Tolstoy said, "Eat as much as you'd like. This is our big dinner. We have it once a week. We call it the Blessed meal, based on some past traditions."

William watched the other Gifted pass the plates around to each other, doling out sizable portions of meats, vegetables, and fruits. Amelia handed him a fresh bowl of bread. Reaching inside, he plucked out a thick, crusted piece and put it on his plate. The pattern continued until he could no longer see the bottom of his plate.

Guilt followed: his friends were still in that rectangular building, while he prepared to eat a meal fit for a Councilman, or an Elder. Hopefully, they would be out soon. To what? William couldn't imagine, and thinking about it too long made him sick.

The air filled with the clank of plates and the pouring of beverages as the other Gifted ate. Amelia smiled.

"What did you think of the blueprints?" Tolstoy asked, around a mouthful of meat.

William chewed some bread, soaked in the meat's juices. "The drawings are incredible."

"It is a magnificent project we have undertaken. Probably our grandest," Tolstoy said with an unabashed pride. "Its completion will open new opportunities for us."

"For you, as well," Amelia reinforced.

William swallowed and took another bite.

"Amelia probably told you its purpose." The statement was more of a question as Tolstoy awaited an answer.

"Yes," William said. "It is a flying machine."

"An airplane," Tolstoy clarified. "A device that will take us into the air and to places too dangerous to travel by foot. Everyone knows the risks of traveling in the wild." Tolstoy watched him closely. "But there is another purpose behind this device."

William stopped chewing, as if he was supposed to guess. He had no clue.

After a pause, Tolstoy said, "Our hope is to find more people like you, like us, once it is finished. It has been many years since we have found one of the smart ones."

"Your arrival fills us with hope, William," Barron said, nodding his bulbous, wart-covered head. "We have been talking about it since you arrived. That is why we wanted to show you the plane. You give us hope for the future."

"I do not know what to say," William muttered sheepishly.

Tolstoy took back the conversation. "Certainly, there must be people like us in other parts of the land, perhaps even with advances we haven't been able to make. Imagine a place where we can feed and protect ourselves, slowly rebuilding the best parts of the past, without worry of needless pain and persecution." Tolstoy's eyes flashed an eagerness that seldom bled through his calm. "Whether it is here, in New City, or elsewhere."

Those at the table watched William, judging him, confident in the impact of Tolstoy's words.

"We will set ourselves up for the future, even if humans go extinct." Tolstoy smiled.

William felt a new pit in his stomach as he digested those words. He'd been certain he'd face his end at the pointed end of a blade, or a pyre pole. To be immortal was a concept he hadn't had time to digest. But the evidence was written in each aged face around the table, and each magnificent, intricate device in New City. Still, he couldn't stop thinking of his friends, rotting away in that long, squalid building.

"Let us finish our meal," Tolstoy said, returning to the mouthful of food on his fork. "We have plenty of time. Afterward, we will retire to our quarters and sleep."


Chapter 38:  Kirby

Kirby cracked her eyes as the door swung open, revealing the light of a new day. She shot upright as a large, bulky silhouette filled the threshold. She instinctively shielded her body, protecting herself from a beating. Ollie.

"Are you ready to come out?" he asked, surprising her with a pleasant tone. He beckoned softly with his hand, as if he hadn't used the same hand to punch and drag her. She saw a smile on his face. A dare to disobey.

Kirby looked around for a moment. His tone was calm. Too calm. She was certain this was some trap, and that she was being brought to some new place where she would be killed. Or maybe he had other plans.  

"Come out, or don't," he said. "It doesn't matter to me."

His smile became a smirk. Kirby noticed a few bruises on his cheeks. One of his eyes was still swollen, from where she had landed a punch.

She knew she'd pay for that. 

She pushed herself to her feet. Her face stung with pain. Dried blood stained her clothing. She didn't need to see her reflection to know how she must look, after days of stewing in her blood and filth.

"I said, come out." His voice turned harsh. It was an order this time.

Catching her balance on the wall for a moment, she dragged her weary body toward the door.

"Maybe she needs a few more days in there." Someone behind Ollie laughed. "Or another week."

Ollie reached inside, grabbed her shirt, and threw her through the doorway. She landed in the dirt outside, on her knees, as sharp pain split her old wounds open.

Kirby tasted anger and raised her chin. A few other Head Guards, including Avery, watched her pain with perverse interest. One or two laughed. She wanted to spit in their faces. She wanted to raise her fists again and try and inflict more damage before she died, but Bray's words came back to her.

Perhaps we will get out of this yet.

Resting an arm against the open door, Ollie made a show of sniffing the cell.

"It stinks in there," he muttered to a few other men, who laughed. 

"She is a forest dweller," one of the guards remarked. "What do you expect? I hear they bathe in their own filth."

"I hear they bathe alongside The Plagued Ones," said someone else. "Some say they even lay with them."

"Is she the one who gave you those bruises, and the swollen eye?" asked the first guard.

Ollie scowled.

"Maybe you have too much winter weight," the man said, as the others snickered.

"Fuck off," Ollie spat. "Or I'll throw you in the cell. Don't think I couldn't."

The other guards quieted, but Ollie's newfound rage was written on his face.

Kirby would pay for their comments, too.

Using her hands to push herself from the ground, she made it halfway to her feet before Ollie booted her in the shins, sending her backward onto her butt. She raised her hands as she fell, certain another kick was coming. Ollie spat on the ground near her. His eyes blazed.

Kirby knew what he wanted.

He wanted to reclaim his wounded pride by pummeling her face.

The next beating wouldn't lead to the cell, but to the grave. Ollie's face twisted into a sneer she'd seen too many times, on the faces of men who had booted and kicked others until they stopped moving, before they dragged them away for the final time. Kirby wanted nothing more than to fight back, but she forced herself to look away.

Leaning down beside her, close enough that she could see the spittle on his lips and the venomous look in his eyes, forcing her to look, he said, "Have you had enough?"

She knew what that question meant. He wanted to see the defeat on her face, to taste it in her blood. He leaned even closer, close enough that she could land a punch that would make her feel good, even if it killed her. His lips quivered as he smiled, and she contemplated it. 

"I asked if—" 

"I'm finished," she muttered.

"I didn't hear you." 

She looked up, into the eyes of the small circle of guards, all smirking. A few raised their fists, ready to continue what he had started. 

"I'm finished!" She shouted, throwing out the last of her pride with those words.

Ollie eyed her with a look of smug satisfaction, reveling in another victory.

"Get up."

She slowly rose to her feet, still not certain that he wouldn't hit her again. Ollie kept his fists at his sides. His smile said more than his words. He might be through beating her, now, but she wasn't through paying.

She would never be, as long as she was alive.

The guards lowered their fists in disappointment. 

"Hopefully she can work in the fields, with all those scabs," one of the guards muttered.

More laughter.

She kept her bruised knuckles by her sides as she looked away, taking in her surroundings.

Morning light cast a yellow hue over the city. Men and women emerged from the paths between the homes, filing into a single line in the center of the dirt courtyard a few hundred feet away, where a row of empty wooden wagons waited. Past the growing line of people, diagonally in the distance, she saw the shops in the eastern portion of the city. Directly across the courtyard—straight ahead—was the fenced-in area she'd seen from the highest floors of the building. 

A baby's cry drew her attention to a mother lingering in a doorway perpendicular to the long building, holding a child, her face bleary from a long, sleepless night. That same baby's cry—or another's—had jerked Kirby from sleep several times while she'd been here, along with the snarls of demons.

The people in line stared at Kirby from a distance. She looked for Drew, but didn't see him.

The scrape of a door drew her attention sideways. One of the other Head Guards stepped to the door next to hers, opening it. She had the panicked thought that the guard would pull a body from inside. Relief filled her as Bray emerged, dried, crusted blood on his swollen face, limping. She could barely see his features past the bruises. One eye was clenched half-shut. But he was alive—alive and moving. Relief crossed his face as their eyes met. He took a step toward her, but Ollie growled, "Stay put."

Kirby's heart pounded, but she obeyed.

Another door scraped on her other side. An impatient Head Guard pulled out a filthy, scared Cullen. Cullen looked around with wild eyes. For a moment, Kirby thought he wore a different set of clothing, but his tattered, filthy rags were just dirtier. He was impossibly thinner. Like she and Bray, he wore some dried blood on his face and his clothes. Even his cooperation hadn't spared him a beating. 

One of the guards spat at Cullen's feet.

Cullen backed away, making it clear he wanted no part in any game. 

Bored with Cullen, Ollie approached Bray, getting within inches of his face. He held up a meaty fist. He smiled as he raised it higher, waiting for Bray to prevent a blow. Bray blinked his swollen eye. He kept his hands at his sides, staring past Ollie, refusing to meet his glare.

Bray would take more punches, if he needed to, but he wouldn't fight.

To the guards, it might be submission.

Kirby knew it was bravery.

Ollie waited for a retort, or a remark, but Bray kept his attention elsewhere. Seeing no fight was coming, more boredom crossed Ollie's face.

"Get in line," Ollie said to all of them.

A few slaves in the distant line hung their heads as they realized the confrontation was over. Kirby knew the mentality of some of them. They lived a bored, frustrated life of containment. 

Some wanted bloodshed. 

Kirby passed the leering Head Guards, crossing the gap of a few hundred feet to the line and sliding between two dirty, scrawny men who moved aside for her, averting their eyes. Bray and Cullen followed her lead, walking toward the same part of the line.

"No!" Ollie yelled, stopping them. "One in the back, and one in the front."

Bray limped to the back of the line. Cullen moved to the front. The slaves waited for another instruction from the guards. Kirby felt the scrutinizing gaze of the guards as they passed, glaring. Ignoring the jabbing pain in her shin from Ollie's fresh kick, and the old wounds that bled again, she stared straight ahead as Ollie took a strolling pass down the line, taking a count. 

He stopped when he reached her, the same, greasy smile flashing over his face. "Your work today will determine whether you get a meal. If you try anything, you're feed for The Plagued Ones." Cranking a thumb at the slave next to her, a scrawny man with long, thin hair, he said, "Jack will show you how to harvest."

The scrawny man nodded.

"He'll also tell you what we do to people who step out of line, or start trouble." Ollie's sour breath filled the space between them as he leaned close. "Don't think anyone cares if you die. The Semposi will bring us more of you."

Kirby felt seething hatred as he continued down the line, rattling off numbers. Ollie paired Bray off with one man, and Cullen with another, and then they moved. Kirby barely felt her legs as she walked. Too many hours of laying, crouching, or standing in a cramped cell had taken its toll. 

"What's your name?" the scrawny man asked quietly.

"Kirby."

She glanced at the man's vacant, ringed eyes, and his disturbingly skinny body. If she hadn't seen him forming the line with the others, she might've thought he'd come from another cell. The line moved. She fell in step with the other slaves, staring straight ahead with most of them, except a few who snuck glances over their shoulders. It looked as if they weren't convinced something out of routine might not occur. Kirby looked over at the long building from which she'd come, noticing a few more closed doors, but she saw no sign of the captured slave they'd seen that first day. 

For all she knew, he was dead.

Locating Cullen at the head of the line, Kirby watched him glancing nervously around. His lips moved soundlessly, as if he was speaking to someone. It seemed as though his solitary time in the cell had broken what was left of his mind. A few times, she had tried speaking with him through the cell walls, but her attempts had been fruitless. A pit in her stomach grew worse. He might not last longer than a day, if he couldn't keep his mind on his work. Any anger she'd had toward him had diminished over the course of days. He was partially responsible for their enslavement, she knew, but looking at him, she couldn't hold him accountable. 

He had lost his good sense.

He didn't deserve death.

She would help him when she could, but right now, they were each on their own.

She watched as every third person grabbed one of the wood-handled pushcarts close to the gate, where guards waited. Next to her, Jack grabbed a wagon. Two Head Guards opened the gate, revealing Rudyard.

A smile lingered on his face as he occupied the threshold in front of the fields.

More mutants than Kirby remembered lurked behind him, between the crops and further back on the dirt path, near the green, glimmering corn stalks. Rudyard made a few motions to the demons, who scattered without a verbal command. She saw rigidity in a few people's postures as they saw Rudyard, as if a single step out of bounds might lead them into a mutant's filthy claws. And it might. She doubted the guards—or Rudyard—would stop an unwarranted attack.

Rudyard looked at each of the slaves as if they were nothing more than the hard crust on a burnt piece of bread, or a piece of dung stuck to his boot. Nearly every one of them turned their heads in the opposite direction as they passed.

Following the rickety wheels of Jack's wagon, Kirby didn't pause as she crossed the threshold, not even to meet Rudyard's triumphant gaze.

**

"This is how we do it," Jack said, bending an ear of corn hanging almost perpendicular to a tall, green stalk. "Usually the corn at the top of the stalk is ready first."

Kirby nodded, even though she'd picked plenty of corn before. She knew the toil of a laborer. She'd seen men and women used in all sorts of ways, worked until their fingers bled, until they could barely bend over to take off their boots at night, or stand up in the morning without raging pains in their backs or arms. Some of her owners had been more lenient than the others. But none were nice, and most were cruel. 

She had a guess what kind of owners The Gifted were.

"Check the silks and make sure they are brown and dry before picking the corn." Jack spoke in a soft, low voice as one of the Head Guards walked slowly down the dirt path, checking on them. The guard stopped, making no attempt to hide his stare. Jack continued. "The silks should peel back easily if the corn is ready. We will pick it in the morning, before lunch. While we eat, some other Field Hands will bring the corn to the storehouse in back, where we will shuck it and separate it in bins in the afternoon. We feed the husks to the animals. The rest is dried, stored, canned, or put in wagons for The Plagued Ones. The corn serves many uses here."

Jack picked a few ears with relative ease, bending and twisting until they came off in his hand, throwing them in the wagon. The watching guard sauntered off down the pathway. Down the end of the row, a few hungry mutants wandered between the stalks.

Noticing Kirby's attention to them, Jack said, "Watch out for dung on your boots. You don't want to drag it away and into the city. It will make whatever house you end up in stink worse than it already does."

Kirby took note of a few piles near her.

"A crew will pick up their waste after we are done, so we can use it."

"What do they use it for?" Kirby asked, even though she had a vague memory of what The Gifted had said.

"They burn the dung in the shops in the eastern part of the settlement, along with the dung from the Feeding Pen," Jack explained. "The Gifted have devices called machines. That's how our people make clothing, parts for the windmills, or glass. Some of the slaves work with wood or metal. The dried, infected dung serves the same purpose as a stick of wood, or a log, for the machines that need it. It burns and makes the machines run." Jack shrugged. "I don't know how, exactly, but it works. They use corn to make some kind of oil for the machines, which mostly run on steam."

At the mention of The Gifted, Kirby looked in the direction of the magnificent building. She glanced up and down the smooth, glimmering windows, thinking that she would see some sign of William, but she saw nothing. It was as if the magnificent tower had chewed his bones and swallowed him. Her hope was that he had found a way to abide by whatever perverse rules kept him alive, at least until she could figure something out.

She hadn't seen Drew, either, although she hadn't been able to see everyone in line. Too much looking would surely earn her a beating.

"If you prove yourself, you might end up in one of the shops. But it will take a while. And I'm not sure it's any better than working out here." A pained expression took over Jack's face, already sweating from the morning sun. "I guess it depends on who you ask. Some say the shops are hotter than working outside."

"How many people work in the shops?"

"There are nine hundred of us slaves in New City, and a hundred or so Head Guards. Four hundred of us are Field Hands. We are considered the lowest class. The rest work in the shops. The only people excused from work are the women who are charged with tending babies." Moving away from the topic before Kirby could ask more questions, Jack bent an ear from its stalk and tossed it in the wagon. "If you aren't sure if the corn is ready, you can peel back a bit of the husk and stick a fingernail in one of the kernels to make sure liquid comes out. But don't peel back any and leave them to be ruined. Scavengers will get to them."

Kirby said nothing as she bent down the nearest stalk, followed his instructions, and tossed a few ripe ears into the wagon. In rows ahead and behind, she heard the thud of corn dropping into receptacles. She could see a few of the slaves through the crops, but not Bray or Cullen.

She couldn't get her mind off her strange meeting with Drew. Some part of her still wondered if she was dreaming when she spoke with him. She had heard his voice, but she hadn't seen his face. What if he was some pain-induced hallucination? What if he was a ghost?

Or what if the spore had finally caught up to her, taking away her sense?

"When we fill our wagon, we'll wheel it to the path," Jack explained as they kept working. "The guards will make sure we grab an empty one. We'll keep filling them until lunchtime."

They moved from stalk to stalk, picking those ripe enough to eat, until the wagon was full enough that they could barely move it.

Finally, when the corn threatened to topple over the sides of the wagon, Jack said, "Let's wheel it out to the path."

They pulled the cart on stubborn wheels until they reached the end of a row, where several guards watched them trade an empty wagon for their full one. Kirby snuck a glance up and down the path. A few more people filled their wagons in the aisles, or worked on new ones. She saw no sign of her friends. 

Or Drew.

Maybe he was a ghost.


Chapter 39:  Bray

Bray picked his corn at an even speed, going neither slower nor faster than the man with whom he was paired, who was named Harold. The few times he saw Kirby or Cullen, always from a distance, he avoided their eyes, fearing retribution. Bray's body hurt from the healing scabs and bruises, and he'd aggravated the arrow wound in his leg by moving too much, but filling the wagon didn't require much effort.

Yet.

Bray knew the toll of many days' labor on a body, or even a day. He had seen it on the faces of the farmers back in Brighton, who returned to their houses with hunched backs, stiff fingers, and ringed eyes. He knew the pains that lingered in their bones, long after the harvesting season ended. Even the slower months of winter weren't enough to recuperate before another year of farming started. 

Wheeling a full cart of corn to the path under Harold's direction, he exchanged it for an empty one.

Farther down, Cullen emerged from a distant row, pulling an equally full cart out to the guards. Next to him, a skinny man with dark hair gave quiet instructions. Bray watched with concern as Cullen's wagon hit a bump in the dirt, and it tilted sideways, dumping a few ears. Wiping the sweat from his face, he bent down to pick up the scattered vegetables, mumbling unintelligibly. Noticing, one of the Head Guards walked over, an angry look on his face as he appraised the spilled crops, and Cullen struggling to fish a piece of corn from beneath the wagon.

"Stupid forest-dweller!" the guard spat. 

The guard booted Cullen's ankle.

"Pick it up!" 

Crying out in pain, Cullen found the corn and returned it to its place. He fumbled for the handle of a new wagon, pulling it off the path as the guard followed him angrily. Worry plagued Bray's stomach. If Cullen didn't acclimate, he'd die. 

**

After a full morning's work, the guards announced an end to the shift. Bray and Harold fell in line behind some others. As they headed for the gate, Bray got a glimpse of Kirby and Cullen far in the distance, at different spots in the line. From somewhere behind him, he heard Rudyard speaking softly to the demons, keeping them from following. 

He thought of Rudyard's filthy smile as they'd crossed the gate in the morning. That smile was wider than anything Bray had seen when Rudyard was upstairs, among the books and gadgets. Several times during the morning, Rudyard had lingered near the guards as they scolded or booted the slower Field Hands, watching with depraved amusement. Occasionally he added a demoralizing word. He reveled in the power, the pain, and his position.

He loved degrading the humans.

They kept going until they passed through the gate. On the other side, Harold said, "We'll leave the last wagons here. Some other Field Hands will bring them to the Shucking Rooms. We'll work there in the afternoon." They abandoned the wagon.

"What now?" Bray asked him.

"Lunch," Harold said quietly. "I'm not sure where your house will be. You'll have to ask a guard."

Without another word, Harold strode off among some other people, heading up the nearest path between the small houses. Bray looked around for Kirby and Cullen, thinking he might have a moment to verify they were all right. He only had a breath alone before a Head Guard said, "This way." The guard waved a meaty arm. "It's moving day, forest-dweller."

**

Bray followed the guard through the dirt courtyard. On his right, he saw doused bonfires, around which people presumably gathered. In the front row of houses, he saw people. A man with a round, dirty face stared at him from a house's open doorway, sipping a flask. An old woman gave a long, sympathetic glance. Bray allowed his eyes to linger only momentarily. Behind him, the guards herded more slaves through the gate as they left their wagons.

In front of Bray, a wide dirt path cut between the middle of the rows of small houses. Aside from that path, there were numerous other, smaller paths between the dwellings. Each of the houses was spaced apart by about fifteen feet, with no doors at the entrances, except for a few, which Bray figured belonged to the Head Guards. Through open doorways, Bray saw more women holding babies to their breasts, or tending young children. The air smelled of unwashed bodies and sweat, mixed with the ever-present stench of demons.

"You're lucky. They're putting you in the front row," the guard leading him muttered as they crossed the courtyard. "We won't have to go far."

The guard led Bray to a dumpy, broken building at the edge of the courtyard, with several missing stones in the front wall. Like most of the other buildings, it had no door. Through the threshold, Bray saw a short, stubby man staring at him from a stove hearth, cooking. A few misshapen pots and pans hung on the wall near him. A few tattered bedrolls lay on the ground. The guard introduced them with a grunt.

"Teddy, meet your new roommate," he said, without bothering to introduce Bray.

Teddy nodded soundlessly, stirring his pot. 

The guard appraised Bray, waiting for a reaction. When he gave nothing other than a nod, the guard pointed to a bedroll in the corner of the room, on which lay a few articles of clothing. A fresh swell of hate struck Bray as he recognized his loose belongings. The clothes looked as if they'd been dragged through the dirt. A tattered blanket replaced his old one.

"As long as you keep working, you'll stay here," the guard said. "Mess up, and you're back in the cell. Or maybe we'll make a few of The Plagued Ones happy and throw them a warm meal."

Bray suppressed his anger and calmly said, "I understand."

"Once a week, we pass out rations. Make them last; you won't get more. You'll cook your own meals, and you'll be expected to get in the line with the other Field Hands in the morning and after lunch. Failure to do so means punishment." The guard looked at Teddy, who averted his eyes. "You already know better than to try escaping. If you need another warning, Teddy can tell you what happened to his last roommate."

Teddy stopped stirring as a painful memory flickered through his face.

Continuing, the guard said, "Everyone works full days. You earn your keep, and you're protected. That's how we stay alive."

With a final, firm nod, the guard walked out, leaving Bray with Teddy. Bray watched the guard stride back across the courtyard. Silence filled the air.

"I didn't catch your name," Teddy said after a moment.

"Bray."

Teddy kept stirring. He looked around the room for a moment before saying, "You were here with The Gifted boy."

Bray nodded. 

"Some thought you were here to trade him," Teddy said.

"No," Bray said firmly. "He's my friend."

Guilt swirled in Bray's stomach as he realized he had no idea where William was—at least, not for certain.

Teddy took the pot from the fire, looking past Bray and out the doorway, as if someone might be eavesdropping. He set the pot down and retrieved two wooden bowls from the room's corner that looked as if they wore the stains of the last fifty meals. He scooped some watery broth into one.

"They say they haven't found a new Gifted in a hundred and fifty years."

"I wouldn't know anything about that," Bray said, cautiously. 

"He is the youngest of any of them, by far," Teddy said thoughtfully. 

Bray remained quiet.

"In any case, he's not here now, but you are," Teddy said, seeming to find his manners. "Do you want some soup?"

The ache in Bray's stomach seemed to have become a permanent feeling. "Sure, thanks."

Teddy handed him the bowl. "There are spoons over in the corner."

Bray looked around the battered hovel, finding a few pieces of grubby silverware on the side of the small hearth. He took one and slurped some of the soup into his mouth. It tasted mostly of water, but he caught the hint of some vegetables.

"Soup is a good way to stretch rations, when you need to. It will keep us going for the afternoon shift," Teddy said. "I would cook more, but they won't give us fresh supplies until next week."

Bray furrowed his brow. "I thought we each got our own food supply."

"The food is for the house. They'll give us a little more now that there are two of us, but we'll have to share until next week."

Bray felt a sting of anger as he realized he was using the man's meager stores. "Bastards," he muttered.

Teddy looked around, as if Bray might have invited a demon into their home. "Don't say that too loud," he warned. "They'll punish us both."

Bray didn't tempt fate twice. Looking out the open doorway, he saw a few people walking by, watching with interest. They were curious. He knew better than to trust anyone besides Kirby and Cullen. Lowering his voice, he asked Teddy about the guard's statement. "The guard mentioned your old roommate. What happened to him?"

Teddy stopped sipping abruptly, as if the soup had burned his tongue. "He was killed."

"What did he do?"

"He didn't work fast enough." Teddy's face went grim. "I'm hoping you will last longer than he did."


Chapter 40:  William

"Our ancestors built some fascinating things," Amelia said, a wistful look in her eyes as she closed one of the books at which she and William had looked, a book filled with pictures of strange devices and miraculous buildings.

"They certainly did," William agreed. "The pictures are incredible."

"You'll get much better value in the books if you know the words that go along with the pictures. Soon, I'll teach you to read." Amelia stood, taking the top half of the book pile and handing the rest to William. "Will you help me put the books back?"

"Sure," he said, in the same agreeable tone he'd kept since the other day.

He took the pile of books and followed her, glancing around the room at the other Gifted, who studied quietly at the desks along the windows. Tolstoy and Rudyard were downstairs, as they often seemed to be.

As Amelia walked ahead of him, he heard the faint jangle of her keys in her pocket. He watched the folds of her robe, catching an outline of the key ring. He'd been paying special attention to everything—which keys she used, and which keys unlocked which doors.

More than once, he'd glanced cautiously at the pocket in her robe, wondering if he could sneak in and fish them out, tuck them into his pants. But too many things worked against him. She'd certainly feel it. Even if he could do it without her noticing, one of the other Gifted might see. 

Even if he got the keys, then what?

As soon as she found the keys missing, Amelia would hunt for them. It wouldn't take long to figure out that the boy she'd been spending time with had acted on a foolish idea. And then he'd be punished, thrown into the same dark cell as his friends, or maybe pitched from one of the two balconies he'd seen downstairs.

That ruled out his second idea.

He had thought about ferreting away her keys and getting one or two of them off—maybe his room key, for starters. But she'd notice that, too.

Frustrations.

And so William continued playing his part, carrying the books next to Amelia as he listened to the tantalizing jingle coming from her pocket, singing a tune of freedom he wanted so badly.


Chapter 41:  Bray

Machines.

Incredible ones.

Bray couldn't help his wonder as he peered at the devices through the doorways of the buildings on the city's eastern side, following Harold and a line of other Field Hands. Some of the machines were as large as Bray himself, comprised of various tubes and pieces of metal, and devices that looked like the belts people wore on their waists—looped in circles, wrapped around circular pieces of metal, or connected in other ways he couldn't see. Some looked as if they were attached to tables, with gadgets and metal devices atop their surfaces.

"That device is called a lathe," Harold explained as he pointed at one machine through a doorway. "They use it to work on wood." 

Bray nodded as a few men and women veered from the path, taking their places inside the room, under the Head Guards' direction. 

"The women work there, too?" Bray asked.

"No one is spared a day's labor," Harold said matter-of-factly.

Continuing, they passed another building with smaller, plentiful devices. Bray watched a few slaves take places in front of several machines attached to tables, with pedals at their feet. He saw large sheets of fabric draped inside the room.

"The sewing rooms," Harold said. "Our weavers produce clothes much faster than someone doing it by hand in the wild. It is a good source of trade."

"I understand," Bray said.

"You probably felt the heat of the glass houses in the beginning of the path," Harold said. 

Bray nodded, recalling the intense swelter from inside those buildings.

"They are heating them up for the next round of production. They will cook our glassware, some windows, and some other things to trade."

Bray nodded, glancing over his shoulder at a few trolling guards, who were clearly listening.

Finally, they arrived at a building with no walls. Tall, wooden beams supported a raised ceiling, allowing some ventilation on what had turned into a scorching day. Far ahead of them, Kirby and Cullen veered into other, similar buildings, separated.

The building's open room had been arranged into three makeshift aisles. On the right of each aisle sat the wagons filled with the morning's harvested corn. On the left sat large, wooden bins with wheels, separated by groups of two.

"Let's hurry and find a spot," Harold said, heading down an aisle and toward the building's outskirts. "If you get a station by the edge, it's cooler."

Bray watched the other Field Hands take spots all around them, filling the aisles. Guards paced back and forth along the building's edges, supervising the Field Hands. Harold took an ear of corn from one of the wagons, demonstrating as he placed the corn on the side of his hip.

"This is the way I shuck it. Everyone has a different method. Grab the silks by the tassel at the top. Hold the layers of husk as you pull them down the middle, first one side, then the other. Then clean off the remaining silks, and break off the end." The man shucked the corn and pointed to a few bins on the other side of them. "That bin is for the cleaned corn. The other is for the husks and other parts which we feed to the animals, or compost."

Bray nodded, keeping a brisk pace as he worked on his corn. Teddy's warning from lunch loomed over him as he recalled the man's dead roommate. If he didn't keep up his speed, he'd be killed.

That thought made him think of Cullen. 

Hopefully he kept his pace.


Chapter 42:  Cullen

Cullen flinched as corn hit the bins all around him. He stared around him at the other workers. It seemed as if all of them were looking at him, waiting for him to mess up. His hands shook as he peeled. Every time he looked at a guard, they stared at him with waiting eyes. They wanted to beat him, like they'd done that first day, when they'd thrown him in that dark hole.

"You need to go faster," the man training him warned. "Or they'll pull you out of here."

Cullen nodded as corn thudded into a bin near him. Each noise reminded him of the echoes in the tunnels—the rats, waiting to gnaw his bones, or The Clickers, waiting to drag him away. The cell they'd stuck him in was worse. So much worse. So small, so dark. No way out. He could still smell the putrid filth of countless other rotting prisoners, forced into equal misery. If he stopped peeling, they'd throw him back there. Keep going. Keep going.

Peel.

Separate.

Toss.

Thud.

Cullen smeared some perspiration from his forehead, barely keeping hold of the corn between his slippery, sweat-covered fingers. The guards' stares bore into the side of his head. His ankle stung from the kick they'd given him this morning. Other parts of his body still ached from the beating they'd given him when they tossed him into the dark hole. The next time they threw him in, they told him he'd rot away forever. He'd die there.

I don't want to go back. 

So small, so dark.

Peel.

Separate.

Toss. 

Thud.


Chapter 43:  Kirby

All around Kirby, men and women sweated through their clothing as they shucked corn. Kirby listened to some of the quiet conversation around her. Most spoke of children at home, or meals they would cook for the evening. Every so often, one of the Head Guards walked down the rows, making the conversations quieter. The Field Hands carefully avoided looking at the Head Guards, just as they had in the fields, but a few watched Kirby. Even a small break in routine could turn a monotonous day into a memorable one, and her entrance had been anything but quiet.

Jack seemed to take solace in his rhythm as he shucked. He reminded her of too many slaves in her homeland, who had fallen into a mindless routine, drowning their discontent by throwing themselves into their labor. They rose, they toiled, and they ate, but in all other respects, they were empty husks of corn, waiting for their jobs to consume them. She felt pity for these people, just as she felt pity for Jack. 

But pity never got anyone anywhere.

Action did.

That thought made her think of Drew.

She snuck another glance around her, watching dirty hands work and mouths form empty, superficial conversation. It seemed as if everyone worked in tandem, keeping a speed that worked and from which they were afraid to break. All wore the same dirty clothes, sunburnt faces, and ruddy complexions. None wore any extra weight.

Her eyes were drawn to a skinny, disheveled man in the corner of the room, working quickly and quietly. Kirby's eyes passed over him before they returned. When she recognized him, Kirby fought to keep hold of her corn. Drew's cheekbones jutted out from his gaunt face. His eyes—once clear and blue—were sunken. Had she seen him in the wild, she might not have recognized him. A lump hit her throat as he looked up and met her eyes. 

Drew was no ghost.

"What's going on?"

Movement yanked her attention elsewhere.

One of the Head Guards walked toward her aisle.

Not just any Head Guard.

Ollie.

A row of people turned their heads, avoiding his eyes. Kirby quickly put her focus on her work, but Ollie already had her in his sights. He strode with purpose, passing a few workers who quickly moved aside, sensing his anger.

Kirby clutched the half-shucked corn in her hand.

Thundering the last few steps, Ollie stopped in front of Kirby. Workers stiffened and froze. A last piece of corn hit the bottom of a bin. Jack took a nervous step away from Kirby.

Kirby slowly peeled the last few bits of silk from her corn, throwing it into the bin. Without pause, she picked up another piece, continuing to work while Ollie watched.

Ollie growled and got in her face, forcing her to meet his eyes. "What's going on?"

"Nothing," she said.

"You seem to be focused on everything but your work," Ollie spat. "Perhaps you aren't ready for the outside, after all."

"I am ready," she said, trying to keep her voice calm as she picked up another piece of corn.

"Perhaps you need another night in the long building. I can take you there, if you'd like."

Ollie looked from her face to her shirt, making no effort to disguise his lascivious thoughts.

She kept her face even as Ollie looked at her, but she didn't put down the corn. She shucked it, peeled back the husks, and tossed the remnants. She picked up another. The room around her was silent. She felt the scrutinizing gaze of every eye, every pair of idle hands. A few more guards sidled up behind Ollie, watching.

"Everything okay, Ollie?"

Ollie's lip curled. He wanted an excuse to use his ready fists, not that he needed one.

The room was a silent battlefield, waiting for an explosion.

A piece of corn dropped across the room.

That noise might as well have been a call for action.

Ollie bent, grabbed her bin, and flipped it. Corn rolled in every direction as a she and Jack leapt out of the way. The bin clattered to the floor, sending more corn astray. In a big, stomping motion, Ollie took another bin, grabbed the bottom, and threw it, spilling scraps over the floor. Cobs rolled under Kirby's boots as she avoided them. A few people covered their mouths, or stepped further back, their sunburnt faces paling with fear.

"Pick it up!" Ollie roared, glaring at both Kirby and Jack.

Kirby said nothing as she bent down, righted the bins, and quietly picked up the contents. Jack helped. Ollie watched them work, until his angry, laborious breaths grew quiet. "One more time, and you're both in the cell!"

Kirby met Jack's frightened eyes, promising herself that she would apologize to him later. 

She finished her work without so much as a glance in Drew's direction.


Chapter 44:  Kirby

Kirby stared out the doorway of the small, dirty house to which she'd been assigned. A baby's cry drew her attention behind her, where Esmeralda, the woman with whom she'd been told to live, stood, consoling a crying child. Esmeralda's face was pale. Her long, dark hair, was tangled in knots. She had the frazzled look of a new mother, running on too little sleep. 

"Shhhh…stay put Fiona," the woman whispered, holding the fussy baby tight. 

A bubbling noise drew Kirby's attention to a small hearth, where a pot spilled over a fire. Esmeralda cursed softly and prepared to tend to it, balancing a squirming Fiona on her shoulder.

"Let me help you," Kirby said, stepping in and using a glove to remove the pot from the fire. 

Esmeralda looked grateful. "Thank you."

"What are you making?"

"Cornmeal," Esmeralda said. "They allow us to make it for the infants, in between meals. We will eat it later. It will be a little change from the bread you had at lunch, at least."

"It looks like the water is ready. Where is the cornmeal?" Kirby asked.

"Over there, in a pouch next to the bed." Esmeralda pointed it out with her elbow, while Kirby dug through some meager rations. Several pouches of the same size, seemingly measured, contained grain and oats. Next to them was a larger sack containing some vegetables and some rancid-smelling meat. 

"If you use about a third of the pouch, we should have enough for later," Esmeralda instructed. 

Kirby poured a third of the pouch into the water, set the pot back over the fire, and stirred.

"The eating utensils are over there." Esmeralda nodded at a pile of dishes and smaller spoons on the ground. "They are difficult to clean, but I do my best. It has been harder with Fiona."

Kirby nodded. She knew the difficulties of having children, though she never had one. "Is the baby's father here?" 

"I am alone." Esmeralda blinked something from her eyes as she cleared her throat.

"I did not mean to pry," Kirby said.

"I do not fault you for it," Esmeralda said. Regaining her composure, she changed the subject. "I did not think you would survive your beatings. I saw what they did to you that first day, and this morning."

"It was not the first time," Kirby said bitterly, wanting to add that it wouldn't happen again, even though she couldn't promise that. Outside, some guards barked loud orders.

"I appreciate the help with the cornmeal," Esmeralda said, as Kirby stirred the pot some more. Pointing to Kirby's face, she said, "You still have some blood and dirt on you. I have more water in a flask by my bedroll, and some towels to clean up, if you would like."

"Thanks," Kirby said, taking her up on the offer and using the towels and water to wipe the stains on her face, some of which had sweated off from a long day of toiling in the sun.

"The guards can be ruthless," Esmeralda said with a sympathetic glance.

"I have known many like them," Kirby said, without elaborating. She wasn't stupid enough to trust a woman she just met.

Looking past Kirby and out into the courtyard, Esmeralda lowered her voice. "They were angry about what you did to them. Not all fight back the way you did when you were brought here."

Kirby thought of Ollie's black eye and the bruises on his cheeks. She tried to take some solace in the few punches she'd landed. 

Perhaps reading the angry look on Kirby's face, Esmeralda said, "Do not tempt them. They will do much worse." 

Kirby finished cleaning, returned to the cornmeal, and stirred it a last few times. "Where do you work?"

"In the machine shops, normally." Esmeralda bent down and handed Kirby a few wooden bowls. "I was granted some time with Fiona. When the time is up, some other women will watch her, while I go back to work." She seemed sad. "I will miss her during the day."

"I understand," Kirby said.

"If you prove your worth after a while, you might be given a skilled job, like I have. They aren't easy jobs, but they are a break from the fields."

Kirby paused as she listened. "What do you do in the machine shop?"

"I make whatever pieces of metal The Gifted tell us to," Esmeralda said. "Rudyard relays the instructions. The Head Guards supervise. Sometimes it takes a while to learn how to produce things in the manner they want. But they treat us a bit kinder, if we work well, and fast. Perhaps you will get a job there, too."

"Perhaps," Kirby said, her mind already stuck on escape. 

Spooning out a portion of cornmeal, Kirby handed it to Esmeralda, who took it gratefully. She was about to dole out another portion when Esmeralda stopped her. Outside, some people started heading back down the paths. She saw a few ducking in doorways, but she couldn't see the courtyard from where she was, ten rows back.

"We can't eat yet," Esmeralda warned. "We have to wait."

"Why?"

"They are almost finished cleaning the Feeding Pen." Esmeralda nodded in an easterly direction. "We can't eat dinner until The Plagued Ones are finished."


Chapter 45:  Bray

Bells clanged in the air.

The noise echoed off the front row of houses and in the alleys between.

Bray looked up from his bedroll, staring through the doorway while the same sounds he'd heard while sitting in his prison cell repeated. Somewhere over the surrounding walls, demons snarled.

Teddy explained, "Time for The Plagued Ones to feed."

Bray stood and walked to the threshold of his new house, looking out over the courtyard. Several Head Guards stood by the gate in the wall, through which he'd come earlier from the fields. They shook some metal bells that produced a high-pitched clanging sound. Each noise incited the hissing, shrieking demons on the other side, which seemed as if they might climb over the gate.

Bray looked left and right. All along the doorways that lined the front of the settlement, more slaves watched nervously. A few young children scurried deep into the dwellings.

Teddy pointed across the courtyard, toward the fenced-in area. "That's where they feed them."

A few hundred feet away, the gate was open. It was the first time Bray had seen inside. The fenced-in area was comprised of thick wooden slats, built close enough together that they allowed no light to escape. Inside, through the open door, Bray saw piles of fresh corn. A few slaves rolled empty wagons from inside, fear in their steps. The guards stationed at the gate of the fenced-in area held similar bells, but they didn't ring them yet.

"The men inside are tasked to clean out the Feeding Pen. They take out the dried dung and refill the pen with fresh corn. Usually those who are punished do it," Teddy said nervously.

"I've heard a little about it," Bray said, recalling the conversation he'd had with The Gifted in the shimmering building, and the things he'd pieced together.

The men with pushcarts veered away from the Feeding Pen entrance, heading up the path that led between the first rows of shop buildings and out of sight, probably to return the wagons somewhere. The Head Guards at the Feeding Pen watched them go, before signaling across the courtyard to the Head Guards at the front wall gate.

All started ringing their bells.

The guards at the front of the settlement opened the gate.

A stream of twisted men poured inside.

Bray's stomach clenched as nearly a hundred naked, screeching demons filled the courtyard, trampling over the dirt and bringing their stench. A few defecated, or urinated. More than a few demons eyed the slaves hiding in their houses, but most were focused on the open gate at the other end, where the latter guards rang the same bells, ushering them forward and into the Feeding Pen.

"The bells reinforce their behavior," Teddy said. "At least, that's what The Gifted tell us. Occasionally we have an injury. They usually go for the children, who are easy prey. That is why most of the children hide deep in their houses with their families."

"Why would they let them in here?" Bray shook his head. "It seems foolish."

"Many reasons," Teddy said. "For one, it is a reminder of our worth. There are other reasons, too. Feeding them in the pen keeps the dung contained, so they can use it for the machine shops. It also helps as a training exercise. Or at least, that's what Rudyard says. He has his own reasons for everything."

Bray couldn't hide the disgust on his face.

Somewhere over the commotion, he heard Rudyard barking orders, though he couldn't see him past the stream of demons, still coming in through the front gate.

More twisted men traipsed across the settlement, heading for the Feeding Pen. A few glared hungrily at Bray and Teddy, but none deviated from the path. The first demons to enter the pen grabbed hold of the loose ears of corn that had been dumped inside, munching hungrily. A few grabbed for the same pieces, snapping and snarling. When all the demons were inside, the bells stopped ringing. A mass of tumbling, writhing bodies fought over the corn. The guards near the Feeding Pen closed the gate.

Looking back to the front wall, Bray saw Rudyard past the threshold of the gate, lording over another mass of demons. He held up his hands, shouting for the demons to halt. The Head Guards at that end closed the main gate, taking away Bray's view.

"They feed them in shifts, so the Plagued Ones don't get too unruly," Teddy explained, adding, "And so no one gets any ideas about escaping."

The wail of hungry demons filled the air on the other side of the city wall. Rudyard yelled orders above them.

"Rudyard reminds us often that he is the only thing keeping them back," Teddy said nervously. "That, and the guards with the bells."

Bray nodded. It didn't take a genius to see that without a system, the slaves would become easy meals. The slap of hungry maws from the Feeding Pen could just as easily chew on flesh. 

"They tell us The Plagued Ones are here for our protection," Teddy said. "They are the city's army."

Hearing some doubt in Teddy's voice, Bray asked, "Is that what you believe?"

Teddy's eyes scanned the Head Guards nervously. "We work to feed the army, so that we might live in peace here, free from the dangers of the forests." He sounded as if he was parroting someone else's words. "I do what they tell me, so I can stay alive. I don't question it."

"How long have you been here?" Bray asked.

"Forty years."

Bray furrowed his brow. "How old are you?"

"Forty-six years old. I was six when they came for us."

 "They?"

"The Hunters. They call them Semposi. I am assuming they brought you here, too."

"Indirectly," Bray said.

"They are a vicious people," Teddy said. "But they have learned to co-exist by providing for The Gifted. They do what they can to survive, like the rest of us who lived in the forests. I am the last of my family. My mother was a slave here, too, but she passed away from sickness."

"I am sorry," Bray said. 

"It was a while ago. I have grieved and moved on." Teddy lowered his eyes.

"One of the men we are with, Cullen, came from the forests," Bray said.

"I have been here so long I barely remember anything of my old life."

Bray turned his attention back to the courtyard. When the slapping sounds had subsided, the Head Guards—and Rudyard—coordinated opening the doors. The demons streamed out, remnants of corn dripping from their faces. Inside the Feeding Pen, Bray saw gnawed, broken cobs and scattered feces. When the demons had cleared the threshold, the same Field Hands from before wheeled in more carts of corn into the pen, preparing for the second round of feeding. 

"The Plagued Ones get meat in the forests at night," Teddy said. "They are allowed to eat anything they find out there. They would eat us, if we were foolish enough to try and escape and wander the woods then. It is another way to keep us in. That, and the trinkets they place on the other side of the walls. They rattle if anyone tries to climb over, alerting The Plagued Ones."

Bray nodded gravely as he learned the use of the strange objects. Too many safeguards.

"The corn keeps them sated, or so they tell us." Teddy paused. "But I fear they are always hungry. I wouldn't want to imagine what would happen if they came for us."


Chapter 46:  William

William sat at the table with the other Gifted, sipping water and eating a generous meal as the same bells he heard every evening rang. No one broke from conversation, or their meal, at the sounds. The Gifted bobbed their heads, speaking about the books they'd read, the projects on which they'd worked, or the day's activities.

"I reread some of our books on aviation today," Barron said, as the others turned their heads toward him interestedly.

"Did you discover anything worthwhile?" Tolstoy asked, around a mouthful of food.

"The braking mechanism in the old, steam-powered planes is of much curiosity," Barron said with enthusiasm, as he nodded. "The steam engine is reversible, making stopping a short process. The propeller spins backward, effectively halting the plane. It is an effective method of braking, though steam-powered planes weren't too prevalent in history. It is an option I am exploring."

"Brakes are important," Herman said, with a thin line of laughter on his wart-covered mouth. "Without them, we might never see you again."

A few Gifted laughed.

"Stopping is as important as getting started," Barron agreed.

To William, the conversation might as well be in another language. He listened, he nodded, but he could do little more than take it in as he speared a bite of potato.

"It is interesting to see how many people argued about who was first," Herman said. "Each inventor wanted credit, or their families did. For our purposes, none of that matters."

Seeing the confusion on William's face, Tolstoy explained, "Not everyone in the past accepted history. Some sought to disprove what humans thought they knew. Others tried taking credit for someone else's inventions. We Gifted have no use for such arguments."

"With so much time passing, and no one alive to care besides us, the names are less important than the knowledge they shared," Herman said with a shrug. "Even our names are unimportant."

"Most of us have chosen different names than what we used to go by," Amelia said. "Tolstoy is perhaps the most learned of us. Which is where he got his name."

"What does your name mean?" William asked Tolstoy.

"Years ago, lots of humans held up a particular author's book as an example of a long, difficult piece of literature," Tolstoy said. "All of us remember it, though none of us have read it. We no longer have a copy. My nickname was given to me by the others, because of the number of books I've read."

"He has lots of knowledge," Herman said. 

"Barron's name is taken after a famous pilot who flew in an old war, though he spells it a bit differently," Amelia explained. Seeing the confusion on William's face, she said, "A pilot is a person who flies planes."

"What about your name?" William asked Amelia.

"My name is my own," she said, "although it is a fitting coincidence, given the project we have undertaken."

William nodded again, though he didn't understand what she meant.

"Perhaps when you can read, you will pick up more of what we are saying," Tolstoy assured him. 

"I will start teaching you tomorrow," Amelia said. "Would you like that?"

"Yes, I would," William said.

"I've heard some of the conversations you've had with Amelia. I think you will pick it up quickly," Tolstoy complimented.

William put on the happy smile he had learned to use on adults with agendas, hoping it worked on The Gifted. He was chewing a bite of meat when more bells sounded.

"Some time, we will watch the feeding. It is a reminder of the fate we escaped, with our cells' mutation," Herman said, turning his bulbous head to look at William. "We could have turned out like The Plagued Ones. We could have been animals. Thankfully, we are not."


Chapter 47:  Bray

Bray stared into the darkening courtyard. The demons were gone, but their fetid stench lingered, invading the homes of the powerless people. The demons were unassailable. He couldn't jab a sword in their throats, or take their scalps. He couldn't battle his way out of death, like he did in the wild. The demons might as well be gods, for all the good his bare hands would do.

In all his life, he had never felt as defenseless. 

And that was exactly what The Gifted—what Rudyard and the Head Guards—wanted.

The people of New City were beaten down.

He saw it in the terrified looks on their faces, as they peered out from the open doorways. He saw it in the children's fear as they hunkered by their mothers during the feeding. The slaves lived their lives at the end of a blade, waiting for the final jab into their throats. They teetered on the ledge between hunger and punishment. They waited for the day they were used and discarded. Their treatment was worse than anything he'd seen in Brighton.

Turning, he watched Teddy sip on the last bits of broth from the day's reheated soup. His fear seemed to have melted. "Another day down," he said with a sigh.

Bray wondered if he murmured the same thing, when no one was around. 

"How many roommates have you had?" Bray asked, thinking more information might help him.

"More than I can remember," Teddy said, looking as if he struggled to recall. "Most died. A few are still here, transferred to other homes. Not all are fit for this life. Some were infected."

Bray felt a stab of new fear as he thought of Kirby's condition. "What do they do with the infected?"

"Anyone who displays signs of infection will show it, of course. They stop working, or behave strangely. They aren't as productive. When the signs show, the Head Guards take them away. No one knows what happens to them."

Bray nodded through his worry. As long as Kirby kept working, hopefully she'd be safe. He watched out the doorway, where a handful of slaves stoked bonfires, conversing and sipping flasks. 

"What happens now?" Bray asked.

"We get the rest of the night to ourselves," Teddy said with a shrug.

"Can we walk around?"

Teddy nodded. "I wouldn't get too close to the wall. You don't want to risk making a rattle. The Plagued Ones haven't come over in a long time, but we don't want to tempt them. And I'd steer clear of the eastern edge of the city."

"The shops, you mean."

"Yes. The Head Guards usually keep a close eye on them, so we do not steal. You might catch a beating for wandering in the wrong area."

"What about you?"

"I don't go out after dinner," Teddy said, with a look that Bray knew was a recommendation.

Bray figured forty years was a long time to live in a place such as this. He'd already seen the guards' cruelty, in their swinging fists and kicking boots. He knew it wouldn't take much to receive another beating, or death. But he wanted to learn his surroundings.

He looked out the doorway, watching more people congregate by the bonfires, speaking a little more loudly, without the immediate threat of demons. Every so often, a yowl floated from over the wall, hushing some of the people as they looked cautiously around. 

"Perhaps I will take a brief walk," he said.

"Would you like the rest of the broth, before you go?" Teddy asked. "I'm sure you are hungry."

"Sure," Bray said. "Thanks."


Chapter 48:  Kirby

Kirby spooned the last of her cornmeal in her mouth. Across from her, Esmeralda soothed Fiona on her bedroll. Ever since the mutants had entered the city, the child had cried. Kirby couldn't blame her. The noises of the mutants were enough to inspire any child's nightmares. Even the most hardened soldiers would show fear at a horde of that number.

She wondered how Bray and Cullen had fared.

The only thing she knew of Cullen's location was that he'd been taken somewhere west. She knew where they'd put Bray, though. She'd seen him in a dwelling in the front row when they had lined up for the afternoon duties. 

He must've been right next to the demons, when they paraded through.

She took a swig from her flask as she looked through the doorway, watching the sky grow dark. The guards would be watching her—especially Ollie. But she desperately wanted to tell Bray about Drew. And she was worried about Cullen. But she needed a reason to be out, that might spare her a beating.

She tipped her flask, draining the last sip from the meager pouch.

"Are we out of water?" she asked Esmeralda.

"I'm sorry, I didn't get a chance to get any earlier," she said. "Fiona has been colicky lately."

"I can get water, if you'd like."

"You would do that?" Esmeralda asked, a thin hope lighting her otherwise exhausted face.

"Where is the well?"

"The closest is about five rows of houses that way." Esmeralda nodded with Fiona cradled in her arms. "It is in the middle of the line of houses. You can't miss it."

Kirby grabbed the pot. She was about to leave when Esmeralda stopped her. "Be careful. The guards will be watching you."

Kirby nodded. She didn't need the woman to tell her twice.

Carrying the pot, Kirby left the dwelling, following Esmeralda's directions. The sky had darkened so that most of the city was shadows, other than light spilling out from the open doorways. She passed several other people on the way, mostly silhouettes returning with water of their own, or heading elsewhere. She walked fast enough to make progress, but not quick enough to be noticed. She passed one of the houses with doors. Inside the partially open doorway, a Head Guard stuffed some meat into his mouth. She hurried past.

Traveling five rows of houses, she saw the well—a small, stone affair preceded by a line of people, pumping the handle and filling buckets. She quietly waited her turn, avoiding anyone's eyes. When she was finished filling her pot, she headed in the direction of Esmeralda's house. She saw no guards.

Hoping she wasn't making a foolish decision, she went east.

Kirby headed toward the direction of the courtyard, watching the smoke rise into the sky from a few bonfires visible at the end of the path. People hovered around them, stoking them or talking. Once or twice, she spotted a few guards, but she kept her head down and kept moving. Soon she'd reached the edge of the path and entered the courtyard. With no guards in sight, she headed down the first row of houses, staring straight ahead, making a show of carrying her pot.

At the fifth house, she looked right.

Bray.

Bray stood sideways, sipping some soup from a bowl. Behind him, another man—his roommate, she guessed—knelt beside the hearth. She slowed as much as she dared, afraid to stop, lest someone other than Bray spot her. She only had a moment to catch his attention. A laugh made her swivel. Several people conversed near an open doorway, children playing around them. The chatter was good cover, but a moment or more, and someone might become suspicious. She had almost given up on her plan when Bray turned his head, meeting her eyes. Kirby's stomach clenched.

It was the closest she'd been to him since they were let out of the cells.   

She made a motion she hoped he understood before she scurried past. Cutting up a path on the next row, she waited behind his house in the shadows, out of the light of the nearest doorways. The closest houses were empty, filled with the remnants of dinner and some tattered bedrolls. Presumably, the owners were out.

Her fear crept into her throat as Bray emerged from the alley next to his house. Seeing no one around, he approached and embraced her. She kept hold of her pot.

"Bray," she whispered, unable to pry her attention from his bruised face, his swollen eye in the ambient light. A feeling she hadn't expected choked her throat. 

"Where are you staying?" he asked, knowing each moment was a risk.

"Ten rows up from here. Ninth house in," she hissed. She looked over her shoulder, afraid that her time might end before she had a chance to say what she had to say. "I have something important to tell you."

She signaled him close, hissing directly in his ear so no one could eavesdrop. Bray listened intently as she told him of Drew and the things he'd said. Some hope entered his face as he processed the information.

"I thought I heard someone outside your cell the other day," he whispered, putting two things together. "I didn't know who it was." Changing topics, he said, "I fear Cullen is close to death. We need to keep any eye on him. We need to keep him safe."

Kirby nodded. "He is even more unstable than when we found him."

"Perhaps I can speak with him, when I get a chance," Bray whispered. "You keep an eye out for Drew."

"I will."

Somewhere close by, a voice echoed between two houses. Bray squeezed Kirby one more time, before she hurried back to Esmeralda.


Chapter 49:  William

"You seem tired," Amelia said, as she led William downstairs to his quarters.

"I am," William said, and he wasn't lying.

Between his full stomach, and a day spent looking at and discussing books, he was spent. It was a different kind of exhaustion than hiking for hours in the forest, evading demons, but it was tiring nonetheless. It was tough keeping up the façade to which he'd committed. Each meal, every conversation, took a mental toll. He hoped he was making headway toward earning The Gifted's trust. 

He followed Amelia down the stairs in the comfortable silence that came after a full day's worth of talk. Other footsteps drew his attention. Two sinewy men he didn't recognize passed them, presumably going to the seventeenth floor to watch. He listened as their footsteps faded. Soon he'd reached his quarters. William stopped as he waited for Amelia to unlock the door. As usual, he watched her keys.

"Some rest will do you good," Amelia said with a smile as she fixed her hair.

William entered the room, yawning. Before Amelia left, he turned. "Are my friends still in the long building?" he asked, expecting the same answer he'd been receiving for days.

He was surprised when Amelia paused. "They were let out."

"When?"

'Today."

"Today?" William's tiredness evaporated as he snapped awake. "Where are they?"

"I'm not sure," Amelia admitted. "Rudyard told me in the afternoon, in our quiet time after lunch. He came to my quarters."

William studied her friendly smile. He wanted to scream every foul word he knew at her. Here she was, discussing names and books and eating fancy meals with him, while his friends were out of the building and in New City. She'd withheld the information from him all day. So had the rest of them.

William choked back his anger.

Withholding a response that would certainly gain him nothing, hating the pleading crack in his voice, William asked, "Can I see them?"

"Perhaps later," Amelia said evasively. 

Forcing back a stronger reaction, he said, "I would like that."

Amelia closed the door, locking it.

**

William stared out the window at the bonfires. The people around them were little more than pale silhouettes. He couldn't make out any faces, and even if he could, he couldn't communicate with anyone. He was trapped in the tower many floors up, away from his friends.

He wanted to break the glass, yell to them, and find some way to escape. 

He wanted to set them free.

Who knew what unimaginable horrors they'd been through since they'd been let out? William's guilt grew into a pit in his stomach that he could no longer ignore. He'd held off his feelings under the guise that his friends were safe, perhaps wanting to believe the words Amelia and the other Gifted told him. But he saw only lies on her face now.

She didn't care about his friends.

She never had.

Somehow, some small part of him thought that by playing along, he'd do the right things to set his friends free. It was a child's hope even he didn't believe. He'd played along for a reason, though. Days of compliance had bred a small amount of trust of which he could take advantage.

He needed to find a way out. 

William glanced at the locked door on the other side of the room. All of the doors had separate keys, or at least most of them, judging by the number of keys in Amelia's pocket. He'd already ruled out taking them, or the keys from another one of The Gifted. 

Another thought struck him.

Ever since he'd lived in Brighton, William had heard of scoundrels breaking into people's homes while their owners tended the fields, or while they went to the market. Most of the bandits made off without being caught, stealing peoples' food and possessions. Some even stole their bedrolls. William wasn't sure how those thieves did it, exactly, but he heard they used the sharp ends of several knives, or pins small enough to fit inside locks. Somehow, they gained access without keys.

If a scoundrel could do it, so could William.

But how?

He had no weapons, no sharp objects.

He thought of the devices on the eighteenth floor. The weapons under the glass cases in the second room were locked and inaccessible. There were plenty of devices in the main room, though, like the microscope. Perhaps there were a few long pieces of metal in that device, or pieces in some other strange metal contraptions on the tables that he could use. One of those had to hold the secret to these locked doors. Maybe he could find a way to pry off a few long metal pieces and use them as tools to get him out of his oversized prison.

It would be extremely difficult.  

But he had to try.

He needed a sneaky way to get what he wanted. Tomorrow, he would look around and see what he could find.


Chapter 50:  Amelia

After locking William in his room, Amelia walked downstairs, heading for one of the lower floors. Stopping at another door, she knocked, waiting for footsteps to cross the room and the door to open. Tolstoy stood at the threshold.

Beckoning her, he said, "Come in."

Amelia followed him into his private quarters. Tolstoy's room always filled her with marvel. On the side of the room, a wide, intricately carved bed sat near the wall, covered by sheets of the grandest quality. On the far end of the room, by the window, sat a magnificent desk, more impressive than any of the small desks upstairs, illuminated by a few candles. Pieces of ornate, carved wood comprised either side, with a chair that matched in quality. An attached piece rose behind the desk, holding a small library of books, stacks of paper, and writing implements. Hanging on the wall on either side of the desk were drawings of the human anatomy. 

Amelia glanced at a few of the pictures, which contained drawings of normal humans. Some were altered, showing bodies and skeletons swollen with the weight of infection.

Catching her glancing at a few of the drawings, Tolstoy said, "I fear we will never figure out the mystery of our intelligence, but I will keep trying. How is William doing?" 

"He is very astute, as we expected," Amelia said, sweeping back her hair, refastening it. "He seems to pick up on most things I tell him. He asks questions that show comprehension beyond his age."

"I knew his intelligence, when we first laid eyes on him," Tolstoy confirmed. "I knew he was one of us." Tolstoy glanced over at one of the books on his desk, seemingly anxious to get back to his studies.

Amelia hesitated. She looked at her shoes. "But I am concerned. He asked about his friends tonight, when I dropped him off in his room."

"What did you tell him?" Tolstoy's gaze was back on her.

"I told him they were let out."

Tolstoy watched her for a moment. His gaze wandered out the window. "How did he react?" 

"He wants to see them," Amelia said. "He misses them. It is difficult for him to understand why he is here, while his friends are outside. He has asked so many times that I had trouble putting off an answer any longer."

"He has spent his life in the company of humans. But children are easily molded." Tolstoy nodded sagely. "In time, he will forget about them."

"I hope." Amelia looked at the wall. "Though I am not certain."

"If he saw them, it would only make things worse. He needs to be kept separated. Talk with him. Perhaps you can speak in a frank manner that he understands. That is why I chose you as his teacher; your nature is more agreeable than mine, or some of the others."

"Perhaps if he thought they were safe, he might worry less about them," Amelia suggested. "I know he cannot see them directly, but perhaps I can prove they are okay. It might heal him from his separation."

"Do what you think you need. If that doesn't work, we will need to figure out another way." Tolstoy looked at Amelia intently. "We will do whatever it takes, Amelia. William is the first of our kind we have found in a hundred and fifty years. Whatever we do, we will keep hold of him."


Chapter 51:  William

William cracked his eyes to a bright ray of sunlight. Sitting up, he shielded his face. He remembered lying in bed, but he didn't remember falling asleep. Hours keeping vigil the night before had yielded no sign of his friends.

But it was morning.

Perhaps Bray, Kirby, and Cullen were in the fields.

He doubted he'd see them, but he'd try.

He rubbed his bleary eyes and walked to the northern windows, scanning the tall, green rows of corn, the path down the center, and the lower crops in the field. Field Hands and Head Guards filled the path, pulling wagons, or inspecting them. He saw at least a hundred workers, and he suspected there were more he couldn't see. They occupied the rows of crops, spaced out, tending to their duties, or pulling wagons down the dirt path. He couldn't identify anyone from up so high.

He kept staring until he heard familiar footsteps out on the stairwell. Amelia's. William smeared away the sleep from his face. He needed to put on the mask that gave him the best chance at surviving.

Amelia unlocked the door and opened it.

"Good morning," she told him, with her usual smile, the same one she'd worn when she trapped his friends that first day. "How did you sleep?"

"Really well," William lied. 

"You're looking for your friends," Amelia said, gesturing toward the windows. 

William saw no point in lying. "Yes. I was hoping I might see them."

"I figured you wanted to." Amelia watched him. "I have a device I can show you that will help. It will let us see them, from up high."

William opened and closed his mouth on his excitement. "Is it the microscope?" He knew the question was silly as soon as it left his mouth.

Amelia laughed. "No, but it is close. I think you will like it." Amelia swept back some loose strands of hair, refastening them in her metal hair clip. William froze as he studied the small, two-pronged clip that he'd seen her wear many times, but hadn't paid much attention to. Until now.

Maybe he had found his way out.

"Come with me and I will show you."

William nodded, unable to let go of a simmering idea.

**

William followed Amelia up the stairs, staring at the hairpin. What if it was an answer? If he could bend the two ends, maybe he could twist the device into something that could open the door. It was a small hope, but it was the best chance he'd had since arriving.

Still, how would he get it?

She would feel it if he tried taking it. 

He needed to figure out a way to get it, that she wouldn't notice.

He was surprised when Amelia passed by the entrance to The Library Room and continued up a flight of stairs he'd seen but never traveled, at the top of which was a single door.

"The roof," she explained, with a smile.

She unlocked the door and pushed it open, revealing a large, flat area of Ancient Stone. 

William's face filled with wonder as he walked out behind her. Waist-high walls surrounded the enormous, square area. Queasiness overtook his stomach, as it always did when he was up so high. He watched the soaring clouds dot the sky above him. The morning sun shone over the tip of the roof's eastern wall.

He had been on some tall buildings before, but this rivaled the highest. He walked with Amelia to the southern side of the building, looking out at the buildings that extended far into the distance—the small houses, the larger shops, and the unused, crumbled buildings behind the city's back wall. People walked in all directions below them, between the paths separating the houses, and the paths separating the shops. He could see fewer details here than he could from his room, or from the balcony.

"It is nice to see the city from here sometimes," Amelia said. 

"You said we were going to use a device to see my friends," he reminded her. 

"We will," Amelia said, gesturing in the other direction. "They are on the northern side of the building."

William nodded. He already knew that.

Reaching the northern wall, they stopped at the edge. He watched with surprise as she pulled out a strange device from the folds of her robes—a device with two metal tubes, connected in the middle, and pieces of glass on both sides of the tubes' ends.

"These are called binoculars," she said with pride on her face. "They are made of coated aluminum. Most of the coating wore away, but they still function."

"Binoculars," William repeated with wonder.

"We got them in one of the underground buildings," she explained.

He looked at the tubes, which were ruddy from some material that had mostly worn away. Amelia gestured off the side of the roof, over the cornfields. The workers appeared even smaller from the higher floor. Amelia held the device up to her eyes. William startled as he realized she looked like some sort of insect, or some strange creature. 

"There is nothing to be afraid of," she said, laughing softly as she sensed his nervousness. "The binoculars are harmless."

"They work like the microscope," he remembered, from what she'd told him in his room.

"Yes, they make things appear larger, so you can see them. Let me show you."

She aimed the device down at the cornfields, looking for several moments, swiveling and twisting a strange knob. Finally, she pointed toward the middle of the path, which was no more than the width of her finger, from up so high. She pulled the tubes closer together so they might fit him.

"Look through this end," she instructed, showing him the correct side. Tapping the knob, she said, "If you are unable to see, turn this piece."

William put the device to his face, following her instructions.

Amazement swept over him as he saw some of the people in the farming fields below. What had appeared to be tiny, miniature humans from so far away were now visible in clear detail. He saw a woman with a tan, dirt-stained face, bending down and retrieving some fallen corn. A man further down the row broke off a fresh ear and tossed it into a wagon. Amelia gently touched his shoulder, redirecting him. 

"I found your friends earlier. You'll need to look this way a little more, I think," she said.

William swiveled as she moved him. He stopped. His pulse pounded through his chest as he spotted a familiar face, one he never thought he'd see again.

Bray.

Perspiration dotted Bray's forehead as he wheeled a wagon down the center of the one of the rows. Several bruises shone through the stubble on his cheeks. One of his eyes was puffy. But he was alive. William's hands shook as he held the binoculars to his face. He was afraid to look away lest he realize this was some trick. 

"Let me see if I can find the others," Amelia said, patting his shoulder.

William didn't want to give the device up, but he did. His hands trembled as he handed it to Amelia. After some more looking, she gave them back and gestured in another direction, on a path between some corn stalks, a little way east.

William put the device to his eyes again. A woman with dark, tangled hair snapped a piece of corn from a stalk. Not just any woman. Kirby. Tears stung William's eyes and misted the glass of the strange, incredible device. He felt as if he might reach out a hand and touch Kirby, even though he knew that was impossible. Or was it?

"Can I talk to her from here?" he asked, his voice shaking, even though he knew it was probably impossible.

"No. It only makes people and things look close," Amelia said.

He pulled the device from his face, then put it back, testing what felt like a miracle. He held it away and wiped his eyes. The pit in his stomach that had haunted him for nights ate away at his gut. He wanted to talk to his friends, to be next to them. He wanted to use this device, or some other, to whisk them all away from here. They were alive, but they were clearly beaten.

Seeing them only made the pit in his stomach worse.

Amelia took the device and located Cullen, who was wheeling another wagon from the path into the cornfields. His face was similarly bruised, but he was alive. William caught a glimpse of him before he disappeared between some tall stalks.

"See?" Amelia told him. "Your friends are safe, as I told you. You do not have to worry."

William nodded, blotting his eyes before using the device again. 

"I know you are sad you can't see them. But it is interesting to watch them, isn't it?" Amelia asked.

"Yes," William said. "Can I watch a while longer?"

"Go ahead. We have a while until breakfast."

He kept searching from face to face to find his friends again. Eventually, he spotted Bray.

"Is this their job now?" William asked, unable to stop the waver in his voice as he watched Bray picking corn.

"Yes. They are doing their duty, as all of the humans do." Amelia sighed. A hint of nostalgia entered her voice as she said, "I have watched the people in this city for hundreds of years. I used to watch their faces more closely. I even used to walk among them more, many years ago. But I rarely go down to New City anymore."

"Why not?" William asked.

"It is too difficult," Amelia said. "Their lives are but an eye's blink, compared to ours, William. They are there, and then they are gone. One day I learn their names, and the next death or sickness takes them. Or at least it feels that way. Time moves faster as you get older, and it moves even faster for us, with so many years in our past."

A pit took root in William's stomach that he couldn't explain, but he didn't stop watching Bray. 

"We've had so many visitors here that I forget their names and faces," Amelia said, gesturing off the roof and in the direction of the tree line. "Some come once or twice, some never again. Almost all come with hopes and dreams, thinking the products we trade them will make their lives better. But it never extends their lives. They die, but we remain, William."

He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to find Amelia directing him somewhere else. "I wanted to show you another thing."

She pointed past the end of the crop fields to the west, toward a seemingly empty field.

"Look over there, past the crops and the windmill."

Tearing his attention from his friends, William followed her instructions. Amelia kept quiet as William trained the binoculars where she wanted.

"What are you showing me?" 

"Do you see that field past the crops?" Amelia asked. 

"Yes. I see only tall grass," William said. "Nothing more."

"Keep looking." 

William frowned as he searched, but he didn't see anything interesting. He didn't even see demons. It wasn't until he looked closer that he caught sight of a rectangular rock, seemingly embedded in the earth. Looking to its right, he saw another, and a third. The stones resembled rows of crops, making straight patterns across the overgrown field. He swallowed. He didn't need an explanation to know what they were. Graves.

"Have you heard of a potter's field, William?" Amelia asked.

"Yes," he said.

"Those are the graves of some of the humans that lived here, William," Amelia said, her tone turning sad. "Each of those stones is a marker for the body beneath it. That is where we bury the people who die. Or used to."

William's heart thumped in his chest. "Used to?"

"A few times, mass sicknesses took many lives at once and we needed deeper graves. It was harder to give them separate stones. Soon, we stopped numbering them." Amelia watched William as he held the binoculars. "Eventually, we stopped burying people there altogether. We could have cleared more land, but we found another use for those people."

"A use?" William lowered the binoculars.

Amelia pointed at the ground beneath them, as if William might understand. "This building is lined with windows, William. I assume it is one of the things that impressed you when you arrived."

William nodded. 

"We started burning the bodies of the dead in the glass houses." Amelia paused as she looked at him. "We do what some humans used to do years ago; we cremate them. We clean out the ashes, of course, but inevitably some of them make it into the ingredients of our windows. Each of the people who work in New City become a part of the building, a part of what we've built. They live on, even after their deaths."

William's hands shook with fright.

"I don't say this to scare you, William, but to make you understand. The pain of losing your friends is inevitable. Whether they are bodies in a field, or pieces of glass in our building, they will die. But you will not." She gestured in the direction of the fields, helping him find Bray once again, who was pulling a wagon. "Your friends are safe here, or at least safer than in the wild, where too many colonies have thrived and failed. In many ways, your friends have earned a better life here—a protected life. Let them live it out. Do not bother them."

"I—" William paused, unable to muster any more words.

"That is one of the reasons I brought you up here. If you distract them, or give them the prospect of something other than what they are, they might cause their own deaths. If you care for your friends, you will leave them be. You do not want them to die, do you?"

A tear rolled down William's cheek as those words sank in. Without a word, he handed the binoculars to Amelia. He watched as an expression that might be sympathy crossed her face. She tucked some hair behind her ears as a gust of wind blew through it.

"Are you okay, William?"

"I am fine," he said, swallowing the lump in his throat. 

"You look upset," she said.

"It's just hard to hear the truth sometimes," he said, clearing his throat.

He looked over at Amelia as more tears fell. Taking a step toward her, he opened his arms. Amelia's face lit with surprise as William embraced her. He squeezed her tight, burying his face into her robe and hoping she wouldn't feel the urgency in his heartbeat.

"Thank you for letting me see my friends," he said. "I understand why you are keeping me away now. I get it."

"You are welcome," she said, seemingly robbed of more words.

Reaching up, his heart thudded as he gently tugged the pin loose from her hair, palmed it, and slipped it into his pocket. He broke away.

"I am ready to go back inside."


Chapter 52:  Kirby

Hot morning sun beat down on Kirby as she bent an ear of corn from a long, narrow stalk, and tossed it into the wagon. She'd seen Jack only briefly, when he'd gotten into the line behind her, but he'd been sent to work in another row. The task was menial enough that it hadn't taken much training. 

Every so often, a guard or a mutant wandered close enough to startle her, but she was for the most part alone. She had only caught glimpses of Bray and Cullen, moving among a line of workers with skinny limbs, sallow faces, and haunted eyes. She feared the day they blended in completely.

Wiping the sweat from her face, she worked quietly and quickly. Every so often, she glanced at another Field Hand working farther down the row—a gaunt man with thick eyebrows—but he seemed to have no interest in her. She made no attempt to catch his eye, or to talk. Right now, silence seemed to be the only thing keeping her alive—that, and learning as much as she could. In a place where every move was owned, knowledge was power. Perhaps each scrap of information would become a map leading out of this hellish place.

A cough drew her attention to the end of the aisle. A guard passed by, a fist covering his mouth. He glanced at Kirby for a moment or two before passing. She avoided his eyes.

A footstep crunched the dirt in the next row of corn stalks. Something creaked.

Someone—or something—lurked on the other side. Kirby tensed, thinking a mutant might've gone astray. Relief hit her as she saw a slave pulling a full wagon of corn. She heard the wheels groan as the cart got closer, and then she saw a hint of clothes. Maybe it was Jack, come to check on her. A face peered through two of the stalks on the other side of her. 

Drew. 

"You've managed to graduate to working alone," he whispered, looking on either side of him for the guards. "That is good."

Kirby's heart thudded at another unexpected meeting. She got a closer look at Drew's face. Between the starkness of his cheekbones and the dirt on his skin, he looked as if he had aged several years—only his eyes gave him away.

"I've been watching the guards," he hissed. "We have a moment or two to talk. Not much more. Keep your voice low."

"I will," she promised.

"I saw where you are staying. I saw where they put the others, too. All of you are far away from each other, as I expected."

"We've barely talked since we came here."

"Except for last night," Drew said, surprising her.

"How did you know?"

Drew looked sideways, checking their surroundings, but he didn't answer her directly. "You need to be careful what you do, Kirby. If I can see you, then others can."

Kirby swallowed, but she didn't belabor the point. She knew he was right.

"Now that you are out, we will have more chances to communicate," he said. "But we will have to wait until things settle down."

"Before, you said you had some ideas on how to get out of here."

Drew was pensive. "If I knew something easy, I would have done it a while ago. But I know a few similar-minded people with whom I've been talking."

"Who?"

Looking around, he added, "I cannot tell you the names."

Kirby recalled some of the lingering attention she'd felt on her over the past few days. Perhaps it was some of the people to whom he referred.

"How long have you known your friends?" Drew asked.

"I would trust Bray with my life," Kirby answered, surprised to speak the words so freely. 

"How about the other one?"

"We only met Cullen a short while ago."

"I heard about how Bray defended you, when the Head Guards attacked. I believe you are right to trust him. But I have concerns about the one named Cullen. He seems unhinged."

Kirby looked in all directions before talking more. "Bray and I spoke about him last night, during our meeting. We are concerned about him, too."

"Did you tell Bray about me?"

Kirby hesitated. She knew Drew would see through a pointless lie. "I did, but he will not utter a word."

"Please do not share anything with Cullen. We do not need another risk."

"I won't."

Kirby looked at the Field Hand with the thick eyebrows, a hundred feet away from her, down the end of the row. He didn't seem to have noticed anything. A bead of sweat dripped from Drew's forehead as he looked up and down the row of crops in which he stood, gauging his surroundings. "I will contact you again when things settle. It might be a few days, or longer. If the guards suspect anything, we will both be at risk. Only speak with me. Do not trust anyone else with any information."

"I will follow your advice."

"I'll warn you, Kirby. The last time something like this was discovered, all those involved were killed. This is an easy way to death, if we are not careful." Drew looked at her with the same intense expression she remembered, when they escaped their homeland, or when they battled mutants on the new shores. 

"Bray and I will not live in these conditions," Kirby said firmly. "We are willing to do whatever it takes to get out, even if it means our deaths."

Drew nodded. And then he was gone.


Chapter 53:  Bray

Bray scanned the line of dirty, sweating Field Hands wheeling their last full wagons of corn to the path. His fingers hurt from a full morning's repetitive work. The guards paid less attention to him than they had the first day, when he was a fresh, new source of interest. But he wasn't foolish enough to think they were done with him. Every so often, as he worked, Ollie and Avery strode past, hurling an insult. They stared at him with expressions that demanded compliance, even though he hadn't showed them any more disrespect.

He wanted to break away from his work, grab them by the necks, and fill his last seconds with revenge. He wanted to stick an ear of corn down their throats until they choked on it. 

Thoughts of escape compelled him to silence. 

He tugged his last, full cart to a waiting Head Guard. 

"Get in line," the burly guard grunted, after approving of Bray's crops.

Bray pulled the wagon diagonally toward the row of waiting people. He looked for Kirby and Cullen. Kirby stood at the head of the line, toward the gate in the wall, far enough away that he had no chance of speaking with her. But Cullen was closer. In fact, he was only fifteen feet away. Recalling his talk with Kirby the night before, he veered toward Cullen.

Two dirty, skinny men moved aside as Bray took up a spot behind Cullen. Cullen seemed as if he was lost in his head. He scuffed the ground with his boots, or looked at his hands. Bray looked for the guards. Ollie and Avery were preoccupied. Most of the other guards were either at the head of the line, or inspecting the last wagons of corn. A few workers chatted quietly, shifting from foot to foot, waiting for the signal to walk back into the city and have lunch.

Perhaps this was a moment Bray could speak with Cullen, if only briefly. 

Bray stared at his wagon, pretending as if he was studying a wheel.

"Are you all right?" he asked Cullen quietly, without lifting his head.

"I'm okay," Cullen answered. Bray risked a glance. A few more bruises marred Cullen's face. It seemed as if the guards had given him a few new wallops.

Bray looked around at a few of the workers. One or two watched with an interest that might grow, if Bray wasn't careful.

"The work is hard, but we'll get used to it." Bray watched his words as he stared at Cullen with a look meant to inspire hope. 

Cullen nodded, but he didn't seem convinced. Heads turned. A few conversations quieted. Bray's heart hammered as a few guards walked briskly down the line, coming in his direction. He clenched the wagon handle and moved away from Cullen, just in case something bad was coming. The guards looked from one worker to the next. Their eyes lingered on Bray.

The guards passed.

Bray released a nervous breath as more heads turned, following the guards' path. He couldn't see past the end of the line to where they were going.

Catching the eyes of a Field Hand with a scruffy beard, Bray asked, "What's going on?"

"The Yatari are here."

"Who?" Bray looked toward the end of the line again. People were spread everywhere with wagons, but they moved aside to allow the guards through. 

"Some people who come from the coast to trade with The Gifted." The bearded man cranked a thumb east. "They bring us some of the sand and oyster shells to make glass. We give them crops they can't grow near the ocean, and sails for their boats. Not many people can make things as efficiently as we can, here."

Bray chewed on the familiar words that he'd heard Kirby use. The mention of boats inspired ideas he could do nothing about now.

A few more guards walked down the line, eyeing the workers, silencing some of the quiet conversations. A few relaxed, sensing a break in the routine.

Someone else passed.

Rudyard.

A smile suited for another type of business stuck to his face as he walked past Bray and the bearded man. The demons shifted in the corn stalks, watching. The guards instructed the Field Hands to pull the line tighter. Bray knew what they were doing. They were preparing for company, or perhaps exercising the control that often impressed newcomers.

With the line tighter, Bray got a better glimpse of what was happening. 

Far down the path, off in the distance and in the direction of the woods, four men emerged, shouldering heavy bags. The new people wore similar clothing to Bray's, but he'd never seen them. Rudyard and a few guards conversed with them in the distance, out of earshot. After a few moments, the strange men dropped their bags, and Rudyard's guards inspected what was inside. Bray assumed they probably contained the materials of which the bearded Field Hand spoke.

A few people in the line shifted uncomfortably as the strange men's eyes passed over them.

Rudyard waved a hand, directing the men called the Yatari somewhere over the wall. They nodded, looking as if they were waiting for something. 

"Rudyard will finish the trade when we're back behind the wall," the bearded man said. "Our presence makes some of the Yatari uncomfortable."

But not uncomfortable enough to do anything, Bray thought bitterly.

A guard barked an order.

The line moved.


Chapter 54:  William

"Incredible," Amelia said, looking at William with wide eyes. "I can't believe you are picking this up so quickly."

William couldn't help a smile as he looked at the letters on the page—letters that had been strange symbols when he started, but which were starting to make sense. Amelia sat in a chair next to him at the table, a stack of books next to her. A few of the other Gifted were around, reading books of their own, occasionally glancing over with impressed looks. A strand of Amelia's hair fell in her face. She brushed it back behind her ear. She hadn't noticed the missing pin. Either that, or she'd accepted that she lost it. 

In any case, William hoped she didn't suspect anything.

Still, he was nervous. Ever since he'd taken the pin, he felt as if he kept a deathly secret in his pocket. Several times, he carefully patted it to make sure it was there. At any moment, Amelia might find the pin missing and accuse him. Or worse.

"What is this letter?" Amelia asked, quizzing him as she pointed at a symbol that William now recognized.

"A," William said.

"You are right, William," Amelia said.

"The one next to it is 'B'," William volunteered, hoping he wasn't trying too hard to act normally.

"I cannot believe you are picking this up so quickly," she said, shaking her head. William watched as she closed one book and opened another, the latter containing a bunch of symbols, a few of which he could now identify. "But it makes sense. You have spoken the language for a number of years. And you are intelligent. You have a good memory. Eventually, when you have mastered the letters, we can move on to sight words."

"Sight words?"

"Common words that appear often. Memorizing them will help you read." 

William's smile lingered. "Is this how you teach everyone?"

"I have never taught anyone before," Amelia admitted. "You are the first."

"Not even the Head Guards?" he asked.

"There is no reason to teach them. They are better suited for the tasks in the city." Amelia shrugged.

"It was the same way in Brighton," William reiterated. "Only those in the highest positions knew how."

"I think you will find great joy in the knowledge we have here," Amelia said as she turned another page in the book. Seeming to rethink something, she said, "I don't want to overwhelm you with too much at once." 

"I am not overwhelmed. I would like to see more symbols—letters, I mean." William pointed to a thicker book, with a fancy, faded design that was farther down on the table. "What is that one about?"

"That is Tolstoy's favorite. It is a book about the designs for different buildings, called architecture. There are lots of words inside, and lots of blueprints like the ones you saw downstairs." Amelia retrieved the book from the table, thumbing through a few pages. "Perhaps when you learn to read, you might help us in studying the things inside. Maybe one day you will even create your own blueprints."

"I would like that." William feigned enthusiasm, even though he planned to be out of this horrid place long before that happened. 

"In any case, it is not a good book to teach you how to read." Seeing the apparent disappointment on William's face, she added, "Perhaps we can break and take a look at it."

Flipping through the book, William saw a slew of glorious buildings, houses, and structures he couldn't identify. He stopped at a page with an airplane that looked much wider and longer than the plans downstairs, with as many windows as a building, seemingly made of metal. Thinking about something, he asked Amelia, "You said you have lived more than three hundred years. That means you were around when these things filled the sky. Have you ever sat in one?"

"A lot of time has passed, William, but yes I have." Amelia cocked her head as she recalled, "I was a little older than you when The Collapse happened. Before that, I took a few trips with my family. We flew in planes large enough to carry many of the people we have outside."

William opened and closed his mouth, choosing one of many questions. "What was it like to fly?"

"It was commonplace, back then," Amelia said, "but it was still wondrous. I have memories of looking down on the clouds, instead of looking up at them. I remember soaring above some of our biggest cities. More lights glowed in those places than I'd ever seen. Many more than we have in this building."

"Did you see the gods?" William asked.

Amelia let loose a laugh. "No, I didn't."

"You don't believe in them?" William asked.

Amelia gestured to the stacks of books on the table, and the full shelves that lined the walls behind them. "When you have had so much time to live, think, and read, your perspective changes, William, as I've told you. I have had more than three hundred years to watch how people behave. I have seen cities fall and new colonies replace them. I have seen countless people die in wars. And too many of us Gifted killed."

"What do you believe?"

"I believe that we are the gods, William." Amelia stared at him with an intense expression, the remnants of her smile gone. 

**

William looked around the room at a few of the other Gifted as he finished his lesson. One or two watched him with passive amusement, still getting used to being around a person so young. They nodded their misshapen heads when he caught their eyes, but most turned their heads and studied the books or objects in front of them. He hadn't seen Tolstoy or Rudyard for most of the day, as usual. He was trapped in a magnificent tower with more food than he could eat, and more knowledge than he could learn in a lifetime, but his thoughts continually roamed to the places he could not see. 

He wanted escape. He wanted his friends.   

But right now, he wanted to finish this day, so he could get to his room.  

William snuck a glance at the locked door across The Library Room, and the windows, nervously watching the daylight wane. He forced a yawn.

"Are you tired?" Amelia asked.

"Yes."

"I can take you to your room, if you are ready for sleep," she offered.

"That would be great."


Chapter 55:  Amelia

Amelia opened the door to Tolstoy's quarters, locating Tolstoy halfway across his room, one wart-covered hand in his pocket, the other scratching his chin. He stared at the diagrams on the wall with an expression that showed he was deep in thought. 

"Thank you for checking back in with me," he told Amelia.

"It is no problem," she said as she shut the door.

"Is William in his quarters?"

"Yes, I just left him."

"How did your talk go?" Tolstoy asked.

"I'm not sure," she admitted. "I took him to the roof, so he could see his friends, but not interact, as we discussed. I tried my best at explaining things. He shed some tears. It seemed like he understood, but I fear he is acting more than believing. I suspect he might be playing a role."

"How do you know?" Tolstoy asked.

"He is doing well with his letters, but he seemed distracted. I do not believe he will forget his friends easily. I believe they still weigh on his mind."

"Perhaps you need another way to get through to him."

"I will keep trying. I have another idea."

"Report back to me tomorrow. I would like to be updated."

Amelia nodded. "I will keep you informed."


Chapter 56:  William

William waited until the last clap of footsteps had subsided before he swung his feet off the bed. 

He was pretty sure he was safe. 

For a while after Amelia left, he had hunkered under his sheets, certain that she would come back to his room and accuse him. Or that the ascending or descending footsteps might stop. He feared that the door to his room would crash open and The Gifted would appear, bobbing their misshapen heads and dragging him to some fate he couldn't imagine. 

No one came. 

Getting up, he crossed the room. A half-moon splashed enough light through the windows that he could see the silhouettes of the objects around him. He turned the pin over and over in his hand. 

The building was silent. He looked around the room, as if the shadows might harbor some intruder. Even the bonfires outside had long been put out. The slaves were in bed, assumedly resting and preparing for another day of misery. Only the demons and the guards were awake now. 

And William.

William crept across the remainder of the room until he'd reached the door. His heart thudded in his chest. He recalled what he'd heard about those thieves who opened doors. They'd used two pieces of metal, if the stories in Brighton were to be believed. He bent the pin, but he didn't break it. He didn't want to ruin what might be his one chance at escape. Feeling around, he used the moonlight to guide him as he found the keyhole, stuck the pieces of metal inside, and gently probed. He felt resistance in each direction, but two impasses stuck out more, one on each side. He pushed gently, increasing in pressure, but nothing budged.

He cursed inside.

William paused, listening through the door. Nothing. Trying again, he bent the pin to match the obstructions. He kept one hand on the doorknob, turning as he applied pressure. The obstructions in the keyhole budged.

The pin slipped from his hand, clattering on the floor.

William froze. 

Fear sent chills through his stomach as he realized he might've given himself away. The Gifted were surely rising, checking on the noise. Or maybe some guards on the lower level, or upstairs, had heard it. 

The windmills creaked outside. 

An owl hooted.

No one came.

William released his tight, nervous grip on the door handle and fell to his hands and knees, searching for the pin. More fear hit him as he patted the ground, uncertain where it had bounced. Maybe it had gone underneath the crack under the door. Maybe it was waiting on the other side, where Amelia would find it in the morning. Where was the pin? Even if Amelia didn't blame him, she would certainly pocket it, ruining the feeble chance he had at escape. He exhaled with relief as his hands touched metal and he recovered the pin. It was still intact, bent in the same position.

William repeated the same maneuver that had given him luck before. It took him several more frustrating attempts, and a good portion of the night, before he heard a click. When he did, William couldn't believe what he'd done. He pushed the door gently at first, as if he might strike some more resistance.

But there was none.  

The door was open. 

A wave of exhilaration coursed through him as William stuck the pin back in his pocket and ventured through the threshold. He paused on the landing, certain that someone would stop his plan before it begun. But no hands grabbed from the shadows. No voices hissed warnings.

William was free.

**

William paused on the landing. Moments passed. His pulse pounded so loudly that he thought his heart might leap from his chest. He fought to control his breath. William had succeeded in leaving his room, but that didn't mean he could be careless. William knew he wouldn't get another chance at failure.

He needed to be careful.

A test run—that's what he needed.

He needed to get better acquainted with his surroundings. 

Making his way to the nearest wall, William found his footing, carefully making his way down the stairs. Moonlight penetrated the hallway from a lower window, but not enough to fully illuminate a path. A fall would certainly wake The Gifted, and it might break his bones—or kill him. He counted the steps until he reached the next landing. Each step felt as if it might send him tumbling. A few times, his boots scuffed the stairs, sending frigid chills through his body. He only had a general idea where The Gifted slept. He knew a few were in the floors above him, while most kept quarters below. He had the sudden fear that he might bump into someone in the dark—Amelia, a guard, Tolstoy. He pictured Tolstoy's facetious smile, turning into a command for death. 

Or Rudyard's.

What if the lights popped on above him, and he was caught mid-flight? Staving off his fear, he kept going, counting the flights of stairs, the way he'd done with Amelia. A few times, he paused next to a door, listening. Once he thought he heard someone snoring. William kept going, creeping down flight after flight. Soon he'd passed fifteen floors and reached the bottom. Below him, a dark, rectangular shadow in the darkness seemed like a door to freedom. He crept close enough to hear through it. 

Voices reached his ears.

A cough. Then a laugh.

Guards.

He froze.

He heard conversation through the door, but not enough to make out words. He pressed his fingers gently against the door, testing its weight. The door was thick. Of course it was.

More than one guard waited on the other side. Even if he could pick the lock, they would catch him and bring him to The Gifted, ruining his plan. Even if he slipped past them, demons would consume him, or he'd be trapped in the city, if he could even get there.

Neither of those choices would help he or his friends. 

He listened as long as he could, until the aching panic in his stomach screamed at him to retreat. He needed weapons, or some other means to guarantee survival. He would find neither of those huddled in the dark on the stairs, waiting for someone to discover him. 

William snuck back upstairs, reaching the third floor where he'd been earlier with Amelia. Good sense screamed at him to keep going, to get back to his room while he was alive, but he stopped and waited. 

He had a thought. 

Opening any other door might run him into The Gifted. But he knew what was behind this one. Maybe the room harbored something he hadn't noticed earlier. Perhaps a weapon, or something else he could use.

One more test run.

He bent down, fished the pin from his pocket—his homemade key—and inserted it into the lock. With a little more knowledge of what he was doing, he found the obstructions, but it still took him time to get through the door.

Soon he was in the room with the strange table and the sketch of the airplane. 

Carefully, he closed the door behind him and crept across the room, performing a fruitless search in the dark. He found nothing that could help him. 

He tiptoed to the southern balcony. 

He opened the door.

Cautiously, he stepped out into the night air, looking above him at the smooth side of the glass building. All he saw were windows, gleaming in the moonlight. He saw no sign of the guards on the seventeenth floor. Keeping close to the doorway to avoid notice, he peered down at the city. The night air was ripe with the odor of demons. A few dying embers glowed in the bonfires below. Only a few dots of light here and there moved between some of the far structures—perhaps people like him, awake and roaming.

More than likely, the lights belonged to patrolling guards.

He felt a pang of loneliness as he overlooked the city, a place that had given him such high hopes, but had ripped them away just as quickly. A tear dripped from his eye as he thought of Bray, battling demons and men to get to him outside of Brighton. Bray had promised to protect him, and here was William, powerless to return the favor. He owed Kirby and Cullen his life, too.

I'll help them, William thought. I swear I will. I will find a way. If not tonight, then soon.

William wasn't foolish.

He needed a plan better than pushing past the guards and the demons to get to freedom. He might as well hurl himself over this balcony, if he was to do that. William watched the city for a while, until fear drove him to turn around. Shutting the balcony door, he crossed the room, stopping at the northern balcony. He opened the door and took a last peek.

The crop fields looked eerily different in the night—filled with shapes and shifting shadows. The windmills creaked. He jumped as something skittered from one place to the next, even though he was high up enough that nothing could reach him.

Demons hissed as they ran through a few corn stalks or crops, snapping them underfoot. A smaller noise came from somewhere close by. A moment later, a small animal gave a death cry. 

The demons were hungry.   

Of course they were. 

William needed to get back. 

He still needed to figure out how to relock the doors.


Chapter 57:  Bray

The workers around Bray moved slower, weighed down by the exhausting heat of a new day. All around him, the Head Guards barked orders, as if yelling louder might erase the uncomfortable weather. The Field Hands dragged. The guards gave them water, but only enough to keep them from falling over against the crops they picked.

Finally, after an exhausting shift in which he'd avoided a beating, Bray pulled his wagon to the line among the others. Kirby was far ahead of him. Cullen was closer. Unlike the day before, he wasn't going to risk speaking with either of them. 

As the last of the Field Hands came to the line, he waited for the signal that would allow them to escape the sweltering fields.

Fifteen feet ahead of him, Cullen was mumbling again.

Bray watched him for a moment before some Field Hands swiveled their heads, the way they had the day before. A few guards walked the length of the line. Rudyard followed.

"Another trade," one of the skinny Field Hands in front of Bray mumbled. 

"Is it the Yatari?" he asked.

"I can't see from here."

Rudyard sauntered past a few Field Hands who quickly drew their wagons close. Bray looked past them, expecting to see the same, well-dressed men he had seen the day before, or others like them. 

He saw something else.

His pulse pounded.

At the back of the path, a hundred feet away, Rudyard and a few other Head Guards spoke with some familiar people with dark complexions, rabid eyes, and sharp teeth. They held a writhing, squirming man.

The Clickers.

Commotion drew Bray's attention behind him. A Field Hand cried out in surprise.

Cullen ran.

One moment he was a handful of people in front of Bray, the next he was skirting around the other workers, heading for the nearest row of crops to escape. He frantically looked over his shoulder, his eyes wild and panicked. He made it a few feet before his boot caught the end of a wagon, he tumbled, and he fell. Air spit from his lungs as he hit the ground hard and cried out. A few of the demons raced for the dirt path.

"Cullen!" Bray called, letting go of his wagon.

In Cullen's cracked mind, he probably thought The Clickers had come for him. Bray needed to get him back in line before someone noticed, or he was eaten by the hungry infected. Reaching Cullen, Bray grabbed hold of his arm.

"Come on, Cullen!"

"They're coming for me!" he cried.

"They're not. You are safe!" Bray tried.

A nearby shout rang out. "Hey! What are you doing?"

Bray looked up to find Avery running toward them, his face red with anger.  

Bray pulled Cullen to his feet, but not before guards swarmed them. They congregated behind Avery, awaiting an order. 

"What do you think you're doing?" Avery barked, sweat rolling down his cheeks and over his freckled face. 

"He fell," Bray said. "I was helping him."

Avery didn't buy the weak explanation. "Escape," he spat, as if the word were akin to murder. 

"It was a fall," Bray said, "nothing more."

Avery looked from Cullen's still-terrified face, to the people in line around them, who stared. He directed his next question at everyone. "What was he doing?" No one met his eyes. No one wanted to risk defending a stranger. Avery's eyes focused on the skinny man Bray had talked to earlier. "You. Tell me what you saw."

The man was quiet for a moment, until Avery drilled him with a stare.

"He ran," the skinny man said finally, looking away before Bray or Cullen could meet his eyes. "I'm not sure why."

Avery's anger seethed. 

Before he could say anything, Bray interrupted. "He was afraid." Bray pointed down the path, where Rudyard and The Clickers stared, disrupted from their trade. The man between them writhed. "He saw some of the people who took him away from the forests. He wanted to get away from them. That was all."

Avery looked from Bray to the people in the distance. Rudyard waved an angry arm, making it clear he wasn't to be interrupted any longer. Perhaps fearing Rudyard's wrath more than anything else, Avery stabbed the air with a finger and said, "Dung duty this afternoon! Both of you!"


Chapter 58:  Kirby

"You look as if something is wrong," Esmeralda said, watching Kirby with concern. She held a squirming Fiona on her lap, trying to placate her. 

"It is nothing," Kirby said, eating her lunch.

"I can always tell when something is amiss," Esmeralda said, giving her a sympathetic glance. "Call it a mother's intuition."

Kirby sighed as she ate from the bowl in her lap. She kept glancing at the doorway, as if she might see either Bray or Cullen outside, even though she knew they were in their own houses, probably eating. But that wouldn't be the case for long.

"My friends were punished this morning," she said, figuring Esmeralda would hear about the incident regardless. 

"Dung duty?" Esmeralda asked with a knowing glance, wrinkling her nose.

"Have you had it before?"

"Not in a while. It is not a pleasant job, but they will survive, like all the others who have had it," Esmeralda said. "After a few days, the guards will let them out of it. Someone else will earn their anger, and they will assign it elsewhere."

"I hope so."

"Did the guards beat them?"

"No." Kirby scraped the last of her food from her bowl. "Rudyard was trading with some people when it happened. I believe the guards were distracted. Otherwise, they might have received worse."

"What did your friends do to anger them?"

Keeping the information vague, Kirby said, "One of my friends tripped and fell. My other friend tried helping him." 

Esmeralda sighed as she fed Fiona some more food. "Perhaps your friend was exhausted from the heat. In some ways, your friends are lucky. I would rather pick up dung for a few days than receive a beating that takes weeks to heal." 

Kirby nodded. She still felt the bumps and bruises she'd suffered when she'd been in the cell, and after she'd been let out. 

"They will appreciate it when the task is over," Esmeralda said. "The fields will seem like pleasant work."


Chapter 59:  William

"William?"

William looked up from the book at which he was staring, even though he wasn't concentrating. 

"Are you okay?"

"I'm just tired," he said, hoping too many yawns hadn't aroused suspicion.

"You seem distracted."

William looked away, trying to hide his eyes. Too few hours of sleep had worn through his attention span. He was still afraid about the pin. Just in case, he had left it in his room, underneath the dresser. He didn't want evidence of his indiscretions on him.

"Perhaps you need a break from learning," Amelia suggested. "We will have plenty of time to resume later."

"Okay," he said, closing the book.

"I have something to show you," she said, bringing him over to a desk by the window. Amelia reached up, patting some of the misshapen lumps on her forehead. She labored through a weighty sigh. "They say the human brain holds a hundred billion neurons, with even more connections." Seeing William's confused face, she explained, "Neurons and connections are the parts of our brain that make up memories."

"Interesting," William said, although he was too tired for another lesson.

"Humans can store an extremely large number of memories." Amelia massaged her lumps. "It makes me wonder if we can store more, with our mutation."

"So we will never forget things?" William asked, wondering how that could be true.

"We store the memories, but I believe we still prioritize them. Some are buried so deep they are hard to access. I believe we are still like humans in that regard, but most of that is just speculation." Amelia looked out the window, seemingly bothered. "Most thought the human brain could never run out of the capacity to store memories. But that was based on a human lifetime. Will our brains start erasing some of our earliest memories as we Gifted age? I do not know. I worry that with all our knowledge, we might forget things eventually. And that makes the objects we keep even more important."

Amelia reached down to the desk, opening a drawer. 

Surprise hit William as she retrieved a piece of metal in a familiar shape.

Not a piece of metal. 

A gun.

William's heart hammered, certain that his time on this earth had ended as Amelia closed the drawer.

"Are you nervous?" she asked with a smile, noticing his expression.

William felt a second of embarrassment as he realized she held up the gun as if it was an artifact, rather than a weapon that could punch an acorn-sized hole in a person. William looked around, but none of the other Gifted seemed particularly interested. 

"Don't worry, William. The gun is not loaded. It is extremely old."

William nodded as he allowed his eyes to linger on the gun's smooth, metal surface, which was much more weathered than the guns Kirby owned. In fact, it looked as if the gun possessed greater age than some of the other devices around them in the Library Room. His pulse subsided, but he was certainly awake.

"An object is a powerful way to bring back the past. I received this gun as a gift from a man several centuries ago, a few years after The Collapse," Amelia explained. "I kept it safe. In fact, I have owned it longer than I have owned most possessions. Would you like to hold it?"

"Yes." William swallowed as he took the gun, already getting ideas. He knew Amelia wasn't stupid. She wouldn't give him a weapon with which he could free himself, or hurt The Gifted. 

"It is an 1860 Model Colt Army," she said. 

"What does that mean?"

"It is the name of the gun," she explained.

"Does it still work?"

"It should," Amelia said. "I keep it clean, even though I no longer have the need to use it."

"It is fascinating." William continued inspecting it.

"This gun holds special meaning to me." Amelia's face grew nostalgic. "It reminds me of the man who gave it to me."

"Who was he?"

"A human I met many centuries ago, when I had only been afflicted with the spore a few years." Amelia's voice took on a reflective tone. "Those were the early days of my infection, after The Collapse. The majority of my family was gone, but this man convinced me to talk with him."

"What did he say?"

"He persuaded me that he meant no harm. We spent time together. We weren't always on good terms, but I do not regret meeting him. The man has a special place in my memory. Of course, he is no longer here, and the gun remains." A look of sadness crossed her face. "At least I will never suffer a painful loss like that again."

"What do you mean?" William asked.

Amelia said, "We Gifted will never leave each other's side. We won't need trinkets, or glass windows, to remember each other, William. Once we accept that humans die, and we will not, we are free." She nodded at the gun. "And we will always have objects like this to trigger memories, should we need them."

William nodded again, but he couldn't help his eyes from drifting to the window. He couldn't accept what she was saying. Her words were lies.

His friends weren't free.

And neither was he. 

They would never be, until they escaped this place.


Chapter 60:  Amelia

"I do not think I am reaching him," Amelia said gravely, looking at Tolstoy as she stood in his quarters. "I think he is pretending to understand things. He is a smart boy. He is savvy. After days of working with him, I still cannot tell his true thoughts."

"I feared as much." Tolstoy looked grave, as he looked over at Rudyard, who also joined them. "Rudyard has news, as well."

"A few of William's friends gave the guards some trouble while I met with the Semposi this morning," Rudyard said. "They were assigned to dung duty."

"Trouble on all sides." Tolstoy's face was grave.

"Perhaps this is a lesson in our laps," Rudyard said with a shrug as he looked upstairs, toward the floor that held William. 

Amelia nodded, knowing that was true.


Chapter 61:  William

"Where are we going?" William asked, as Amelia led him downstairs.

"You'll see," she said, her infected head bobbing as she walked next to him. 

William bit his lip as he noticed a new pin in her hair. It seemed as if she had come earlier than usual to get him. Maybe she was going to accuse him. Or maybe he had made a horrible mistake in taking the pin, and she had known all along. 

He thought of the tired look on her face when they spoke by the window, and the gun she'd shown him. Maybe that demonstration was a warning. Maybe she'd heard him sneaking about last night.

He followed her downstairs, his breath heaving from fear. With nothing else he could think to do, he counted the flights of stairs as they descended. Ninth, eighth, seventh… Where were they going?  When they reached the third floor, Amelia stopped. The door he'd picked the night before was cracked open. 

He must not have relocked the door the right way. 

They've caught me.

Conversation echoed from somewhere inside the room. 

William's heart felt as if it might explode out of his chest. He sucked in a breath as Amelia opened the door the rest of the way. The room was empty, save the drafting table with the lone set of blueprints. Across the room, however, the door to the southern balcony was open, filled with The Gifted. A few nodded as they saw Amelia and William. Amelia shut the door behind them, locking it. 

"This way," she beckoned, as if William had a choice, as if he had ever had one. 

His heart continued thundering as he crossed the room. 

They're going to pitch me from the balcony.

Amelia entered the balcony first, greeting the other Gifted. They shuffled, ensuring there was room for everyone. William stood behind Amelia, Tolstoy, and some others, unable to see around their tall bodies, not wanting to for fear of getting close to the edge. He watched the backs of their flowing robes for several moments before Tolstoy turned, reached out a guiding hand, and ushered him forward.

"Join us," Tolstoy said.

Tolstoy placed him in a spot between him and Barron. Barron clasped a wart-covered hand over William's arm, tight. Too tight.

William swallowed as he looked off the balcony, over the city. A few of The Gifted looked over at him, solemn smiles on their faces. 

"What are we doing?" William asked.

Amelia answered from behind him. "We are watching the feeding."


Chapter 62:  Bray

"This part isn't so bad," Bray said to Cullen with a grin as they wheeled full wagons of corn into the Feeding Pen. "Better than prying up dung, that's for sure."

Cullen looked over nervously, but he didn't laugh.

"Hurry up," one of the guards yelled inside the pen, spurring them on. A few Head Guards craned their necks into the pen, watching them work with smiles that Bray would like to wipe from their faces.

After cleaning out the pen's scraps from the first feeding, they'd been instructed to bring in more fresh corn for the second and final group. More guards gathered outside the gate, carrying their bells. 

Bray surveyed the pen.

All around them, the large planks that comprised the wooden fence rose ten feet into the air. Several areas of the fence were scraped and scratched, probably from where the demons battled each other for the corn. Bray didn't see any way out, other than the one gate through which they'd entered, which guards watched. 

The smell of dung and stale urine stung Bray's nose as he wheeled his load to the center of the pen, where they'd already dumped several full loads. The pile of yellow corn might be considered appetizing, if it wasn't meant for the stomachs of snarling beasts. A few pieces of corn rolled off the mound as Bray dumped his last batch. He nearly tripped on an errant piece, but managed to keep his footing.

Good enough. Bray didn't give a demon's ass about his duty. He wanted to get out of this filthy, horrid place that reminded him of the creatures he'd spent most of his life killing. 

"Let's get moving," he muttered to Cullen. 

As they wheeled their empty wagons across the pen, Cullen surprised him by slowing his wagon. To Bray, he said quietly, "I am sorry for what I did this morning in the fields. I put you in danger. It was a stupid mistake."

Bray nodded, surprised to hear him speaking with more clarity than he'd heard in days. Perhaps the smell of urine had shocked him awake. "I know it wasn't your intention to run like that."

"Too many days of hiding from those men brought out an instinct I couldn't control." Cullen blew a breath. "The Clickers bring a fright I will never be rid of."

"You do not need to have guilt over it," Bray said.

The truth was, he didn't blame Cullen for anything. Cullen might've told the final lie that had sealed their fate, but they had all taken risks. There was no use in giving him unnecessary blame.

They continued wheeling their empty wagons across the pen, speed in their steps. Bray envisioned the hissing demons that would soon fill the place, clawing for scraps of their meager meal. Hopefully, he'd be halfway through the alley next to the shops by the time any of them were in the city. 

They were almost at the entrance when Cullen slowed. He glanced up.

"What is it?" Bray asked, following his gaze above the tall, wooden walls of the pen, toward the shimmering building.

Through the sideways glare of the sun, Bray saw a group of figures standing on the building's balcony, three floors up. Like that first day he'd entered the city, he noticed a handful of dark, flowing robes. But among them was someone new—a smaller figure, leaning over the railing and looking out from behind a sea of dark fabric. William.

Bray's heart seized as he laid eyes on the boy. He wanted to run from the pen and out into the courtyard, climb up the side of that building, and get to him. He wanted to shout William's name and verify he was all right. It took him a moment to realize something else. All of the figures—including William—were staring at him and Cullen. 

Footsteps pounded the dirt.

Guards raced into the pen. 

"What are you doing?" Bray shouted as six burly men surrounded him. 

Someone grabbed him from behind.

An unexpected fist slugged Bray in the stomach. He doubled over, robbed of breath.

More guards surrounded Cullen, who shouted in fright as they started beating him.

Bray struggled to get free of a handful of sneering Head Guards, who pinned him while others kicked and punched. His body stung with the pain of the blows. They struck him several more times as the bells started ringing. From somewhere above him on the balcony, he heard a shout that might be William's.

An awful reality hit Bray as Cullen shouted, "This is the end! This is the end!"

Bray fought frantically, managing to get one arm free, just in time to block a blow, until a fist socked him in the face, knocking away the last of his fight.

Bray's head sagged. 

He fell into a daze.

His boots slid over the ground as men dragged him.

He could barely see in which direction he was headed, or what was happening.

Through his haze, he saw the hooded figures on the balcony, holding back William as he screamed. He saw the people in the doorways of the first row of houses, their pale faces filled with the same fright. And he saw Teddy, his mouth hung open in horror. More bells ripped Bray's attention to the front gate, where several guards incited the vicious snarls of demons from over the wall as others continued dragging him.

Where was he?

He blinked hard, finding enough clarity to see that he was out of the Feeding Pen, on the other side of the open gate. Next to him, guards rang bells. Past them, through the open gate and in the middle of the Feeding Pen, Cullen lay, beaten and bloody, next to the piles of corn they'd dumped moments earlier. 

Cullen!

Cullen's legs wobbled as he tried to stand. His face twisted with bloodied fear as he realized what was coming.

The front gate opened.

The horde entered the courtyard.

A streaming mass of wart-covered flesh, open mouths, and cracked teeth spilled in Bray's direction. Feet stomped the ground. Yowls filled the air. The demons got close enough that Bray could smell their sour breath and the fetid dung on their bodies, but they weren't coming for him.

They kept going.

They entered the pen.

The people in the courtyard screamed in fright. 

The last demon entered.

And then the guards closed the door.


Chapter 63:  William

William fought against the arms holding him on the balcony. He screamed and flailed, trying to get free. He couldn't rip his eyes away from the tumbling, shrieking demons trapped in the Feeding Pen with Cullen. Cullen's panicked shouts tore at William's soul. But they were about to get worse. A horde large enough to inspire terror in any man streamed toward him, tripping over one another as they lusted for blood.

The bells stopped ringing.

Cullen took a staggering step away from the approaching demons.

William screamed, "Stop! Stop!" 

His voice echoed from the balcony down to where the snarling demons yowled, lost in the commotion.

The robed, Gifted men around him watched. A few nodded sagely. No one heeded William's or Cullen's cries. 

Cullen held up his hands, but his efforts were useless against more than a hundred yowling, clawing demons. They converged, toppling him like a weed. Cullen landed on his back, kicking and flailing. His screams mingled with the shrieks of twisted men as they found warm flesh, tore, and ate.

Clawed, twisted demon fingers reached for the sky, dripping innards. Hungry demon's teeth tore pieces of skin; heads wagged from side to side as they chewed Cullen's sinewy flesh and his last, frightful cry hung in the air. And then he was lost beneath a swarm of monsters several layers deep, tumbling over one another, fighting for his remains.

William's scream became a pitiful, hopeless sound.

He fought against the arms holding him—Tolstoy's and Barron's—but he couldn't get free.

On the other side of the pen's door, away from the carnage, guards held Bray, who now struggled weakly as he watched the closed door, where his friend had died. All around the beginning rows of houses, and in the houses past them, people lurked in the doorways, peeking past the thresholds and toward the closed gate. Their pale faces held a fear William didn't need to imagine, because it ran through him, a waking nightmare he would never forget. 

Tears streamed down William's face.

"The Plagued Ones remind me of animal packs from the wild deserts, across the seas," Barron said calmly, his hand still locked on William's arm. "You wouldn't have seen them, William, but they were a spectacle. We used to watch them on devices from the comforts of our homes, thousands of miles away. Those animals often worked together, though. The Plagued Ones fight for food. They are always hungry."

Bodies moved in a frenzied blur from Cullen to the corn, as if they hadn't just turned a man's flesh into pulp and picked his bones clean. On the other side of the courtyard, past the wall at the front of the building, Rudyard waved his arms like some unceremonious priest, controlling the first batch of demons that had already fed. When the second batch of demons was done, the bells rang, the guards opened the Feeding Pen door, and the demons streamed out, pieces of Cullen caked to their faces and hands. They crossed the courtyard, passed Bray and the guards, and returned through the open front gate.

"The taste of flesh inspires a savagery that is as fascinating as it is frightening," Barron said, scratching his wart-covered chin. "But they are good at taking care of our waste. And they are the reason we are safe."

"Thankfully, the humans are down there, and we are up here," Tolstoy said, his look as much a statement as a warning as he looked at William. "We are the gods, and the humans serve us. If you are smart, you will keep it that way, William, and your other two friends will stay alive."
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Afterword




One of the most enjoyable parts of writing THE RUINS was imagining the different cultures that might live in that world. Like the world in which we currently live, I envisioned the realm of THE RUINS with its own ecosystem, where everything—and everyone—plays a role. 




The Clickers were inspired by various tribes in Africa, both past and present, who speak in a language comprised mostly of tongue clicks. With three hundred years passing since humanity's downfall, and demons roaming the forests, it was easy to see how the most adaptable people might develop an alternate form of language—one that is more unrecognizable to both the infected, and the eavesdropping ears of other humans.




On the opposite end, it was just as easy to see how The Gifted—those who had lived through mankind's collapse—might seek to recreate mankind's technology.




Unfortunately, Bray, Kirby, and William had no choice in their role. At least, not at the moment.




If you enjoyed Book 3, please leave a review. A few sentences would suffice. Each review is like a buying a flagon of Snowberry for Bray at the tavern. He could use a drink, after what he's seen.




-Tyler Piperbrook

September 2017




P.S. Fans of Bobby Adair's Dusty's Diary series might notice some tie-ins between this book and Dusty's Diary 2, which was just released. I won't spoil anything for you, but you can check it out here!




P.P.S. You can preorder The Ruins 4 now on Amazon! Thanks as always for reading!











Email & Facebook




If you're interested in getting an email when THE RUINS Book 4 comes out, SIGN UP HERE.




You'll periodically get updates on other books but no spam. Unsubscribe at any time.




If you'd like to get a bit more involved, you can find me on Facebook at:




http://www.facebook.com/twpiperbrook





Other Things To Read

Since Book 4 of THE RUINS isn't out yet…




The CONTAMINATION series might help tide you over. It's a fast-paced, action-oriented zombie series with a twist. You can check out the Boxed Set HERE.
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